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Laxminarayan Ramdas, a retired 
admiral of the Indian Navy, served as 
the chief of naval staff between 1990 
and 1993. Over a phone conversation 
with Surabhi Kanga, the web editor 
at ‘The Caravan’, Ramdas discussed 
India’s response to the militant 
attack on a Central Reserve Police 
Force convoy in Pulwama, in Jammu 
and Kashmir, on 14 February, in 
which over forty personnel were 
killed. Pakistan-based extremist 
group Jaish-e-Mohammed claimed 
responsibility for the attack. Twelve 
days after the Pulwama attack, the 
Indian Air Force carried out an air 
strike in Jabba, a village near the 
Balakot town in Pakistan’s Khyber–
Pakhtunkhwa province, followed by 
a dogfight with Pakistan’s air force 
the next day. 

I am very disappointed with what 
is happening in India at the moment. 
It is not that the government lacked 
understanding about the cost of this 
retaliation when we went ahead 
with our aerial strike on Balakot, 
in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, on 26 
February. This entailed crossing the 
Pakistani border, into its territory, 
and not in Pakistan Occupied 
Kashmir. We started the whole 
escalation process actually, nothing 

Wars Never Produce Answers

Admiral (retd.) L. Ramdas

to do with [Pakistan]—no amount of 
whitewash will change that.

We struck Pakistan using 
the justification that we had 
incontrovertible intelligence that 
more strikes similar to Pulwama 
by the Jaish-e-Mohammed, were 
imminent. Similarly, Pakistan can 
strike any target in India giving 
reasons why they had to take 
anticipatory measures based on 
their own intelligence. What is the 
guarantee that tomorrow they will 
not come and strike XYZ in Mumbai 
or Delhi or any other place of their 
choosing?

The Pulwama attack was tragic 
and should never have happened. 
The culprits must be brought to book. 
But using Pulwama as the rationale, 
we are now extending the blame to 
Kashmiris as a whole—especially 
Kashmiri students, in many parts of 
the country. Soon after the Pulwama 
attack, on 20 February, I wrote 
a letter to the president of India, 
suggesting that we take the “high 
moral ground” by declaring “an 
unconditional Hold Fire” pending a 
detailed enquiry into the attack. My 
letter also recommended immediate 
action by the prime minister and top 
leaders to halt the media war against 
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innocent Kashmiris across India.
I also added that India should 

initiate a dialogue with Pakistan, 
and with the people of Jammu 
and Kashmir. We claim Jammu 
and Kashmir to be ours—that is 
perfectly alright, that is what our 
legal accession document states. But 
the legal accession document also 
says many other things on which we 
have reneged.

Seventy years down the line 
neither India nor Pakistan have been 
able to settle this issue, so there 
must be something wrong with us 
or something wrong with them. If 
you ask me, both of us are stupid 
to spend so much money on this 
conflict and to achieve nothing. And 
these fights have continued for three 
or four generations. The suicide 
bomber, Adil Ahmed Dar, who is 
allegedly a Jaish-e-Mohammed 
operator, is a clear indicator of the 
levels of anger and alienation that 
the youth of Jammu and Kashmir 
are experiencing today. We claim 
the whole area to be ours but we do 
not treat the people with the same 
kind of love and affection as we 
should, as we do in the rest of the 
country. This is the reason for the 
continuing tensions and growth of 
militancy—be it in Kashmir or in the  
Northeast.

Wars never produce answers. I 
have been in two wars myself—a 
small action we carried out in Goa 
in 1961, and then in 1971 in the 
Bangladesh operations against 
Pakistan—and I should know. Right 
now, the situation is serious because 
escalation is dangerously simple. 
It can just keep spiralling upwards 
until you reach the very top of the 
ladder—India and Pakistan both 
have nuclear weapons. One cannot 

say, “Well, I will just use tactical 
weapons.” What is the guarantee 
that the other will not retaliate with 
a bigger weapon, or vice versa? In 
battle, we say, if you throw a stone at 
me, I will shoot you. That is the thing 
we are saying even now—if children 
throw stones at me in Srinagar, I 
will shoot them with pellets and 
blind them for life. This is no way 
to win the hearts and minds of our 
own people.

The fact that we are soon heading 
into a national election in the country 
is very critical to understanding the 
many factors at play today. If I were 
to advise the government on the 
next few steps, the first thing that 
should be done is to blow the whistle 
and say, “I am going to declare a 
unilateral ceasefire,” and then, for 
God’s sake, let us get around a table 
and talk.

This situation is worse than 
during the Kargil war in 1999. In 
1998, both sides had demonstrated 
their nuclear capability—India in 
Pokhran, and Pakistan in the Chagai 
hills. But today, the scene is very 
different. We have more weapons on 
both sides and each one believes that 
they are very strong. Meanwhile, 
the United States president Donald 
Trump, whose country has the 
largest number of weapons, met 
Kim Jong-un, his North Korean 
counterpart, in an attempt to sign 
a peace agreement. Why? Because 
North Korea has shown that it has 
nuclear-weapon capability. Yet, we 
are gung-ho and encouraging the 
mindless celebration of the strikes.

