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In  a  pre-e lec t ion  budget 
speech filled with propaganda 
about the supposed developmental 
achievements of the Narendra Modi 
government, acting finance minister 
Piyush Goyal read out a text that 
both window-dressed the revised 
estimates and violated all norms that 
should apply to an interim Budget.

E v e n  w h i l e  e n g a g e d  i n 
a desperate bid to win over the 
electorate, the government could 
not allow itself to deviate too 
much from its commitment to 
please international finance with 
a magic fiscal deficit figure in the 
neighbourhood of 3%.

The Goods and Services Tax 
(GST), which was supposed to be 
a game changer, has delivered Rs 
1,00,000 crore less than budgeted, 
though the adverse effect of that falls 
substantially on the states.

The cash benefit transfer to 
farmers is expected to cost Rs 
20,000 crore this year and Rs 75,000 
crore in the coming year. Yet, the 
government claims it can keep the 
fiscal deficit at 3.4% of GDP in 
2018–19, as compared to a budgeted 
3.3%, and below the 3.5% recorded 
in 2017–18. In 2019–20, the finance 
minister expects the deficit to stay at 
3.4%, despite the new expenditures.  

Budget 2019: Neither Interim, nor Substantial

C.P. Chandrasekhar

A number of manipulations have 
helped the government keep to target 
despite adverse trends in receipts—
or at least near it.

First is the “revision” of GDP 
estimates, which by consistently 
hiking the size of the national cake 
helps depress the ratio of the fiscal 
deficit to the GDP.

The second is  opt imist ic 
estimates about tax buoyancy. 
Thus, the “projected” revenue from 
corporation taxes in 2018–19 is 
now placed at Rs 50,000 crore or 
8% more than the budget estimates. 
Finally, the government is providing 
for large receipts of Rs 80,000 crore 
from disinvestment in 2018–19 and 
Rs 90,000 crore in 2019–20.

Finance Minister Jaitley had set 
his disinvestment target in Budget 
2018–19 at Rs 80,000 crore. He 
was possibly expecting even larger 
realisations through measures that 
drained PSE surpluses, giving him 
much fiscal manoeuvrability in a 
pre-election year while achieving 
his fiscal deficit targets.

Eight out of 16 disinvestment 
transactions were “buybacks” of 
government-held equity by the 
PSUs concerned. Surprisingly, 
thus far there does not seem to be 
evidence of success. Excluding the 
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most recent buyback of equity by 
Indian Oil Corporation and ONGC, 
disinvestment receipts are currently 
placed at a little more that Rs 34,000 
crore in 2018–19, which is not even 
halfway to the target.

The government also plans to 
mobilise in excess of Rs 10,000 
crore by selling its 52.63% stake in 
the Rural Electrification Corporation 
to the Power Finance Corporation, 
which too it owns.

A shout-out to voters
Principally, the speech lays 

out three sets of changes on the 
expenditure side with the hope of 
winning votes at election time: to 
provide for a Rs 6,000-crore cash 
transfer in a year to “landholding” 
farmers with holding size up to 2 
hectares, a contributory pension 
scheme for unorganised workers 
with monthly income up to Rs 15,000 
and a set of direct tax concessions for 
those with taxable income less Rs 5 
lakh a year and for salary earners.

What is striking about these pre-
election sops is not the gain which 
each beneficiary would register but 
the numbers who would feel that 
they have been benefited. The cash 
transfer to the farmer of Rs 6,000 a 
year amounts to Rs 500—or Rs 100 
per capita for a family of five. That 
is nothing, as many farmers would 
recognise.

But since the scheme is expected 
to cover 12 crore landholders, the 
government obviously expects 
the sheer sweep would make a 
difference. It also requires allocating 
(even if not finally delivering as in 
the case of other schemes) an annual 
sum of Rs 75,000 crore.

What it, however, does not 
take into account, is possibly the 
fact that it has left the farming 
community and all dependent on 

agriculture, languishing for the last 
four-plus years, and even accepted 
the Swaminathan Committee 
recommendation for a minimum 
support price of 150% above costs 
only in its last year in office. This 
sudden election-year concern for 
farmers will possibly not wash.

The same holds true for the 
pension scheme for unorganised 
workers. This is not for the existing 
elderly, but for those who register 
for the new scheme (Pradhan Mantri 
Shram-Yogi Maandhan) and keep 
paying a monthly contribution. A 29-
year old would have to pay Rs 100 
a month or Rs 1,200 a year for 30 
years, till she turns 60, to be eligible 
for a pension of Rs 3,000 a month.

Even at a 5% inflation rate, Rs 
3000 after 30 years would amount 
to less than Rs 700 in today’s prices. 
Rather than play such games, a 
proper pension scheme should offer 
the elderly at least half the prevailing 
minimum wage and should be 
universal. That would be about Rs 
5,000 per month today.

Finally, the enhanced exemption 
limit for taxation provides a zero tax 
concession for those with taxable 
income between Rs 2.5 lakh and 
Rs 5 lakh, without making much 
difference to other taxpayers. To 
compensate the salary earners for 
this neglect, the interim budget 
provides for an increase in the 
standard deduction for salary earners 
from Rs 40,000 to Rs 50,000.

Despite these concessions, 
income tax receipts are expected 
to remain unaffected relative to the 
budget estimates. As compared to a 
“projected” receipt of Rs 5,29,000 
crore in 2018–19 (exactly the same 
as the budgeted estimate), the 2019–
20 budget provides for an increase to 
Rs 6,20,000 crore. The concessions 
provided here are possibly not too 

large in aggregate terms.
Put together, these meagre 

“sops” that were accompanied by 
thumping of desks and followed by 
“Modi, Modi” chants, are a pathetic 
effort to mobilise voter support at 
the last minute.

These features of the “interim 
budget” speak for themselves. This 
was, as expected, a propaganda 
effort, with no well thought out 
strategy or real intent.

Whether people, who were 
promised  la rge  t ransfers  of 
expropriated money into their bank 
accounts and received nothing, will 
trust these promises is to be seen.

(C.P. Chandrasekhar is currently 
Professor at the Centre for Economic 
Studies and Planning, Jawaharlal 
Nehru University, New Delhi.)
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Let’s get one thing clear. This 
is not an interim Budget, whatever 
the government finally agreed to 
call it. The sweeping promises made 
on both expenditure and taxation 
fronts are well beyond the limited 
minor changes that are supposed to 
be allowed in a vote-on-account or 
interim Budget.

For a government that officially 
has only a few months more to its 
tenure, this certainly crosses the 
borders of constitutional propriety. 
The Budget requires changes in the 
Finance Bill, which constitutionally 
should not be made by a departing 
government, and imposes substantial 
commitments on spending (like cash 
transfers to small farmers) and taxes 
(like income tax relief) on a future 
government.

Maybe we are now, unfortunately, 
in a world in which all of that does not 
matter anymore, and there is no one 
in any position of authority to call the 
government out on this. In any case, 
it is obvious that this is a pre-election 
Budget with a vengeance. However, 
as has been typical of the Modi 
government, the Budget speech 
operated more on the optics than on 
the actual spending allocations and 
tax changes, and sought to create 
a feel-good impression without 
enough real changes that could 
change the direction of the economy.

Take the biggest-ticket item, 
which was widely expected, but 
still startling in scope. The Budget 
speech declared that “vulnerable 
landholding farmer families, having 
cultivable land upto 2 hectares, will 
be provided direct income support at 
the rate of Rs 6,000 per year.” This 
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Jayati Ghosh

is declared to benefit around 120 
million small landowning families—
presumably on the basis of the 
Agricultural Census of 2015–16 
that identified around 12.5 crore 
operational holdings of less than 
2 hectares. It will be paid in three 
instalments of Rs 2,000 each.

It is not clear whether the 
government actually intends to 
provide this cash transfer to all 
those with such holdings, even those 
without land titles, such as tenants 
and women farmers, and if so, how 
this is going to be implemented.

This matters, because clearly 
the government intends to start 
making such payments immediately 
in the current financial year, having 
allocated Rs 20,000 crore for 
this because the scheme will be 
implemented retrospectively from 
December 2018. It has set aside  
t he  f a i r ly  l a rge  amoun t  o f  
Rs 75,000 crore for such payments 
in 2019–20.

Whether it would actually 
benefit the Bharatiya Janata Party 
electorally remains to be seen, of 
course. The proposed transfer does 
not amount to much for individual 
households (a payment of Rs 500 per 
month per such household is quite 
small given the massive costs faced 
by farmers currently) and it does 
next to nothing to the address the real 
economic problems of farmers today. 
The interest subvention extended to 
fisherfolk and livestock breeders is 
also only a small change.

But the income transfer would 
still amount to an injection of 
demand in the rural economy. Given 
the current depressed economic state 

of rural India, that would certainly 
make a difference.