You cannot carry on this cat-
and-mouse game. We need to ask 
the question: who benefits from 
keeping the hostilities alive and the 
pot boiling? The arms lobby, the 

suppliers and dealers at home and 
abroad. They find a profitable market 
in India and Pakistan, and one which 
can be easily milked. By keeping us 
as permanent enemies, it is they who 
reap the benefit. If Pakistan wants 
arms, it gets them from China and 
various other Western countries. We 
are buying sophisticated weaponry 
from Israel, America, Russia and 
France for huge sums of money, 
while the poorest of both countries 
remain poor. We have become 
puppets in the hands of the big 
warmongers, the chaps who sells us 
our weapons and equipment. Then 
they blame our neighbour, he blames 
us, and we blame him. It is a great 
strategy that they have going on. We 
must understand who are pulling the 
strings and raking in huge profits. 
Let us be clear, it is neither India,  
nor Pakistan, nor the Kashmiris.  
This is not the subcontinent we  
want.

India cannot be dragged into a 
war with all the dangers of escalation 
by a so-called “popular” demand 
by the people. The top leaders of 
the country have failed in their 
responsibility to educate, explain 
and inform the people of the real 
dangers of inciting two nuclear-
capable neighbours to war. It is 
even more important to reign in the 
TV anchors and social media, to 
emphasise that war is not something 
to celebrate. As a former chief of 
the navy and proud member of our 
armed forces, it has not been easy 
to advocate peace and dialogue in 
this belligerent atmosphere. I, too, 
have been trolled and accused of 
being a deshdrohi, or anti-national, 
for my views in favour of nuclear 
disarmament and regional peace.

The social-media trolls and the 
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anchors are not those who will lose 
their lives. It appears that we are 
witnessing the whipping up of an 
ultra-nationalism and an ugly form 
of political manipulation to serve 
immediate electoral mobilisation. 
This  i s  the  most  dangerous 
undermining of democracy, and it 

T h e  p r e s s u r e - c o o k e r 
manufacturer Prestige reported 
soaring profits last year, as did its 
primary rivals in the cookware 
market. But the good news for these 
companies came with bad news 
for the economy. The chairperson 
of Prestige told The Hindu that 
increased profits had come hand 
in hand with a fall in competition 
from the unorganised sector. 
“There are three or four organised 
players” in the industry, he said, 
listing a few rival brands. “The 
rest are all unorganised.” Since the 
government had implemented the 
goods and services tax, or GST, 
“the unorganised competition is 
reducing.”

Official data claims that the 
Indian economy is growing at 
more than 7 percent per annum. 
But unofficial data contradicts that 
contention. A recent survey by the All 
India Manufacturers’ Organisation 
revealed that the economy has not 
yet recovered from the blows of 
demonetisation and the GST. The 
survey, based on data from 34,700 
of the AIMO’s 300,000 member 
units, showed that the number of 
jobs in micro and small enterprises 
had declined by roughly a third since 
2014. In medium-scale enterprises, 

is letting down the armed forces and 
those soldiers, sailors and airmen 
who have put their lives on the line 
every time. Let us respond positively 
to all possibilities of dialogue, which 
may enable long-term solutions 
in a calmer and less inflammatory 
environment.

Working for peace requires 
a different  kind of courage, 
commitment and following the 
dictates of one’s conscience. To quote 
my friend and mentor, the late social 
activist Nirmala Deshpande, “Goli 
Nahin, Boli Chahiye” (Dialogue, 
Not Guns).

Unorganised Sector: Falling Fortunes

Arun Kumar

about a quarter of jobs had been 
lost, and among traders the decline 
was over 40 percent. Data from 
the Centre for Monitoring Indian 
Economy, a business-intelligence 
firm, shows a loss of 11 million 
jobs last year, most of them in the 
largely unorganised rural economy. 
Between 2004 and 2007, when the 
economy was actually growing at 
7 or 8 percent, there was a clear 
“feel good” factor across both 
the organised and unorganised 
sectors, and almost all segments 
and industries did well. Today, large 
sections of society—farmers, traders, 
young people, and many more—are 
protesting. Recently, more than 25 
million people applied for 90,000 
relatively low-level positions in the 
railways. The desperate applicants 
included holders of engineering, 
business and commerce degrees.

The dissonance between the 
government’s claim of 7-percent-
plus growth and the lack of a “feel 
good” sentiment is explained by 
vastly different rates of growth 
between the organised and the 
unorganised sectors. But that crucial 
difference is not reflected in official 
numbers, partly for methodological 
reasons.

The government collects data 

on growth in the unorganised sector 
once every five years. The last time 
it did this was in 2015. In the years 
between successive datasets, official 
numbers for the unorganised sector 
are calculated on the basis of various 
assumptions. For example, there 
are projections based on figures 
from the preceding year, and on 
data on the organised sector—on 
the assumptions that old trends 
persist, and that the organised and 
unorganised sectors share similar 
fortunes. These assumptions are 
valid if the economy does not face 
a structural break.

Such assumptions do not hold 
anymore. Demonetisation hurt the 
organised sector much less than the 
unorganised sector, since the latter 
is far more dependent on cash. The 
GST has also had a disproportionate 
impact on unorganised enterprises, 
even though they are exempted from 
registering for it. GST compliance in 
the organised sector has forced the 
digitisation of business transactions, 
and a preference for organised-
sector suppliers. The informal 
sector has struggled to deal with 
the reconfigured complexities and 
priorities, and so lost lucrative 
contacts with the organised sector. 
In the wake of these shocks, the 
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organised sector can no longer serve 
as a proxy for the unorganised sector, 
and old numbers have no connection 
to the new reality.

Worse, the official method 
used to calculate the government’s 
quarterly growth estimates is based 
only on data from the corporate 
sector. These do not even fully 
represent the organised sector, since 
the corporate sector is only one part 
of it. Further, if the organised sector 
is growing at the expense of the 
unorganised sector, as seems to be 
the case, then the former cannot at 
all represent the latter.