The other so-called “game 
changer” announced is that of the 
pension scheme for unorganised 
workers. But this turns out to be 
another jumla, of the kind that we 
should have got used to by now. The 
promise is only for a scheme that 
requires that young people working 
in unorganised activities (who are in 
their 20s, say) have to start paying 
their contributions regularly from 
today for the next 30 years or so 
in order to receive a pension of 
Rs 3,000 a month when they are 
more than 60 years old! This is a 
travesty of the actual requirement 
of universal pensions of around 
half the minimum wage that should 
be provided to all eligible adults by 
the government. As a promise based 
on long-term contributions, it also 
falls short of the Rs 3,000 per month 
being provided today as pension by 
the governments of Telangana and 
now Andhra Pradesh.

There are various benefits given 
to the middle class in terms of tax 
relief. But since these would kick 
in much later, it is not clear whether 
they would have an impact either 
in terms of increasing effective 
demand from such households today 
or would yield a political benefit for 
the ruling party.

The surprise is the lack of any 
effort to do something that would 
increase employment. In that sense 
this government continues to keep 
its head firmly in the sand about job 
creation (or the lack of it). Piyush 
Goyal’s speech was replete with 
references to how various economic 
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activities must be creating jobs, but 
there has clearly been no official 
attention to what can be done about 
it.

The other important point to bear 
in mind is that—unfortunately—
very few of these numbers can be 
taken seriously, which is a tragedy 
for the citizenry and also for any 
future government (even one headed 
by the same party). The fiscal or 
revenue deficit estimates as shares 
of GDP are already tainted by the 
unbelievable GDP numbers that 
have just been released by a Central 
Statistics Office that appears to have 
been tamed by the NITI Aayog, in 
an unprecedented involvement of 
political appointees in official data 
creation.

Meanwhile, the cynicism of the 
government about the spending that 
matters for citizens still continues. 
The revised estimate for spending on 
MNREGA is only Rs 61,000 crore—
an amount that was already exhausted 
in December 2018—suggesting that 
the Central government plans no 
new spending on this in the coming 
months despite severe need for it 
across the country. This conforms 
to the pattern of pushing such dues 
on the next year, which has already 
hugely damaged the programme.

The Ayushman Bharat health 
programme, which was presented 
earlier as the “game changer” spent 
only Rs 2,400 crore while the 
planned spending for the coming 
year is only Rs 6,400 crore. The 
National Health Mission gets almost 
no increase in spending, while the 
flagship Swachh Bharat Abhiyan 
that is constantly invoked by the 
government spent Rs 865 crore less 
than budgeted for, and gets a further 
reduction in outlay for the coming 
year by Rs 4,228 crore to only Rs 
12,750 crore.

But  the  budge t  numbers 
themselves have been massaged by 
creative accounting of a level that 
makes past governments look at 
mere amateurs at this game.

The revenues from disinvestment 
are significantly more than what 
should be expected given the receipts 
so far, which was already only 
because public sector undertakings 
(PSUs) were forced to buy shares in 
other PSUs.

The receipts from “IEBR” 
(Internal and Extra-Budgetary 
resources) at Rs 5,58,597 crore, are 

a whopping Rs 1,73,766 crore more 
than the Budget estimates—and 
could only have been achieved by 
arm-twisting the now-pliant Reserve 
Bank of India, among other means.

This means that the aggregate 
macroeconomic impact of this 
Budget cannot really be assessed, 
since the actual fiscal stance is 
now so opaque. It’s all smoke and 
mirrors, once again.

(Jayati Ghosh is professor of 
economics at Jawaharlal Nehru 
University.)

Even as a five-judge bench of 
the Supreme Court seems ready to 
hear the case about the Ayodhya 
site where the Babri mosque (said to 
have been built in the 1520s) stood 
until its demolition in December 
1992, the central government has 
asked the Court to release from its 
custody land surrounding the site 
so that the construction of a Ram 
temple can begin there. With good 
reason, this Ayodhya question has 
been linked to the general election 
that is due before May. The question 
should, however, be examined in 
a broader perspective. In fact, we 
should ask even at this late stage 
whether or not statesmanship and a 
spirit of give-and-take can produce 
a settlement.

The bare bones of a settlement 
are not hard to identify. One, the 
Hindu side admits the error in 
demolishing the mosque. Two, 
the Indian state admits its failure 
to prevent the demolition. Three, 
the Muslim side acknowledges the 

Debate on Ram Temple

A New Temple, a New Mosque 

Rajmohan Gandhi

Hindu community’s wish to see a 
Ram temple rise on the site as also 
the Hindu community’s belief that 
a temple had once stood where 
the Babri Masjid was built. Four, 
not far from the site, and yet not 
too close to it, space for a new 
mosque is made available by the 
Hindu side and the Indian state. 
If necessary, the four steps can 
be simultaneous. In this dream-
like scenario, acknowledgment of 
wrongdoing and restitution leads to 
justice as well as reconciliation.

Passions, politics and pressures 
may produce a Ram temple anyway, 
with or without a Supreme Court 
order. If such a temple emerges 
without an admission of the 
wrongfulness of the demolition, the 
Hindu–Muslim divide will deepen 
and Muslim fears will intensify. . . .

Will Ayodhya’s disputing sides 
voluntarily come together as I have 
imagined? Very unlikely. But the 
Supreme Court can direct them to do 
so. We have to rebuild our society, 
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return it to some civility. We have 
to restore Hindu–Muslim relations. 
We have to become respectable in 
the world. Indians have to recover 
pride in their country’s lawfulness.

History’s facts cannot be 
scratched out. What happened in 
Ayodhya in the 1520s, in 1949, and 
in 1992 cannot be changed. But 

yesterday’s follies can be admitted 
and consigned to the past. They 
should not be allowed to burn our 
todays and tomorrows.

A new temple and a new mosque 
rising as a result of a Supreme 
Court direction for justice and 
reconciliation would lift everyone’s 
spirits. At this testing time, the 

Supreme Court may be in a position 
to add significantly to India’s peace 
and India’s honour.

(The writer, a grandson of 
Mahatma Gandhi, is research 
professor at the Centre for South 
Asian and Middle Eastern Studies, 
University of Illinois.)

A Rotten Compromise 

Apoorvanand

Rajmohan Gandhi wishes us 
to rebuild India, return it to some 
civility, and restore Hindu-Muslim 
relations. And he feels that unless 
the Ram temple issue is resolved, 
we cannot achieve this.

Like a festering wound, it has 
not let the nation be at peace for 
decades. He also treats it like a 
dispute, which has two competing 
parties and suggests that under the 
direction of the Supreme Court, the 
two can strike a compromise. The 
Hindu desire to see a magnificent 
Ram temple at the very site of the 
Babri masjid should be recognised 
by the Muslim side and it should 
cede ground for that. The Hindu side 
needs to acknowledge the “error” of 
demolition of the mosque and allow 
a masjid to come up “not too close” 
and yet “not too far” from the site.

Rajmohan Gandhi is not wrong 
when he says that for peace, some 
negotiation is required. We must 
compromise for peace, even if 
it means giving up justice to an 
extent. Should the Muslim side be 
so obstinate as to fail to admit a 
Hindu desire for a Ram temple at 
his birth place? Would the Hindus 
not be sagacious enough to allow 
a masjid at a place not far from 
the newly-constructed temple? But 

the question is: Who represents 
the Hindu side—is it the Nirmohi 
Akhara or the Hindu Mahasabha? 
Or, is it the Vishwa Hindu Parishad, 
RSS and the BJP?

The  years  fo l lowing  the 
demolition of the Babri masjid 
have made it clear that the driving 
force behind the Ram Janmabhoomi 
campaign was political, couched 
in the language of the holy. It 
was admitted by the leader of the 
campaign, Lal Krishna Advani 
himself, that it was a political 
movement. So, it should be clear that 
it is not a Hindu desire but a political 
design using the Hindu as a cover.

Also, the symbolism behind the 
act of the demolition of the mosque 
cannot be missed. It was, essentially, 
an act of war against Muslims in 
which the Hindu might prevailed. 
The conceit and treachery of the act 
was justified by the Hindu maxim 
of achieving your objective: Sama 
Dama Danda Bheda. But even 
before that, the act of making a living 
mosque dead had many conspirators 
including the first chief minister of 
Uttar Pradesh, Govind Ballabh Pant. 
He was emboldened by the support 
from Sardar Patel who thwarted all 
moves by Jawaharlal Nehru to get 
the mosque restored to its original 

use by removing the idols placed in 
the mosque surreptitiously.

The story of Babri masjid, 
therefore, is a narrative comprising 
a series of compromises, by the state 
with the marauders, in the name of 
peace. It begins with the smuggling 
of the idols into the mosque in 1949 
and continues till the permission of 
the Supreme Court was acquired 
for the gathering of lakhs of Hindus 
at the site of the mosque to do a 
symbolic kar seva.