All of this implies that the 
economy’s rate of growth is nowhere 
close to what the government claims 
it is. If we take the official word for 
this, the organised sector, which 
accounts for 55 percent of gross 
domestic product, is growing at 
7 percent; and agriculture, which 
is part of the unorganised sector 
and accounts for about 14 percent 
of GDP, is growing at around 3 
percent. For the non-agricultural 
unorganised sector, which accounts 
for the remaining 31 percent of 
GDP, the scale of job losses shown 
in the studies cited above points to 
a decline of at least 10 percent, even 
by a conservative estimate. If all 
this is added up proportionately, the 
overall rate of growth only comes 
to around 1 percent. This is the true 
measure of the post-demonetisation 
and post-GST economy.

T h i s  r e a l i t y — t h a t  t h e 
unorganised sector is in sharp 
decline—accounts for many of the 
adverse symptoms that the economy 
shows today. Consider the crisis of 
joblessness. The unorganised sector 
employs 93 percent of the workforce. 
If it declines, employment gets hit. 
Growth in the organised sector 
creates few jobs, since it is highly 

automated. Take the example 
of local retail stores competing 
against e-commerce, reported 
to be growing at 30 percent per 
annum. The automated operations 
of Amazon, Flipkart, Big Bazaar 
and the like need far fewer workers 
to accomplish the same amount 
of work compared to unorganised 
retailers. Further, if the organised 
sector grows at the expense of the 
unorganised sector, the result is a net 
decrease in jobs—hence the millions 
of desperate job-seekers amid an 
official growth rate of 7 percent.

The decline in unorganised 
employment is reflected in the high 
demand for work under the National 
Rural Employment Guarantee 
Scheme since demonetisation. In the 
last three budgets, the government 
has had to increase the budget 
allocation for the scheme, from Rs 
38,000 crore to Rs 48,000 crore to Rs 
55,000 crore. Now, a supplementary 
demand for another Rs 6,000 crore 
has raised the total allocation for the 
current budget year to Rs 61,000 
crore. Those who have lost jobs 
in urban areas have gone back to 
their villages to seek work. The fact 
that demand for rural employment 
remains so high implies that the lost 
urban jobs have not returned.

The  dec ima t ion  o f  non-
a g r i c u l t u r a l  u n o r g a n i s e d 
employment has contributed to a host 
of other problems, including agrarian 
distress. Mass demand for food and 
basic commodities comes in large 
part from the overwhelmingly large 
number of people who depend on the 
unorganised sector. As their incomes 
have declined, so has that demand. 
Low demand has helped depress 
agricultural prices, which collapsed 
as a result of demonetisation and 
have failed to recover even after 
the immediate impact of that shock 

waned.
The timing of demonetisation—

in November 2016, between the 
kharif harvest and the sowing of 
the rabi crop—meant that in large 
parts of northern India, farmers 
could not sell their produce, because 
traders did not have the cash to 
pay. Farmers’ lack of cash delayed 
purchases of seeds and other crucial 
inputs, and pushed back the planting 
of the next crop. Many farmers had 
to borrow at high cost to buy inputs 
and fulfil family needs. In all of 
this, their costs rose. Consequently, 
farmers’ incomes were pincered 
by falling prices and rising costs. 
Their inability to repay debts has 
intensified the demand for loan 
waivers in state after state. It might 
also have caused a rise in farmers’ 
suicides—the government has not 
been publishing data on these for the 
past two years.

The ripple effect spreads further 
and further. Data from the Reserve 
Bank of India shows that for several 
years now, capacity utilisation in the 
organised sector is hovering between 
70 and 75 percent. This is another 
consequence of slack demand due to 
the decline of the unorganised sector. 
Investment, in turn, depends on 
capacity utilisation—if companies 
have spare capacity, they invest 
little, since more investment would 
lead to higher unutilised capacity 
and, as a result, greater losses. 
Official figures show that investment 
in the economy, as reflected in 
gross capital formation, peaked 
at about 39 percent of GDP in 
the 2011–12 financial year, and 
dropped to about 32 percent of 
GDP in 2017–18. CMIE data shows 
that demonetisation led to a sharp 
decline in investment. Confusion 
and difficulties arising from the GST 
also exacerbated the problem.
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Low demand is also reflected in 
poor credit offtake, or borrowing, 
from banks—an indicator of low 
production and investment in the 
economy. Credit offtake declined 
sharply in December 2016, right after 
demonetisation. It has recovered 
since then, but not to the levels seen 
before the present government took 
power.

There is another aspect to today’s 
credit woes—the massive burden on 
banks from non-performing assets. 
Loan defaults have risen not only due 
to distress in the unorganised sector, 
but also, at a much larger scale, due 
to low overall growth hampering 
businesses, as well as due to crony 
capitalism. Many NPAs are linked to 
the infrastructure sector, including 
things such as power projects. 
Companies have created high-cost 
infrastructure that is not profitable in 
a poor country. The credit given to 
such projects often shows a lack of 
due diligence by banks, encouraged 
by political cronyism. The high ratio 
of NPAs has reduced banks’ ability 
to lend until they can fix the problem. 
Non-banking financial companies, 
or NBFCs—the so-called “shadow 
lenders”—have also faced a crisis 
of bad loans, and have had to reduce 
lending. Micro and small enterprises 
have had to raise funds from the 
high-cost informal money market—
putting another dent in profitability.

The difficulty is that companies 
that should be investing in the 
economy are highly indebted, and 
so ineligible to borrow, and banks 
are struggling to collect debts, 
and so unable to lend. This twin 
balance-sheet problem is further 
hurting growth, which is already in 
a quagmire due to the decline of the 
unorganised sector.

The low rate of growth has led 
to a tussle between the government 

and the Reserve Bank of India. 
The government wants the RBI to 
boost investment by cutting interest 
rates, and, by going soft on NPAs, 
to enable banks to lend. It has also 
wanted the RBI to offer relief for 
NBFCs, and to transfer reserve funds 
to government coffers, so as to fund 
likely giveaways in anticipation of 
the coming election. The RBI has so 
far been reluctant to oblige.

The current government’s 
economic policies have left the 
country in a very precarious 
situation. Besides the internal 
instability arising from the declining 
unorganised sector, there is now 
also external instability arising 
from global markets. One source of 
this instability is the United States’ 
escalating trade war. Another is the 
turmoil in numerous countries that 
supply the world with oil and gas. 
Many of these are confronted by 
war and social crises—Syria, Iraq, 
Yemen, Venezuela—and others, 
such as Russia and Iran, are facing 
international sanctions. When global 
petroleum prices rose sharply, India, 
which imports roughly 80 percent 
of its petroleum products, saw 
increased inflation and a rising 
trade deficit. These two factors led 
to a sharp devaluation of the rupee 
vis-à-vis the dollar, which further 
aggravated inflation. The situation 
was threatening to get out of hand, 
until petroleum prices declined in the 
last few months.

In the past, internal economic 
stability provided India with a buffer 
against such external shocks, but 
now that buffer is gone. Instead, 
we have two diverging circles of 
growth—one growing at the expense 
of the other—and a growth rate of 
around 1 percent, with all the social 
and political tumult that this brings. 
To add to this, the government’s 

pressure on the RBI, which led 
to the sudden resignation of the 
central bank’s last governor and the 
appointment of another in quick 
time, also points to a weakening 
of the institution. One lesson from 
demonetisation, when the last 
RBI governor meekly watched the 
disaster unfold just months after 
his appointment, is that a new 
governor does the government’s 
bidding while finding their feet in 
the job. It is true that the RBI does 
not have absolute autonomy, but its 
independence is important. A strong 
RBI with strong reserves, able to 
effect difficult corrective measures 
when needed, is a crucial safeguard 
for a besieged economy. If that 
safeguard is also gone, any fresh 
shocks to the economy, whether 
internal or external, could have dire 
results.

(Arun Kumar was formerly a 
professor of economics at Jawaharlal 
Nehru University.) 
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These days, much is being 
written and spoken about Gandhi’s 
thoughts. However, I have a feeling 
that very little space is given to  his 
economic views.

Recently, Chaitra Redkar, 
HoD, Political Science at SNDT 
University, Mumbai has contributed 
a wonderful book on this subject, 
Gandhian Engagement with Capital: 
Perspectives of J.C. Kumarappa. 
This is an attempt to introduce 
this book to readers of Janata. She 
summarises Gandhi’s economic 
thoughts as follows:
1. Though Gandhi used religious 

idioms, he did not mean ritualistic 
or hierarchical religion. 

2. His  con ten t ion  was  tha t 
economics should be coupled 
with ethics.

3. The test to be applied to any 
economic principle is the 
goodness of its effect on the 
world.

4. Primacy should be accorded 
to individual’s preferences 
as modified reflections and 
corrected by knowledge and 
experiences and regulated by 
ethical principles. Wants should 
be restricted to the minimum and 
Swadeshi should be adhered to.

5. Altruism and charity as principles 
of macroeconomic policies. 
But Gandhi also warns against 
misplaced benevolence .e.g. 
laziness should not be tolerated.

6. Everyone should engage in 
manual labour. Manual labour 
is good for psychological and 
moral health.

7. Fundamental rights as adopted 
by the Karachi Congress 1931 

Gandhian Engagement with Capital

Pannalal Surana

should be accepted as broad 
framework of running the polity.
Gandhi was opposed to western 

culture based on large scale industries 
because it was exploitative and  
furthered widening disparity between 
classes. Colonialism propelled by 
capitalism was oppressive. Later 
on, this point is elaborated by his 
staunch follower, J.C. Kumarappa. 
He argued that mechanised large 
scale industries are utilising natural 
resources recklessly and causing 
great harm to the environment. Also 
they led to wars.

While studying economics at 
universities in England and USA, 
Kumarappa got acquainted with 
Marxism and also the non-Marxist 
critique of market economy. Back 
in India, he met Gandhi in 1928 and 
was assigned the task of supervising 
land revenue survey of Matar taluka 
in Kheda district, Gujarat. He found 
that the assessment was exorbitant. 
Later, Sardar Patel launched a 
satyagraha asking the peasants not 
to pay land revenue. Kumarappa 
forcefully pleaded that the colonial 
rule was causing unemployment in 
rural areas and augmenting poverty.

T h e r e a f t e r ,  K u m a r a p p a 
concentrated on the issue of poverty 
allevation. He formulated the model 
of reforming agriculture, which was 
the mainstay of Indian economy, 
and developing village industries. 
About agriculture, he pleaded for 
abolition of zamindari or rather 
elimination of all unproductive and 
parasitic middlemen. He suggested 
that a mutilpe cooperative society 
should prepare a cropping plan for 
the whole village or rather for a 

cluster of villages. He was in favour 
of food crops and was opposed 
to cash crops, which, he felt, led 
to making the peasant dependent 
on the market and money, both 
of which are exploitative. Today, 
one may not agree with his total 
opposition to cash crops, but the 
policy of formulating a cropping 
plan suggested by him needs to be 
accepted so as to protect peasants 
from the vagaries of the market.