A compromise for peace is 
justified. But, as Avishai Margalit 
warns us in his book, On Compromise 
and Rotten Compromises, we need 
to avoid rotten political compromises 
at all costs. We can easily see that the 
compromises done by the state have 
not led to any lasting peace, nor 
eased the pain caused to Muslims. 
The biggest rotten compromise 
involved the executive and the 
courts, which reduced the Muslims 
to helpless onlookers and targets 
of cruelty and humiliation. We 
also know that without 1992, 2002 
would not have happened. By then, 
all atrocities against Muslims were 
treated as part of the protracted war 
on behalf of Ram against those who 
had forced him out of his birthplace.

The continuous erasure of all 
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“Muslim” influences, seen in the 
changing of names of Aurangzeb 
Road, Mughal Sarai and Allahabad 
is only a continuation of that war. 
It would be naïve to treat the Ram 
temple issue in isolation of what 
had happened before it and what 
continues after that.

A good compromise is one in 
which the stronger side recognises 
the weaker and gives a concession. 
A rotten compromise is one which 
makes subjugation, humiliation and 
cruelty towards the conceding side 
a permanent fixture.

To give in to the demand of 
a temple at that very spot would 
be a rotten compromise. Not only 
because of the rotten nature of its 
content, but also because it would 
mean compromising with a radical 
evil. Muslims recognise the radical 
nature of this evil which even well-
intentioned souls like Rajmohan 
Gandhi tend to ignore, even if for 
the sake of peace.

The forces of this radical evil 
have made their intentions clear 
repeatedly—that the Ram temple 
is only a step towards establishing 
a majoritarian regime in India. To 
enter into an agreement with them 
would be to compromise the ethical 
foundations of what we know as the 
idea of India as a secular republic.

A stand-off or an impasse is 
better than this desperate rotten 
compromise, because that would 
mean that the evil can still be 
resisted.

(The writer teaches at Delhi 
University.)

Imran Khan, the Prime Minster 
of Pakistan, seems to be unaware of 
the trajectory of state of minorities 
in Pakistan. While addressing a 
ceremony, Khan stated that his 
government would ensure that 
minorities in Pakistan get equal 
status and rights. Good intentions! 
At the same time he tried to criticize 
the state of Indian minorities. For 
Khan to talk of the state of minorities 
in India is like the pot calling the 
kettle black! While there is truth 
that in India the minorities are 
being relegated to ‘second class 
citizenship’, the state of minorities 
in Pakistan has been much worse by 
any standards.

Khan forgot that leave alone 
Hindus and Christians, who are ill 
treated there, even a sect of Islam, 
the Ahmadiyyas, are not recognized 
as Muslims and despite his wishes 
he could not retain Atif Mian, an 
outstanding economist, as a member 
of his Economic Advisory Council. 
He faced tremendous pressure of 
fundamentalists, the Maulanas, to 
expel him. These Maulanas exert a 
good deal of pressure on the politics 
in Pakistan. The Ahmadis have been 
persecuted a lot during last few 
decades. During my recent travel to 
Bangkok for an interfaith meeting, 
I happened to meet a number of 
Ahmadis, who had escaped from 
Pakistan and are seeking shelter and 
trying for citizenship in Thailand. 
India too has a significant Ahmadiyya 
population; while Indian law regards 
them as Muslims, they face some 
discrimination from fellow Muslims 
of other sects.

Imran Khan and Minorities in  
Pakistan and India

Ram Puniyani

One recalls the fate of Aasiya 
Noorin, popularly referred to as 
Asia Bibi, who was convicted for 
blasphemy in 2010. Two Pakistan 
leaders who stood up in support of 
her, Minorities Minister Shahbaz 
Bhatti and Punjab Governor, Salman 
Taseer, were assassinated. Their 
assassin was given a hero’s status. 
When the Supreme Court of Pakistan 
finally acquitted her on 31 October 
2018, citing “material contradictions 
and inconsistent statements of the 
witnesses” that “cast a shadow of 
doubt on the prosecution's version 
of facts”, there was a big agitation 
against the judgment. Islamic parties 
led these protests, which took place 
in several major cities of the country. 
Imran Khan tried to negotiate with 
fundamentalists, but could not 
prevail upon them to withdraw their 
protests. They filed a review petition 
in the Supreme Court, which was 
rejected by the Court on January 
29, 2019. Despite this, Asia Bibi 
continues to face death threats, and is 
presently in hiding in Pakistan under 
government security; newsreports 
say that Canada has offered her 
asylum, but it is not sure when she 
will be allowed to leave the country.  

The plight of Hindus and 
Christians in Pakistan has been 
abysmal all through. Forcible 
conversion and abduction of Hindu 
girls, and restrictions on religious 
practices of Hindus and Christians 
have been common there. The 
regular repetitive violence against 
these minorities is horrific. Pakistan 
did begin with the 11th August 
Constituent Assembly speech of 
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Mohammad Ali Jinnah. He urged 
forgiveness of bygone quarrels 
among Pakistanis, so all can be 
“first, second and last a citizen of 
this State with equal rights . . .” 
Pointing out that England in the 
past centuries had settled its fierce 
sectarian persecutions, he proposed 
that "in course of time Hindus would 
cease to be Hindus and Muslims 
would cease to be Muslims, not in 
the religious sense, because that is 
the personal faith of each individual, 
but in the political sense as citizens 
of the State." Brilliant formulation!

This principle was not to last 
long. Even during Jinnah’s own life 
time, the communal elements around 
him started asserting, and after his 
death the ground was all theirs. 
Democracy there was jeopardized 
time and again. Passing through 
many dictatorial regimes, with spells 
of democracy in between, finally 
Pakistan declared itself Islamic 
Republic of Pakistan in 1973, and 
later when Zia Ul Haq took over 
the reins of Pakistan, the process 
of Islamization of Pakistan further 
accelerated. Shariat Courts were 
established, prominence was given 
to Islamic clergy and with this the 
plight of minorities went further 
downhill. What Pakistan shows is 
that the process of ‘other-ing’ is 
unending. This process began with 
exclusion of Hindus and Christians, 
went on towards ‘other-ing’ of 
Ahmadiyyas, and now even a major 
sect of Islam, the Shias, is being 
‘other-ed’

Till recently, the situation 
of minorities in India was not 
comparable to that in Pakistan. With 
an impeccably secular Constitution, 
and under the leadership of Gandhi–
Nehru, India stood on the solid 
foundations of pluralism. Pakistan, 
interestingly even could not stay 

together as a single nation. It broke 
up with Bangladesh separating from 
it due to many reasons, one of them 
being imposition of Urdu as the 
national language. This is a lesson 
for all, if at all one is needed, that 
religion cannot be the foundation of 
a democratic state. 

However, in India too, over 
the last three decades, communal 
violence has gradually been on the 
rise and the minorities are facing 
marginalisation. Post-partiion, for 
the first few decades, the country 
remained relatively free from 
incidents of communal violence. 
But since the 1980s, the incidents of 
communal riots have risen steadily. 
Communal violence against Muslims 
peaked in the 1990s, following the 
demolition of the Babri Masjid. 
It first resulted in the carnage in 
Mumbai, then was followed by the 
genocide in Gujarat in 2002, and 
later there took place the horrifying 
violence in Muzzafarnagar. Anti-
Christian violence began in the 

decade of 1990s, leading first to the 
horrific murder of Pastor Graham 
Staines in 1999 and later the carnage 
in Kandhamal in 2008. 

In the wake of the Babri Masjid 
demolition, the Pakistani poet 
Fahmida Riaz wrote a moving 
poem, Tum Bilkul Hum Jaise Nikle 
(You Turned Out to Be Just Like Us). 
Imran Khan’s ambition of giving 
better status to the already denigrated 
minorities is laudable. But can he 
succeed with the Mullahs and the 
military breathing down his neck? 
India had a better record of dealing 
with minorities, but now, here too, 
their conditions have taken a turn 
for the worse. Let’s hope the right 
thinking people of both communities 
will come together to reverse this 
situation in the near future.

(Ram Puniyani is a former 
professor of biomedical engineering 
and former senior medical officer 
affiliated with the Indian Institute of 
Technology Bombay.)

Terrifying Assessment of a Himalayan Melting

Kunda Dixit

While the global media’s 
attention is on the Greenland 
ice sheet, the Arctic and eastern 
Antarctica, a landmark report 
released this week shows that the 
Himalaya will face catastrophic 
meltdown during this century if there 
is no immediate effort to reduce the 
world’s carbon emissions.

The voluminous 627-page 
report titled Hindu Kush Himalaya 
Assessment: Climate Change, 
Sustainability and People put 
together by the International 
Centre for Integrated Mountain 
Development (ICIMOD) states that 

even in the best-case scenario, the 
Himalayan mountains will lose more 
than one-third of their ice by the end 
of the century. An earlier report was 
even scarier, it said the Mt Everest 
region would lose 90% of its ice by 
2100.