Kumarappa also suggested that 
the State should provide adequate 
irrigation facilities to farms. 

Kumarappa also stressed on 
the importance of reviving village 
industries, and also emphasised on 
the need to help them improve their 
efficiency. He visualised that small 
communities should aspire to be 
self-sufficient. Of course, behind this 
thinking, there was the presumption 
that people would like to  follow the 
axiom of simple living. It is possible 
to have adequate production of 
goods required to satisfy the basic 
needs of all people in the area by 
utilising locally available resources, 
and local manpower. This emphasis 
on local small scale industries should 
make it possible to provide full 
employment to all the people.

Of course, Kumarappa was 
aware of the fact that a few large 
scale industries will be needed. For 
example, it is desirable to use large 
scale industry to produce paper pulp 
needed for production of handmade 
paper. However, it was his firm 
opinion that large scale industries 
must be run by the State.

Kumarappa was very worried 
about the role of money. In his 
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opinion, it was mainly responsible 
for linking rural people to the market 
economy. One would like to agree 
with him. But use of money cannot 
be totally dispensed with because it 
is a suitable medium of exchange. 
Nevertheless, attention needs to be 
devoted to preventing accumulation 
of money in a few hands. 

The usual criticism leveled at the 
Gandhian model is that it is utopian 
and impracticable. Thanks to the 
policies followed during the last 
thirty years, large scale industries, 
owned by capitalists, both foreign 
as well as indigenous, have come to 
dominate our economy. Can we put 
the clock back?

But instead of attempting an 
answer, let us face the question: Can 
large scale industry and capitalism 
last forever?

It  needs to be noted that 
capitalism has aggravated three 
problems: 
1. Global warming is threatening 

the very existence of human life 
on earth.

2. High rate of unemployment in 
both developed and developing 
countries.

3. Great disparity in income and 
wealth. In our country, 1% of 
population is now controlling 
58% of the country’s wealth.
Would  the vast multitudes 

meekly suffer under the pressure 
of unemployment and inequality 
for ever? History is replete with 
examples of rebellion.

We are human beings endowed 
with urges for freedom and self–
respect. We cannot suffer inhuman 
treatment indefinitely. Instead of 
inviting bloody uprisings, we should 
tread the path of sanity. It is time 
to prepare ourselves for following 
the Gandhian model of sustainable 
economy with suitable changes and 
modifications.

Late last year, two young men 
decided to live a month of their lives 
on the income of an average poor 
Indian. One of them, Tushar, the son 
of a police officer in Haryana, studied 
at the University of Pennsylvania 
and worked for three years as an 
investment banker in the US and 
Singapore. The other, Matt, migrated 
as a teenager to the United States 
with his parents, and studied in MIT. 
Both decided at different points 
to return to India, joined the UID 
Project in Bengaluru, came to share 
a flat, and became close friends.

The idea suddenly struck them 
one day. Both had returned to 
India in the vague hope that they 
could be of use to their country. 
But they knew the people of this 
land so little. Tushar suggested one 
evening—“Let us try to understand 
an ‘average Indian’, by living on an 
‘average income’.” His friend Matt 
was immediately captured by the 
idea. They began a journey which 
would change them forever.

To begin with, what was the 
average income of an Indian? 
They calculated that India’s Mean 
National Income was Rs 4,500 a 
month, or Rs 150 a day. Globally, 
people spend about a third of their 
incomes on rent. Excluding rent, 
they decided to spend Rs 100 each 
a day. They realised that this did 
not make them poor, only average. 
Seventy-five per cent Indians live on 
less than this average.

The young men moved into the 
tiny apartment of their domestic 
help, much to her bemusement. 
What changed for them was that 
they spent a large part of their day 

Why Food Security Is So Essential For All

Mohan Guruswamy

planning and organising their food. 
Eating out was out of the question; 
even dhabas were too expensive. 
Milk and yoghurt were expensive 
and therefore used sparingly, 
meat was out of bounds, as were 
processed food like bread. No ghee 
or butter, only a little refined oil. 
Both were passionate cooks with 
healthy appetites. They found soy 
nuggets a wonder food—affordable 
and high on proteins, and worked 
on many recipes. Parle-G biscuits 
again were cheap: 25 paise for 27 
calories! They innovated a dessert 
of fried banana on biscuits. It was 
their treat each day.

Living on Rs 100 made the circle 
of their life much smaller. They 
found that they could not afford to 
travel by bus more than five km in a 
day. If they needed to go further, they 
could only walk. They could afford 
electricity only five or six hours a 
day, therefore sparingly used lights 
and fans. They needed also to charge 
their mobiles and computers. One 
Lifebuoy soap cut into two. They 
passed by shops, gazing at things 
they could not buy. They could not 
afford the movies, and hoped they 
would not fall ill.

However, the bigger challenge 
remained. Could they live on Rs 32, 
the official poverty line, which had 
become controversial after India’s 
Planning Commission informed 
the Supreme Court that this was the 
poverty line for cities (for villages it 
was even lower, at Rs 26 per person 
per day)?

Harrowing experience
For this, they decided to go to 
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Matt’s ancestral village Karucachal 
in Kerala, and live on Rs 26. They 
ate parboiled rice, a tuber and 
banana and drank black tea: a 
balanced diet was impossible on 
the Rs 26 a day which their briefly 
adopted ‘poverty’ permitted. They 
found themselves thinking of food 
the whole day. They walked long 
distances, and saved money even 
on soap to wash their clothes. They 
could not afford communication, 
by mobile and internet. It would 
have been a disaster if they fell ill.  
For the two 26-year-olds, the 
experience of ‘official poverty’ was 
harrowing.

Yet, when their experiment 
ended with Deepavali, they wrote 
to their friends:

Wish we could tell you that we 
are happy to have our ‘normal’ 
lives back. Wish we could say that 
our sumptuous celebratory feast 
two nights ago was as satisfying as 
we had been hoping for throughout 
our experiment. It probably was one 
of the best meals we’ve ever had, 
packed with massive amounts of 
love from our hosts. However, each 
bite was a sad reminder of the harsh 
reality that there are 400 million 
people in our country for whom such 
a meal will remain a dream for quite 
some time. That we can move on to 
our comfortable life, but they remain 
in the battlefield of survival—a life of 
tough choices and tall constraints. A 
life where freedom means little and 
hunger is plenty . . .

It disturbs us to spend money 
on most of the things that we now 
consider excesses. Do we really need 
that hair product or that branded 
cologne? Is dining out at expensive 
restaurants necessary for a happy 
weekend? At a larger level, do 
we deserve all the riches we have 
around us? Is it just plain luck that 

we were born into circumstances 
that allowed us to build a life of 
comfort? What makes the other 
half any less deserving of many of 
these material possessions, (which 
many of us consider essential) or, 
more importantly, tools for self-
development (education) or self-
preservation (healthcare)?

We don’t know the answers to 
these questions. But we do know 
the feeling of guilt that is with us 
now. Guilt that is compounded by 
the love and generosity we got from 
people who live on the other side, 
despite their tough lives. We may 

have treated them as strangers all 
our lives, but they surely didn’t treat 
us as that way . . .

So what did these two friends 
learn from their brief encounter 
with poverty? That hunger can make 
you angry. That a food law which 
guarantees adequate nutrition to all 
is essential. That poverty does not 
allow you to realise even modest 
dreams. And above all—in Matt’s 
words—that empathy is essential 
for democracy.

(The writer is Chairman, Centre 
for Policy Alternatives, New Delhi.)

Originally posted to Facebook, 
the following is a statement from 
16-year-old Swedish climate activist 
Greta Thunberg as a response to 
circulating “rumours and lies” as 
well as “enormous amounts of hate” 
directed at her as a result of her 
role inspiring the growing youth-led 
climate strike movement. 

Recently I’ve seen many 
rumours circulating about me and 
enormous amounts of hate. This is 
no surprise to me. I know that since 
most people are not aware of the full 
meaning of the climate crisis (which 
is understandable since it has never 
been treated as a crisis), a school 
strike for the climate would seem 
very strange to people in general.

So let me make some things 
clear about my school strike.

In May 2018 I was one of the 
winners in a writing competition 
about the environment held by 
Svenska Dagbladet, a Swedish 

newspaper. I got my article published 
and some people contacted me, 
among others was Bo Thorén from 
Fossil Free Dalsland. He had some 
kind of group with people, especially 
youth, who wanted to do something 
about the climate crisis.

I had a few phone meetings 
with other activists. The purpose 
was to come up with ideas of new 
projects that would bring attention 
to the climate crisis. Bo had a 
few ideas of things we could do. 
Everything from marches to a loose 
idea of some kind of a school strike 
(that school children would do 
something on the schoolyards or 
in the classrooms). That idea was 
inspired by the Parkland Students, 
who had refused to go to school after 
the school shootings.

I liked the idea of a school strike. 
So I developed that idea and tried to 
get the other young people to join 
me, but no one was really interested. 

In Response to Lies and Hate, Let Me Make 
Some Things Clear About My Climate Strike

Greta Thunberg
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They thought that a Swedish version 
of the Zero Hour march was going 
to have a bigger impact. So I went 
on planning the school strike all 
by myself and after that I didn’t 
participate in any more meetings.

When I told my parents about 
my plans they weren’t very fond of 
it. They did not support the idea of 
school striking and they said that if 
I were to do this I would have to do 
it completely by myself and with no 
support from them.

On August 20, 2018 I sat down 
outside the Swedish Parliament. I 
handed out fliers with a long list of 
facts about the climate crisis and 
explanations on why I was striking. 
The first thing I did was to post on 
Twitter and Instagram what I was 
doing and it soon went viral. Then 
journalists and newspapers started to 
come. A Swedish entrepreneur and 
business man active in the climate 
movement, Ingmar Rentzhog, was 
among the first to arrive. He spoke 
with me and took pictures that he 
posted on Facebook. That was the 
first time I had ever met or spoken 
with him. I had not communicated 
or encountered with him ever before.

Many people love to spread 
rumours saying that I have people 
“behind me” or that I’m being “paid” 
or “used” to do what I’m doing. But 
there is no one “behind” me except 
for myself. My parents were as far 
from climate activists as possible 
before I made them aware of the 
situation.

I am not part of any organisation. 
I sometimes support and cooperate 
with several NGOs that work with 
the climate and environment. But 
I am absolutely independent and I 
only represent myself. And I do what 
I do completely for free, I have not 
received any money or any promise 
of future payments in any form at all. 

And nor has anyone linked to me or 
my family done so.

And of course it will stay this 
way. I have not met one single 
climate activist who is fighting for 
the climate for money. That idea is 
completely absurd.