But that would happen only if 
global average temperatures can be 
capped at a 1.5ºC increase above 
pre-industrial levels. Most scientists 
agree that target is unlikely to be 
met. If current emission trends 
continue, the world will actually 
be hotter by between 4.2–6.5ºC by 
2100—in which case two-thirds of 
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Himalayan glaciers will be gone.
Himalayan peaks are warming 

between 0.3 to 0.7ºC faster than 
the global average, and the loss 
of Himalayan ice would have 
devastating consequences for 1.6 
billion people living in the mountains 
and downstream countries. Climate 
models show that summer flow in 
the Indus, Ganges, Brahmaputra 
and their snow-fed tributaries will 
actually rise till 2050 as the glaciers 
melt away, but will start decreasing 
after that because there will be no 
more ice left. Measurements show 
that glaciers in the Central and 
Eastern Himalaya are shrinking at 
40 cm/year, and some are receding 
up to 30 m/year.

A f t e r  t h e  c o n t r o v e r s y 
surrounding a 2007 report by the 
Inter-governmental Panel on Climate 
change (IPCC) that predicted all 
Himalayan glaciers would be gone 
by 2035, scientists have been much 
more careful in making similarly 
wild predictions. Which is why 
ICIMOD deployed 210 scientists 
from 20 countries in this five-year 
study to assess the latest knowledge 
from peer-reviewed journal findings.

The new assessment is only 
slightly less alarming. Although the 
timeframe has been pushed back to 
the end of the century there is still 
very little time to fix the problem 
even if global carbon emissions 
are cut in the coming decades. So, 
we know what the problem is and 
we know the solution. What are we 
going to do about it?

ICIMOD Director David Molden 
has anticipated that question. He said 
at the report’s launch in Kathmandu 
on Monday: “This is not just going 
to be another book on the shelf. 
We hope to spark policy dialogue 
by putting climate action on the 
political agenda by putting the state 

of the knowledge in one place.”
The assessment is a unique 

scientific partnership between 
ICIMOD’s member countries, 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
Burma, China, India and Nepal. 
The Centre is now spearheading an 
effort to set up a Himalayan Council, 
much like the Arctic Council which 
is working on the north polar region.

The concerns of the world’s 
mountain regions and the amplified 
impact of global warming on the 
world’s mountains were mentioned 
only tangentially in the last two 
IPCC report. This assessment, in 
which IPCC scientists also took part, 
is expected to put the Himalayan 
region firmly on the global agenda 
as well.

The hydro-meteorological 
impact of climate change will go 
beyond countries like Nepal or 
Bhutan. Heavily populated and 
rapidly developing downstream 
areas of China, Southeast Asia, 
India, Pakistan, Bangladesh will 
face severe water crisis. And then 
there is the indirect impact of the 
warming on weather and monsoons, 
as simulations show increased 
frequency of droughts and floods.

Himalayan countries have 
always struggled against poverty, 
marginalisation, state neglect, 
inequality, discrimination, out-
migration, and these problem 
predate climate change. What global 
warming does is make all the existing 
structural problems worse.

For example, the assessment 
shows that half  the children 
living in Himalayan villages are 
undernourished. Nepal’s national 
poverty rate is 23%, but 42% of 
the country’s mountain dwellers 
are poor. Because they have fewer 
choices, the poorest are already 
beginning to suffer from erratic 

weather and other impacts of climate 
change, adding to the push-factors in 
outmigration.

The repor t  a lso  lays  out 
policy options for countries in the 
Himalayas, which include increased 
cross border cooperation among 
them to battle common threats. One 
concrete step would be China, Nepal 
and India cooperating on disaster 
early warning on future Glacial Lake 
Outburst Floods. The report also calls 
for added investment in meeting the 
UN’s Sustainable Development Goal 
targets which would build resilience 
among mountain peoples by giving 
them more options to adapt.

Two of ICIMOD’s member 
countries, China and India, are both 
suffering the impact of climate 
change along their  common 
mountain frontier. Together, the 
two giants are the biggest emitters 
of greenhouses gases in the world. 
It no longer makes sense now to 
talk only about adapting to climate 
change, Himalayan countries 
need to also start mitigating their 
carbon emissions and switching to 
renewables.

They need to do this not just to 
save the Planet, but to also save their 
fossil-fuel dependent economies 
and diversifying their energy mix 
towards renewables.

(Courtesy: Nepali Times)
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I am lying in a meadow high in 
the Rocky Mountains. The sun is 
warm and comforting. I watch the 
clouds, puffy white in the blue sky, 
but soon pull a cap over my eyes and 
enter that state where thoughts swirl 
through your head and you don’t 
know if you’re sleeping or not.

While I rest, Karen is looking 
for wild strawberries. She has a 
remarkable eye for them, and has 
found the delicate plants everywhere 
from along the ocean in Nova Scotia 
to the volcanic highlands of the Big 
Island in Hawai’i. She remembers 
as she is searching the hard labour 
of picking the tiny berries as a girl, 
gathering enough for her mother to 
make jelly. No easy task as I have 
learned when she finds a patch big 
enough for me to collect some too.

When all you have ever eaten are 
the overly large and often woody and 
tasteless strawberries sold in grocery 
stores, putting a wild one in your 
mouth is a revelation. A gift from the 
earth, sweet, tart, wonderful, perfect. 
They leave your fingers smelling 
like, well, strawberries.

We’ve found many fruits on our 
hikes. Strawberries, raspberries, 
blueberries, cherries sweet and 
sour, currants, huckleberries, apples, 
plums, even liliko’i (passion fruit), 
guava, lemons, and limes. Some 
like the berries grow wild. Others 
have flourished long after they were 
planted and then abandoned.

Seeing and tasting these gifts 
of nature can’t help but make you 
think of the foods most of us eat. 
Heavily processed and full of salt, 
hydrogenated oil, and high fructose 
corn syrup; loaded with chemicals; 

What We Sow Is What We Eat

Michael D. Yates

laden with pesticides; grown on 
factory farms; treated like any other 
mass-produced products, aimed 
for the market with costs per unit 
low and profits high. Our crops 
are planted and harvested in this 
country by a largely black and brown 
workforce, poorly paid and forced 
to live in shacks and tents. They are 
poisoned, along with their children, 
every day they labour, and their life 
expectancy, in the United States, is 
barely fifty years. What it was when 
Edward R. Murrow’s documentary, 
Harvest of Shame, was shown on 
television in 1960. Much the same 
can be said about farm labourers 
anywhere in the world.

L i t e ra l ly  under ly ing  the 
production of food is soil, that 
“mixture of minerals, organic 
matter, gases, liquids, and countless 
organisms that together support life 
on Earth.” Food requires soil and 
labour, and as should be obvious, our 
relationship to the soil has always 
been a feature of human existence. 
For most of our time on earth, we 
have connected to the soil in an 
integral and sustaining way, taking 
care of it so that we could continue 
to harvest its gifts. We learned as 
we produced our sustenance, and 
developed greater understanding of 
how the earth yielded its bounties. 
While we made mistakes that 
sometimes led to disaster, we lived 
in relative harmony with the soil and 
all of the natural world.

Given our past, more than 
100,000 years, it is astonishing that 
today, with our scientific knowledge, 
technological prowess, and wealth, 
we squander soil with reckless 

abandon. We devote less and less 
of it to food production and more 
and more to mega cities, endless 
suburbs, and exurbs. Of the land 
presumably reserved for farming, we 
grow soybeans and corn for animal 
feed and biofuels. In the Global 
South, peasants are losing their 
land to rich speculators, who hold 
large acreages idle in anticipation 
of price increases. Everywhere we 
cut down trees, build huge dams, 
allow agriculture to contaminate 
the air, water, and earth. We have so 
degraded the soil that it has lost its 
material elasticity, its ability to thrive 
and regenerate, which means that 
like an overstretched rubber band, it 
can never be restored to full health. 
The natural harmony that once 
defined humanity has disappeared. 
The awe with which we embraced 
the earth, the love we once felt 
for the land, has been replaced by 
arrogance, a hubris declaring that we 
can do what we please, and if the soil 
doesn’t like it, too bad for it.

Our treatment of the earth, of 
the dirt beneath our feet, is directly 
connected to our system of food 
production. The pollutants we put 
in the soil show up in our groceries. 
And the entire wretched business of 
agriculture derives from the nature 
of our economic system, which 
compels every giant corporation, 
every “entrepreneur,” to grow, to 
compete, to consider everything and 
everyone a commodity. Buy cheap, 
sell dear. These are the words that 
drive all of life.

There is no end to the propaganda 
denying this. Green Revolutions, 
GMO seeds, endless advertisements 
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(even Tyson claims to be producing 
organic chicken in an ad that would 
make you think that this company is 
a steward of the earth), misleading 
reports from Non-Government 
Organizations and the major global 
financial entities like the IMF and 
the World Bank. If we were to take 
the hype as truth, we would conclude 
that the world has never been more 
productive, healthier and happier.

However, reality is considerably 
different. Modern food production 
has  fa i l ed  u t t e r ly.  At  l eas t 
a billion people worldwide are 
undernourished. Agriculture adds 
significantly to global warming, 
and it wreaks havoc on nature’s 
metabolism. Recent evidence 
suggests that as CO2 levels rise, 
major food commodities contain 
more sugar and fewer nutrients, very 
likely leading to more obesity and 
poorer health.