Furthermore, I only travel with 
permission from my school and 
my parents pay for tickets and 
accommodations.

My family has written a book 
together about our family and how me 
and my sister Beata have influenced 
my parents way of thinking and 
seeing the world, especially when it 
comes to the climate. And about our 
diagnoses. That book was due to be 
released in May. But since there was 
a major disagreement with the book 
company, we ended up changing to 
a new publisher and so the book was 
released in August instead.

Before the book was released 
my parents made it clear that their 
possible profits from the book, 
“Scener ur hjärtat,” will be going 
to eight different charities working 
with environment, children with 
diagnoses, and animal rights.

And yes, I write my own 
speeches. But since I know that what 
I say is going to reach many, many 
people I often ask for input. I also 
have a few scientists that I frequently 
ask for help on how to express 
certain complicated matters. I want 
everything to be absolutely correct 
so that I don’t spread incorrect facts, 
or things that can be misunderstood.

Some people mock me for my 
diagnosis. But Asperger is not a 
disease, it’s a gift. People also say 
that since I have Asperger I couldn’t 
possibly have put myself in this 
position. But that’s exactly why I did 
this. Because if I would have been 
“normal” and social I would have 
organised myself in an organisation, 

or started an organisation by myself. 
But since I am not that good at 
socialising I did this instead. I was 
so frustrated that nothing was being 
done about the climate crisis and 
I felt like I had to do something, 
anything. And sometimes NOT 
doing things—like just sitting down 
outside the parliament—speaks 
much louder than doing things. Just 
like a whisper sometimes is louder 
than shouting.

Also there is one complaint that 
I “sound and write like an adult.” 
And to that I can only say; don’t 
you think that a 16-year old can 
speak for herself? There’s also some 
people who say that I oversimplify 
things. For example when I say that 
“the climate crisis is a black and 
white issue”; “we need to stop the 
emissions of greenhouse gases”; 
and “I want you to panic.” But that 
I only say because it’s true. Yes, the 
climate crisis is the most complex 
issue that we have ever faced and 
it’s going to take everything from 
our part to “stop it.” But the solution 
is black and white; we need to stop 
the emissions of greenhouse gases.

Because either we limit the 
warming to 1.5°C over pre-industrial 
levels, or we don’t. Either we reach a 
tipping point where we start a chain 
reaction with events way beyond 
human control, or we don’t. Either 
we go on as a civilisation, or we 
don’t. There are no gray areas when 
it comes to survival.

And when I say that I want you 
to panic I mean that we need to treat 
the crisis as a crisis. When your 
house is on fire you don’t sit down 
and talk about how nice you can 
rebuild it once you put out the fire. If 
your house is on fire you run outside 
and make sure that everyone is out 
while you call the fire department. 
That requires some level of panic.
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There is one other argument that 
I can’t do anything about. And that is 
the fact that I’m “just a child and we 
shouldn’t be listening to children.” 
But that is easily fixed—just start 
to listen to the rock solid science 
instead. Because if everyone listened 
to the scientists and the facts that 
I constantly refer to—then no one 
would have to listen to me or any 
of the other hundreds of thousands 
of school children on strike for the 
climate across the world. Then we 
could all go back to school.

I am just a messenger, and yet 
I get all this hate. I am not saying 
anything new, I am just saying what 
scientists have repeatedly said for 
decades. And I agree with you, I’m 
too young to do this. We children 
shouldn’t have to do this. But since 
almost no one is doing anything, and 
our very future is at risk, we feel like 
we have to continue.

And thank you everyone for 
your kind support!

It brings me hope.
[Greta Thunberg (born 3 

January 2003) is a 16-year-old 
Swedish school girl working to stop 
global warming and climate change. 
In August 2018, she started the first 
school strike for climate outside the 
Swedish parliament building – a 
movement which has spread across 
Europe. As of December 2018, more 
than 20,000 students had held strikes 
in at least 270 cities.] 

The US airbase on the Indian 
Ocean island of Diego Garcia is 
among the most crucial and heavily 
used of the many hundreds of US 
bases around the world. It has been 
used extensively in the wars waged 
by the United States against Iraq and 
Afghanistan, in the attacks against 
Syria and Yemen, in the CIA’s 
torture “rendition” flights, and in 
a range of other intelligence and 
military operations.

Diego Garcia is the primary 
island of the Chagos group, 
previously dependencies of the 
British colony of Mauritius. But 
immediately prior to Mauritius 
gaining its independence, and as 
the International Court of Justice at 
The Hague decided on February 25, 
2019, in violation of international 
law, the UK government separated 
the Chagos Islands from the colony 
of Mauritius. The sole purpose was 
in order to give Diego Garcia to 
the United States on a long-term 
lease. The inhabitants were forcibly 
removed by the UK, and prevented 
from returning.

Over the years the former 
inhabitants in vain sought redress 
from the British legal system, 
winning repeatedly in the courts 
but in the end losing in the House 
of Lords on, in essence, national 
security (“royal prerogative”!) 
grounds.

Of course the real player was 
the United States, which conspired 
with its British satellite at every 
stage of the struggle. At one point, 
in 2009, the US feared that even the 
docile Law Lords might permit the 
islanders—victims of a shameful 
injustice—to return to some of the 
islands. The Obama administration 

World Court: US Base on Diego Garcia Illegal

and its British puppets came up 
with a solution: the declaration 
of an environmental “maritime 
protected zone” prohibiting any 
civilian access. A disgusting bit 
of hypocrisy so very typical of its 
authors.