Corporate agriculture also 
reinforces the marked increase 
in income and wealth inequality 
evident in almost every nation. 
Those with means get decent 
nourishment and enjoy good health; 
those without have neither. Those 
who grow the food suffer; those 
who sell it get rich. Making matters 
worse, those with power tell us that 
the only remedy for the problems 
to which they will admit, is more 
of the same. More chemicals, more 
GMOs, more mechanisation, more 
land consolidation.

It doesn’t have to be this way. 
We already know how to treat 
the soil with respect, producing 
organically, on relatively small 
farms, utilising techniques of land 
management that are in harmony 
with a sustainable environment. We 
know, from examples around the 
world, especially in Cuba, how to 
feed urban populations with food 

grown in the cities themselves. 
There are food cooperatives, 
run democratically and non-
capitalistically, that combine food 
production and distribution, serving 
local communities. We know how to 
conduct socially useful research that 
will show what works and what does 
not. If the will were there, we could 
greatly reduce global warming.

As we did these things, we 
would become more aware of the 
necessity for closing the ecological 
rifts that now threaten our existence, 
mainly the rift between town and 
country that has shaped the modern 
world, with destitute rural areas on 
the one hand and mega-cities on 
the other. Our actions would in turn 
shape our consciousness and help us 
build an ever more communal world.

It is one thing to say what needs 
to be done, and another to believe 
that it will happen. It is probably 
easier to imagine the sun growing 
cold and the solar system dying than 
it is to be sanguine that humanity 
will do the right thing. All I can do 
is try to tell the truth. And remember 
the wild strawberries, in the hope, 
vain though it may be, that someday 
the earth will smell, taste, and feel 
as alive as it once was.

Addendum
There are many people, including 

on the left, who believe that modern 
industrial agriculture provides us 
with healthy food and is absolutely 
necessary if we are to solve any 
food crisis. They should take a trip 
through California’s Central Valley 
and take a few deep breaths. Or 
enjoy a look at the horrendous cattle 
pens along US-80 in Nebraska (an 
interstate highway in the USA). Go 
to a town where there is a chicken 
processing plant and ask to take a 
tour. You won’t be allowed to do 

so, but you will probably be ready 
to puke from the foul odour some 
time before you get to the facility. 
Complete your journey by taking a 
look at one of the large waste ponds 
at an industrial hog “farm.” Read 
something about farm-raised fish. If 
industrial agriculture is essential for 
humanity’s future existence, then we 
are in more trouble than we know.

(The writer is the Editorial 
Director of Monthly Review Press.)
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Guaidó’s self-proclamation as 
Venezuelan president is the most 
ridiculous and dangerous coup 
attempt in recent years. With the 
shameless backing of Washington, 
the Venezuelan rightwing intends 
to place a complete stranger at the 
helm of the state.

This time around, the starting 
signal was neither a terrorist attack 
nor an assassination attempt directed 
against Maduro. Trump has chosen 
a group of conspiracy experts 
(Abrams, Pence, Bolton, Rubio) to 
pursue escalation and has opted to 
seize the Venezuelan oil enterprise 
operating in the United States 
(CITGO). He has brushed aside 
all principles of legal guarantee in 
his quest to appropriate the world’s 
largest concentration of crude oil 
reserves.

South America’s rightwing 
governments have their own motives 
for supporting the coup. Colombia’s 
Duque wants to do away with the 
Peace Accords signed with the 
guerillas, after having dismantled 
UNASUR. A contingent of the 
US Marines already stationed in 
Colombia is prepared for any sort 
of provocation.

Brazil’s Bolsonaro continues to 
identify Venezuela with the blight 
of “populism”. That rhetorical 
gesture is meant to paper over his 
largely improvised presidential 
debut and forestall the inevitable 
disappointment of his electors.

Macri leads the line in the 
crusade against Venezuela. The 
Argentine head of state is eager to 
show that his administration can be 

Venezuela Defines the Future of the Region

Claudio Katz

the most able servant of the empire, 
going so far as to designate one of 
his own party officials as Guaidó’s 
ambassador. The president has 
reserved special exemption for 
Venezuelan immigrants in the midst 
of a wave of xenophobia whose 
ultimate purpose is to distract from 
runaway inflation, unemployment 
and utility hikes. For the Macri 
administration, the Venezuelan crisis 
has the additional benefit of dividing 
the opposition, where leaders of 
federal Peronism join the President 
in vilifying Venezuela.

Without the backing of the United 
States, Duque, Bolsonaro and Macri 
are completely ineffective. The so-
called “Lima Group” could not 
even boycott Maduro’s swearing-in. 
There were more foreign delegations 
present at the ceremony than at the 
investiture of the raving Brazilian 
military captain.

Meanwh i l e ,  Venezue l a ’s 
atomised opposition is clinging to 
a fictional president. It has never 
managed to win a presidential 
election and failed in every attempt 
to contest election results. It has 
unflinchingly accepted the United 
States’ veto of negotiations with 
Chavismo, and it periodically likes 
to plunge into brutal acts of violence. 
For the time being it is a simple 
marionette of the State Department, 
subject to the whimsies of Trump 
the puppeteer.

Double Standards
The Caribbean coup leaders have 

become media darlings. They draw 
on the complicity of journalists, 

attributing to Maduro a litany of 
sins that also happen to be extensive 
to other governments throughout 
the region. A cursory overview of 
these similarities would show the 
plot to be completely unjustified, 
or, alternatively, would force a call 
for a continent-wide regime change.

The Venezuelan government 
is repeatedly characterised as 
illegitimate, as if it were the product 
of electoral fraud. But the reality is 
that the Maduro government was 
confirmed with the participation 
of 67% of the population, a level 
well beyond recent poll numbers 
registered in Chile or Colombia. 
No journalist thought to call for 
the ousting of Chile’s Piñera or 
Colombia’s Duque on the basis of 
low voter turnout.

It is true that one sector of the 
opposition called for abstention, yet 
another did participate in elections 
and did not contest the outcome. Nor 
was there ever any evidence of fraud 
in an electoral system praised by 
international organisations (Carter) 
and political figures (Zapatero). 
The very same electoral mechanism 
awarded the opposition with 
leadership of the National Assembly 
in 2015. Operating within the same 
electoral framework, Maduro is 
protested and Guaidó is recognised.

Twenty four elections have been 
held over the last two decades of the 
Chavista regime, each one allowing 
for a recall vote. The right to a recall 
does not exist in any other country 
throughout the region. Voting is not 
obligatory (as is the case in many 
Latin American countries), and yet 



12 JANATA, February 17, 2019

Venezuelan elections routinely show 
levels of voter participation above 
the regional average. The opposition 
never acknowledges defeat and 
always appeals to accusations of 
voter fraud when the results do not 
go their way.

With their habitual duplicity, 
the same journalists and media who 
criticise Venezuelan elections do 
not find anything suspect about the 
commission of elections in Brazil 
while Lula sits in jail. They dispute 
the rulings of the Venezuelan judicial 
system while extolling on the virtues 
of the magistrate who brought down 
Lula (Moro). Nor do they object 
to his ministerial appointment by 
Bolsonaro.

Likewise, the media denounces 
the detention of opposition leaders 
(Carmona, Ledesma, López) but 
fails to mention the cause of their 
imprisonment. They are not in 
prison for their critical opinions; 
they are there for fomenting coup 
attempts or for their involvement 
in bloody guarimba street fighting. 
Chavismo is subject to a level of 
scrutiny that applies nowhere else 
in Latin America. Where Venezuela 
is concerned, it would seem that we 
should be more understanding of 
such attempts at regicide.

Nor does the media care to 
mention the brutal violation of human 
rights practiced by Venezuela’s 
opponents. Since the signing of 
the Peace Accords, Colombian 
paramilitaries acting under the 
watchful eye of the government 
have murdered hundreds of social 
leaders. Political prisoners in 
Argentina are mounting and there 
is a cloak of impunity protecting 
those responsible for the murder 
of Santiago Maldonado and Rafael 
Nahuel (one, a solidarity activist 
with indigenous causes, the other, 

a member of Argentina’s Mapuche 
community). Brazil has seen an 
escalation in attacks against the 
Landless Workers’ Movement 
(MTS), and recent findings have 
implicated the sons of Bolsonaro 
in the murder of PSOL politician 
Marielle Franco.

Chavismo is even accused of 
maintaining imaginary connections 
with drug traffickers. But the same 
groups levelling those accusations 
have overlooked the very real 
financial backing by organised 
crime for the Colombian rightwing. 
No international organisation has 
called for punishing that country as it 
continues to harbour the production 
of illegal drugs. What has taken place 
in Mexico is even more serious. The 
entire Mexican territory has been 
torn apart by a massacre claiming 
some 200,000 lives, without so 
much as a suggestion of regional 
intervention from the Organisation 
of American States.

Ve n e z u e l a  i s  o f  c o u r s e 
experiencing a massive wave 
of emigration as a consequence 
of its economic troubles. But 
comparable forms of displacement 
have also been observed under 
similar circumstances in other 
countries. Poverty always leads 
those most affected to seek refuge 
in a neighbouring country.

If these catastrophes amount to 
a “humanitarian crisis”, it would be 
fitting to say the same of equivalent 
migrations elsewhere. No one is 
speaking in those terms of the 
harrowing flight of Central American 
families to North America. Their 
torments are apparently not worthy 
of pious calls for aid. Instead, they 
are the excuse for the construction 
of a border wall. The internal war 
in Colombia saw similar levels of 
human displacement without any 

call for foreign intervention.
Media conglomerates always 

frame their coverage of Venezuela 
with allegations of the violation of the 
freedom of press. But the disruptions 
they portray are irrelevant next to the 
systematic murder of journalists in 
Mexico and other Central American 
countries. The manufacturers of lies 
tend to apply a double standard to 
their own practices.

Contradictions Below the Surface
It suffices to recall what took 

place in Iraq and Libya to have 
some sense of the stakes involved. 
Imperialism is capable of wreaking 
unimaginable havoc. If a large-scale 
intervention should take place, 
Latin America will lose one of its 
major safeguards against the kind 
of catastrophe visited on Africa and 
the Middle East.

The Venezuelan rightwing 
dismisses the dangers involved, 
expecting a rapid victory with little 
collateral damage. It is already 
announcing the imminent retreat 
of Chavismo, Maduro’s isolation 
and the desertion of the military’s 
top ranks. It likes to point to the 
unity among its own ranks and the 
international support behind it. But 
these are tall tales that unravel under 
the most superficial analysis.

The  command  cen te r  i n 
Washington is compromised by a 
number of dissenting voices, while 
Trump is preoccupied by a complex 
political–legal challenge on the home 
front. Fiascos in the Middle East 
have put a damper on enthusiasm 
for foreign military incursions. The 
military is disoriented, recently 
having withdrawn troops from Syria 
and Afghanistan. The possibility of 
a repeat of the Granada or Panama 
occupations has been discarded, and 
the typical pre-invasion ultimatum, 



JANATA, February 17, 2019 13

like that offered to Hussein or 
Gadhafi, is being postponed. The 
Pentagon is only entertaining limited 
engagements for the time being, 
starting with the shoddy pretext of 
humanitarian intervention.

Nor are the US’s European 
partners eager to participate in 
adventurism. Their role in the plot 
against Venezuela lacks a credible 
threat. Divergences among Western 
leaders has led to an impasse over 
the agreement on sanctions in the 
Organisation of American States and 
the UN, while the Vatican seeks to 
remain neutral.

Coup conspirators have also 
taken note of the augmented role 
Russia plays in supplying the 
Venezuelan military. A Russian 
presence could complicate matters 
for Trump’s oil seizures, if it proves 
to be the case that Russia has shares 
in CITGO. Nor is it clear who 
would exactly be most affected by 
the seizure. Experts estimate that 
the United States has managed to 
separate its supply of Venezuelan oil. 
But those purchases make up 13% of 
imports and their cancellation could 
affect energy prices.

The media is at pains to conceal 
these dilemmas. Coverage is 
triumphalist, despite the failure on 
the part of the rightwing to register 
any type of achievement in the 
last two weeks. So long as bribes, 
threats and US enticements fail to 
erode the Armed Forces, Guiadó will 
continue to exercise command of a 
nonexistent post.

A Battle on Two Fronts
The rightwing has indeed 

recovered its capacity to mobilise, 
but Chavismo has responded 
in kind with equally massive 
demonstrations. The government 
maintains a remarkable ability to 

rally its supporters in the midst 
of the crisis. Both sides recognise 
that repeated marches will not be  
enough to force the government to 
relinquish power. The indeterminacy 
of the current situation could 
ultimately prove costly for the 
opposition.

Their leaders are left to choose 
between the path of violence (which 
led to their isolation in 2017) or 
accepting the status quo (which is 
sapping their energies). For the time 
being they have opted against the 
violent guarimbas in the wealthier 
neighbuorhoods, preferring to test 
their strength through provocations 
in popular neighbourhoods.

The government too has learned 
from past confrontations and is 
exercising caution. It shows leniency 
towards Guaidó’s photo ops and is 
betting on his slow demoralisation. 
But economic collapse raises 
questions about long-term popular 
support in the battle against the 
rightwing. All of Venezuelan society 
is being torn apart by the collapse 
of income.

Contraction in production over 
the last five years has destroyed 30% 
of GDP. Such a downturn is on level 
with the 1930’s Great Depression. 
No sector of Venezuelan society is 
immune to the debacle.

Crude oil extraction has been 
halved. Monetary financing of 
the fiscal deficit has triggered the 
largest hyperinflationary spiral of the 
twenty-first century. Price indexes 
leapt from 300% (2016) to 2,000% 
(2017). The current price average is 
unquantifiable.

The scale of the crisis is 
demolishing salaries, leading to 
barter exchange and a critical 
shortage of food and medicine. The 
daily suffering of the population 
is appalling, their survival often 

dependent on official government 
supply networks.

The media portrays this collapse 
as the inexorable consequence of 
“Chavista populism”, overlooking 
the role played by the architects 
of economic warfare. The foreign 
blockade and internal sabotage 
have led to a collapse in crude oil 
extraction, diminishing international 
reserves and skyrocketing costs of 
basic imports. Foreign and local 
capitalists have provoked this 
collapse as a means to expedite the 
arrival of a more business-friendly 
political regime.

I n d e s c r i b a b l e  e c o n o m i c 
adversity has been aggravated 
b y  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t ’s  o w n 
improvisations, ineffectiveness and 
outright complicity. Maduro has 
passively tolerated the destruction 
of production. Sectors of Chavismo 
have lobbied to penalise corrupt 
bureaucrats and their millionaire 
partners, to no avail.

These are the initiatives needed 
to forestall economic collapse. 
Other measures proposed include 
effective control over the banking 
system to impede capital flight, 
radical shifts in the assignation of 
foreign reserves to the private sector, 
progressive taxation of private 
fortunes, incentive programs to 
encourage local production of food 
and measures to generate popular 
control of prices.

This program also calls for 
a new approach to debt that 
would anchor the local currency 
and contain hyperinflation. No 
“petro” or “sovereign bolivar” will 
function so long as the boliburguesía 
[portmanteau of Bolivarian and 
bourgeoisie, i.e. the new bourgeoisie 
that prospered under the Chavez 
administration] enjoys official 
government protect ion.  This 
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privileged layer has thrived by 
over-billing imports, transferring 
funds abroad, engaging in currency 
speculation and scarcity. The 
rightwing is not the only force 
looking to topple Chavismo; similar 
forces are alive inside a government 
that has failed to counteract economic 
collapse.

Commitment or Neutralism
As the conflict grows more 

serious, many voices are calling 
to impose a set of conditions 
under which the Venezuelans 
could democratically determine 
their future. The legitimacy of 
that principle is beyond debate. 
The question is how it can be 
implemented, because if the coup 
forces take the upper hand then that 
aspiration will be as good as dead. 
The continued sovereignty of the 
country and the defense of popular 
rights demand, above all, that the 
escualidos be defeated [escualido, 
“the squalid,” is a common pejorative 
for the anti-Chavista opposition].

The conflict  underway is 
no longer an “internal affair” of 
Venezuela. The confrontation 
exceeds its territorial origin and now 
involves the entire region. The two 
principal interests stoking the crisis 
have very precise goals. The United 
States looks to recover dominion 
over its “backyard”, while the Latin 
American elites want to bury the 
previous decade’s popular demands.

If the coup conspirators manage 
to defeat Chavismo, they will move 
next on Bolivia and Cuba, extending 
neoliberal authoritarianism across 
the continent. The dispute over 
Venezuela is about the preservation 
of one of the last breakwaters as the 
reactionary tidal wave continues to 
expand.

The parties, organisations and 

intellectuals who categorically reject 
the coup are capable of grasping 
the dimensions of the dilemma. 
The strength of anti-imperialist 
demonstrations underlines this. 
Gone is the hesitancy that watched 
on from the sidelines during the 
2017 guarimbas. The designs of an 
ascendant rightwing are all too plain 
to see; the portents of a Venezuelan 
Bolsonaro would mean irreparable 
damage.

The current dilemma should in no 
way deter criticism of the decisions 
made by the Chavista government. 
But it is of vital importance to situate 
any critique within a shared battle 
against the putschists.

Moreover, the current struggle 
calls for something more than the 
ambiguous neutrality expressed 
in recent pronouncements. By 
distancing themselves from the 
conflict’s protagonists, those 
declarations situate either side on 
a common plane. With the same 
yardstick they question Maduro 
and Guaidó, suggesting that there 
is a shared level of illegitimacy. 
They simultaneously criticise the 
regime’s authoritarianism and the 
adventurism of the opposition. They 
object to the US military threat and 
the geopolitical presence of Russia.

But does a mutual condemnation 
of Maduro and Guaidó then entail 
recognising neither party? A call 
for abstention from the rallies 
marshalled by the government 
and the opposition? Does it mean 
an indiscriminate censure of the 
Marines and the Bolivarian Army?

Neutralists praise the attitude 
of the Mexican and Uruguayan 
governments, who are advocating 
for the immediate renewal of 
negotiations between both parties. 
That initiative has opened a channel 
of dialogue which Maduro has 

already accepted, and Guaidó rejects.
It is clear that the concrete 

specifics of negotiation will be 
decided by the outcome of the 
struggle. The rightwing will not 
accept dialogue so long as there is 
a perceived possibility that it can 
seize power. Therefore, defeating 
the Right is the basic condition for 
resuming negotiations. The outcome 
of negotiations will be a reflection of 
the balance of forces. Defeating the 
rightwing is the categorical priority 
for the present moment. In that 
battle, the destiny of Latin America 
is being decided.

[Claudio Katz is an economist 
and researcher with the National 
Council of Scientific and Technical 
Research (Argentina).]
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On February 5, as the Macron 
government pushed harsh repressive 
laws against demonstrators through 
the National Assembly, the Yellow 
Vests joined with France’s unions for 
the first time in a day-long, nation-
wide “General Strike.”

At the very moment when 
in Paris the lower house was 
voting to implement Macron’s 
proposed laws designed to suppress 
public demonstrations (a legal 
right protected in both the French 
Constitution and the U.N. Human 
Rights  Declarat ion),  tens of 
thousands of their constituents were 
out in the streets all over the country 
demonstrating and striking against 
Macron’s authoritarian, neo-liberal 
government. The demonstrators’ 
demands ranged from better salaries 
and retirement benefits, restoration 
of public services, equitable tax 
codes, an end to police brutality, 
and banning the use of “flash-balls” 
on demonstrators, to Macron’s 
resignation and the installation of 
participatory democracy.

Deaf to the angry people’s 
legitimate grievances, unwilling 
to deal with them, Macron has 
given himself no other choice 
than to legislate new repressive 
legal restrictions to suppress their 
continued free expression. This 
resort to open repression can only 
serve to discredit the government’s 
handling of a crisis largely of his 
own making, treating a spontaneous 
social  movement  among the 
99% as if it were a terrorist or 
fascist conspiracy. The unpopular 
President’s repressive tactics will 

Yellow Vests and Red Unions Strike Together

Richard Greeman

retrospect be an historic day.
The Strike began at exactly 

midnight when a rowdy crowd of 
200–300 demonstrators near Paris 
blocked the giant Rungis produce 
market, cutting off food to the capital 
with trucks lining up outside. They 
even set up a barricade. In the early 
hours there were also blockages 
at the airport of Nantes and at the 
University there. All told there 
were demonstrations in at least 160 
different localities, all different in 
size and conduct, mostly improvised 
by people on the spot at the last 
minute. There were big ones in the 
Channel ports Le Harvre, Rouen and 
Caen. In Strassbourg about 1,500, in 
Lyon 5,000 including 500 Yellow 
vests. In Marseille the Yellow Vest 
march converged with the CGT 
at the Stock Exchange, a shift of 
targets for the Yellow Vests from 
government to finance capital.

In Paris, the CGT-led strikers 
invaded the fancy Right Bank 
territory, marching boldly up the 
Rue de Rivoli with its luxurious 
shop-windows. They then held 
an impromptu rally at a major 
intersection, tying up traffic and 
baffling the police.

Who Are these Yellow Vests?
Since November 17, 2018, the 

popular, nation-wide, self-organised 
Yellow Vests movement has been 
keeping up the pressure on the neo-
liberal Macron regime with daily 
protests at traffic circles and weekly 
demonstrations in dozens of cities. 
It is made up of average, lower 
middle-class French people, mostly 

inevitably backfire on him. The 
French are extremely jealous of their 
liberties, and Macron’s monarchical 
arrogance can only remind them of 
how their ancestors dealt with Louis 
XVI.

Moreover, the Yellow Vests, 
who have been a painful thorn in 
Macron’s side since last November, 
were now demonstrating together 
with the French labour unions, 
whom he thought he had tamed last 
Spring. This convergences came 
in response to a call for a one-day 
“General Strike” issued by the CGT 
and Solidaires, who for the first time 
invited “any Yellow Vests who felt 
like it” to join. In the event, quite a 
few did feel like it, despite the CGT’s 
previous hostility to the Yellow Vests 
and despite their own fundamental 
suspicion of all “representative” 
structures, like established parties 
and unions (whom the Yellow Vests 
justifiably fear would attempt to 
coopt them, speak in their name, and 
sell them out).

A Day of Action and Convergence
For a “first date” the one-day 

Strike came off very well, somewhat 
to the surprise of both parties. And 
if this tentative Red–Yellow alliance 
continues to solidify (and there is 
every indication that it will) France 
will likely become ungovernable and 
the ruling classes will be up against 
the wall. What might happen next 
is rich in possibility, for the French, 
with their long history of popular 
revolutions, have been singularly 
inventive in coming up with new 
political arrangements. For now, let 
us look more closely at what may in 
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provincials, whose lives have gotten 
worse under neo-liberal policies. 
They are mostly “little people” who 
are struggling to make ends meet 
and are tired of being ignored and 
humiliated by France’s elites.

The Yellow Vests represent 
a demographic cross section of 
France—minus the top 2% or 3%. 
And, unfortunately, for the moment, 
minus the 10% (?) of France’s 
doubly oppressed, discriminated 
immigrant communities—the Arabs, 
Berbers, Black Africans and other 
immigrants who do most of the 
dirty jobs. 

Coming from many different 
backgrounds, the Yellow Vests 
wisely chose to put aside their 
political differences and party 
preferences,  avoid point less 
arguments, and focus on the struggle 
that unites them, each speaking for 
her or himself (alternating genders 
to maintain parity). As the weekly 
protests continued, the Yellow Vests 
were slowly refining their goals 
and tactics and discovering how to 
organise themselves while retaining 
their autonomy. After more than 
two months, on January 25–27, 
delegates from 75 local Yellow Vest 
Assemblies came together in the 
town of Commercy (Lorraine) for 
their first “Assembly of Assemblies” 
and wrote a democratic, egalitarian, 
anti-racist Declaration (discussed 
below) which soon achieved a 
consensus around the country. So a 
functioning federation with common 
goals is now emerging.

Remarkably, the Yellow Vests’ 
rebellion has persisted week after 
week despite a government campaign 
of brutal police repression—
including thousands of injuries 
(some serious), several deaths, 
a thousand arrests, and routine 
tear-gassing of peaceful groups. 

The Yellow Vests have persisted 
despite being constantly vilified 
by the government and media as 
fascists, violent terrorists, “a hate-
filled mob” (Macron), etc. Yet, 
amazingly, according to the latest 
polls, 77% of French people think 
their mobilisation is “justified” (up 
from 74% in January).

Most remarkable of all, they 
have wrung some actual concessions 
from Macron, who, after disdainfully 
declaring he would “never” give in 
to an unruly mob, was forced to 
rescind the tax on diesel fuel that the 
movement had originally crystalised 
around, and promised a raise in the 
minimum wage and a cut in taxes 
on retirement income (both of which 
turned out to be shams on close 
examination).

These practical victories, won 
by an autonomous group that 
refuses to anoint leaders or to 
negotiate, have deeply embarrassed 
the French labour movement and 
particularly the “militant” CGT 
(General Confederation of Labour, 
historically affiliated with the 
French Communist Party) which, 
after months of stop-and-go strikes 
last Spring, failed to block the 
implementation of Macron’s neo-
liberal “reforms,” which took away 
many benefits won by French labour 
during the great struggles of the past.

The defeated strikers returned 
to work last September with their 
tails between their legs, simmering 
mad; and it was out this void of 
active opposition to Macron’s 
ongoing neo-liberal offensive that 
the Yellow Vests spontaneously 
emerged and spread across the 
country, with their spectacular direct 
action tactics. Many union members, 
more or less disgusted with their 
leaders, joined the Yellow Vests 
from the start. The Yellow Vests 

organised themselves via Facebook 
pages, socialised in traffic circles 
and parking lots and grew into an 
autonomous social movement. They 
stood up for themselves and for 
the rest of France’s working poor, 
unemployed, single mothers, and 
retired people. They spontaneously 
organised mass civil disobedience, 
successfully opposing Macron’s 
economic program of taking from 
the poor and giving to the rich (from 
whose soft white hands the wealth 
will theoretically “trickle down”).

The CGT
The immediate response to 

the rise of the Yellow Vests on the 
part of the CGT and its leader, the 
unsmiling, mustachioed Martinez, 
was suspicion (‘petty-bourgeois 
fascists?’) and hostility. Martinez 
and the other union bureaucrats 
could not help seeing the Yellow 
Vests as competitors, and thus as a 
threat to their own hegemonic status 
as official representatives of the 
workers—especially after Macron’s 
“concessions.”

After shocking reports of police 
violence unleashed by Macron’s 
government against the Yellow 
Vests’ third Saturday demonstration, 
and in direct response to an appeal 
for calm from Macron, on December 
6, the leaders of the CGT and all the 
other labour federations except for 
Solidaires, signed a Déclaration  of 
solidarity—not of solidarity with the 
injured and arrested demonstrators, 
but with the Macron government, 
the alleged representative of the 
“peaceful republican order!” In 
return for what many described as a 
“betrayal”, the labour movement’s 
clique of professional negotiators 
accepted Macron’s invitation to 
“resume the social dialogue”—that 
is to allow them to sit at the table 
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with him and negotiate more give-
backs of workers’ rights.

The union leadership’s pledge of 
allegiance to the neo-liberal flag did 
not go down well in the union ranks. 
And so the very next day, Martinez 
and the other union leaders spun in 
the wind like weathercocks, started 
acting militant, and called for a 
national labour demonstration (legal) 
on Friday, December 14. The union 
leaders’ strike demands covered the 
same basic economic demands as the 
Yellow Vests. The event was to be 
a demonstration of power, a public 
relations leadership challenge, and 
it was pointedly planned for Friday, 
not Saturday—the day the Yellow 
Vests’ demonstrate. The Friday 
December 14 union demonstrations 
were hardly imposing compared to 
Saturday’s Yellow Vest events, so 
the ploy fizzled.

Two months later, the CGT 
issued another call for a one-day 
“General Strike” on February 5 (a 
Tuesday). It seemed like a replay 
of the same ploy, but in a gesture 
toward the more and more obvious 
need for “convergence,” Martinez 
opened a crack for Yellow Vests 
“to join if they wished” (as he 
said the day before the Strike). 
However the next day, blowing with 
a different wind, he changed his tune 
and actually made some sensible 
remarks about convergence:

“People have been saying for 
more than two months that we must 
talk and find common demands. 
We have them. There is no reason 
we shouldn’t march side by side, 
the ones behind the others. What 
is important is to have a successful 
first day of action together, because I 
find that the bosses have been let off 
easy (by the Yellow Vests–Ed.) and 
it is time to bring to account the big 
bosses of this country.”

Martinez remark about needing 
to attack the big bosses was both 
pointed and to the point. The Yellow 
Vests, given their broad and varied 
social composition, have naturally 
focused on the consumer issues they 
have in common as working folk 
struggling to make ends meet: high 
prices, unfair taxes and declining 
social services, directing their anger 
at the government, the media and 
the political elite. Their signs often 
denounce “capitalism”, but as a group 
they have no direct relationship with 
big industry and finance in whose 
interest Macron rules. Yet clearly, 
only with the active participation of 
France’s organised workers can this 
broad popular movement succeed—
for example through an unlimited 
general strike with occupations of 
workplaces and public spaces as in 
1968.

The Opening of  Chapter Two in 
the Movement?

More encouraging, Martinez’ 
co-organiser of the February 5 strike, 
Cécile Gondar-Lalanne, whose union 
Sud-Solidaires has been supportive 
of the Yellow Vests from the start, 
declared: “if today works out, we 
must look forward doing it again, to 
constructing a common movement.” 
Such a convergence of the Reds 
with the Yellows, if it develops, 
might release a revolutionary power 
greater than anything we have seen 
in modern history.

The Yellows, composed of a 
cross-section of the common people 
in the provinces, already have the 
support of the vast majority of 
French people. They have held off 
the government for thirteen weeks 
and show no sign of relenting. 
The Reds, meaning the organised 
workers, have the power to strike 
and bring a halt to France’s major 

industries, transportation, energy 
and all public services, as they did 
in 1936 and 1968.

United, the Reds and the Yellows 
have the potential to change the 
system, and many of the Yellows 
clearly have system-change on their 
agenda.

System-change is definitely not  
on the agenda of Martinez and the 
other union bureaucrats, whose social 
status, like that of the members of the 
National Assembly, depends on their 
role as the official “representatives” 
of their constituents within  the 
existing system. Given the pressure 
from below, Martinez has no choice 
but to play at “convergence” with 
the Yellow Vests today, but it is 
only to outmaneuver them and 
secure his official status as labour’s 
representatives. This is precisely 
what the Yellow Vests feared from 
the start when they founded their 
movement on autonomy—perhaps 
remembering the dismal role played 
by the CGT in ending the general 
strike and popular uprising that 
shook up the De Gaulle regime in 
1968 (and whose 50th anniversary 
was being celebrated all over the 
media all last year).

So Red–Yellow convergence 
is taking place in a conflictual 
context pitting the traditionally 
hierarchical, vertical discipline of 
the CGT and other French labour 
organisations against the innovative, 
horizontal self-organisation of the 
proudly autonomous Yellow Vests. 
The presence, of demonstrators 
with big red CGT badges on their 
Yellow Vests, is already significant. 
The fact that these Red-Yellow 
(Orange?) activists dare to openly 
display their independence within 
the tightly organised culture of the 
CGT is a sign of cracks opening in 
that bureaucratic structure through 
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which imaginative wildcat initiatives 
may emerge.

Convergence is also developing 
from below, through mutual 
understanding.  According to 
the investigative journalism site 
Médiapart, there are several Yellow 
Vest activists who understand that 
the problem is big capital. Likewise, 
there are several CGT activists who 
distributed CGT flyers on February 
5 showing a red arm and a yellow 
arm holding each others hand. As 
a Yellow Vest activist concluded: 
“Today may be the beginning of 
Chapter Two of our movement. We 
must all converge!”

Yellow Vests’ Self-Education in 
Action

Over time, the Yellow Vests’ 
objectives have indeed deepened, 
as evidenced by the evolution of the 
home-made signs at demonstrations, 
by lists of progressive demands from 
various local groups, and finally, 
at the end of January 2019, by a 
Declaration voted by a “General 
Assembly of General Assemblies” 
held in the town of Commercy, 
attended by Yellow Vests mandated 
by some 75 different local groups. A 
second Assembly, bringing together 
many more groups, is being prepared 
as the Yellow Vests structure 
themselves in a loose federation 
and learn to represent themselves 
through delegates selected (always 
one woman and one man) with 
limited mandates and subject to 
recall (the system of the Paris 
Commune of 1871).

The Commercy Declaration 
defines their goals as “dignity,” 
an “end to inequality”, “free 
public services”, “higher” salaries, 
retirement benefits, etc., taxing 
the super-rich to pay for them and 
the restructuring of France as a 

participatory democracy through 
referendums. At the same time, in 
response to charges by Macron, the 
media and any number of groups 
on the far Left, The Yellow Vests 
Declaration declares: “we are neither 
racist, nor sexist, nor homophobic, 
we are proud to come together 
with our differences to build a 
society of solidarity.” Although this 
radical Declaration is not a binding 
program, it expresses a consensus 
and has been quickly adopted by 
many Yellow Vest groups, who 
are looking forward to a larger 
nationwide Assembly of Assemblies 
in two months.

Macron’s Throne Is Shaky
As for Macron, his popularity is 

hovering at around 22% thanks to 
his regal pretentions, inflexible neo-
liberal orthodoxy, methodical use of 
violence to suppress the expression 
of legitimate citizen grievances and 
criticism, and his contemptuous 
way of talking down to his angry 
subjects. This figure is slightly above 
the 18% of the 2017 Presidential 
vote he got on the first round, before 
being elected as the only alternative 
to “the fascist LePen”. Compare this 
with approval of the Yellow Vests, 
which stands at 77%. 

Curiously, the French public 
intellectuals and philosophers, who 
occupy a much larger space in 
the media than their American 
counterparts, have mostly turned a 
cold shoulder to the Yellow Vests. 
Only two have seriously take up 
their defense: the popular libertarian 
philosopher Michel Onfray (author 
of 100 books) and the historian–
anthopologist–essayist Emmanuel 
Todd. They alone carry on the 
contrarian tradition of Voltaire, Zola 
and Sartre into the 21st Century, 
our epoch in which the mediatised 

intel lectuals ,  l ike the media 
personalities, the media owners, the 
politicians and the labour leaders 
have all become integral parts of 
what the French call “the political 
class”.

Meanwhile, Macron is traveling 
outside of France and playing a role 
in international affairs to deflect 
from the intractable crisis at home, 
while the media keep up a business 
as usual façade, reducing the Yellow 
Vest insurrection to a weekly tally of 
the number of demonstrators (aren’t 
they declining yet?), the number 
of arrests and of cars burnt. Like 
frightened little kids, the French 
elites think that if they hide their 
eyes all these angry little people will 
go away, but they won’t. What will 
Act XIII (or Chapter Two) reveal?

(Richard Greeman is a left 
scholar long active in human 
rights, anti-war, anti-nuclear, 
environmental and labour struggles 
in the US, Latin America, France 
and Russia.)
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