But with the ICJ opinion, this 
play is nearly over. No doubt the 
US possession of Diego Garcia 
will not soon end and the Chagos 
islanders will not soon go home, 
but the brand of a cruel and blatant 
violation of international law has 
been fixed for all time. Great credit 
goes to the international lawyers who 
have laboured for decades without 
compensation for the impoverished 
and exiled islanders. Credit too goes 
to the government of Mauritius, 
which gathered its courage to resist 
the fierce pressure exerted by the 
United States to drop its efforts 
on behalf of the Chagossians. And 
credit to the fourteen justices of 
the Hague court, who have reason 
to be proud of reaching a decision 
that gives a moment of hope in dark 
times, and with but one dissent—by 
the US justice, surprise! 

Courtesy: MR Online
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The People’s Climate Network 
(PCN) is dismayed by the recent 
order, on 13 February, of the Supreme 
Court of India directing that forest 
dwellers whose claims for rights 
under the Forest Rights Act, 2006 
have been rejected, be summarily 
evicted. The Chief Secretary of each 
concerned state government has 
been directed to ensure that “eviction 
will be carried out on or before the 
next date of hearing” (24 July). This 
order potentially affects the lives 
and livelihoods of over a million 
Adivasis and other forest dwellers 
across 16 states in this country. It 
runs contrary to the provisions of 
the Indian Constitution. Instead 
of putting pressure on the States 
to correctly implement the Forest 
Rights Act (2006) (FRA) including 
a review of the rejected claims via 
due process, and enforcement of 
the right to appeal, the Supreme 
Court ruling undermines the FRA, 
whose enactment and process of 
implementation is a consequence of 
several years of people’s struggles.

Forests form the ecological base 
on which all life on earth is supported. 
The presence of forests are vital as a 
carbon sink, in halting soil erosion, 
in preventing sedimentation and 
siltation of rivers and in maintaining 
soil fertility. They are also home to 
indigenous communities all across 
India and in other parts of the world. 
India is a signatory to the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples, which urges 
member states to “move forward 
together on the path of human rights, 
justice and development for all.”  

The Forest Rights Act, 2006 
was enacted in this spirit, but the 

Press Release

PCN Statement on Supreme Court of India FRA decision

recent Supreme Court order to 
evict over a million Adivasis is 
in direct contravention of the UN 
Declaration. It is rather shameful 
that the Government of India did 
not launch a vigorous defence of the 
FRA, which protects the rights of 
the most vulnerable people of India. 
Instead, through its silence, it backed 
the position of the petitioners who 
believe that Adivasi communities 
do not belong in the forest.

If so, the petitioners,  the 
Government of India and the 
Supreme Court are in error. There’s 
no contradiction between the 
protection of forests and the rights 
of Adivasis since we know that 
indigenous communities have been 
the most important stewards of 
forests everywhere in the world. 
While the main petitioner in the 
recent Supreme Court order on 
forest rights—Wildlife First—
believes that the presence of Adivasi 
communities in forests is a danger, 
the truth is otherwise. A recent 
study by the Wildlife Conservation 
Society along with the University 
of Queensland, Charles Darwin 
University, University of Maryland, 
and others shows that “Indigenous 
Peoples are critical to maintaining 
intact forest landscapes that are 
essential for avoiding catastrophic 
climate change.”

Therefore, we find it mystifying 
that the Supreme Court of India 
has directed the eviction of over 1 
million forest dwellers in the name 
of conservation. The Supreme Court 
order sets a dangerous precedent 
for continued erosion of our 
environment.

The order carries the potential 

danger of further making way for 
the exploitation of our forests and 
forest lands by large companies, 
other commercial interests, and 
the state. This would have deeply 
hazardous implications for people’s 
livelihoods, their access to forests 
and the commons, and carries the 
danger of polluting rivers, water 
bodies, the soil and groundwater. 
Such intensified deforestation also 
directly contributes further to global 
warming, by both destroying and 
reducing a carbon sink and adding 
to carbon dioxide emissions from 
deforestation.
• We believe that this order is 

deeply flawed; it’s a grievous 
injustice to Adivasi communities 
and it’s the wrong approach to 
mitigate ecological destruction 
and climate change. Therefore, 
the People’s Climate Network 
strongly condemns the Supreme 
Court decision to evict forest 
communit ies .  I t  supports 
the FRA 2006 and stands in 
solidarity with individuals and 
groups who defend the forests. 
It calls for an independent 
investigation into the States’ lack 
of due process in implementing 
the FRA, including claimants’ 
right to appeal. PCN feels that 
full implementation of FRA and 
the protection of the rights of the 
indigenous people under PESA 
and Schedule V is the only way to 
bring justice and simultaneously 
protect the forests.

• It stands in support and solidarity 
with the rights of forest dwellers 
who live within them and protect 
and regenerate them—to uphold 
their dignity, culture, sovereignty 
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and livelihoods and it will work 
with like-minded individuals and 
organisations in India and abroad 
to restore justice to the Adivasis 
of India. PCN believes that the 
fortress model of conservation 
on display in the petition and 
the order need to be replaced 
by a rights-based approach 
that protects Adivasi and other 
forest-based communities and 
the forests they inhabit.

(Editor’s note: Responding to 
the nationwide protests against the 
order, on February 28, the Supreme 
Court stayed the implementation of 
its earlier order evicting more than 
10 lakh families of Adivasis and 
other forest-dwellers from forest 
lands across 16 states.)

Hilel Garmi’s phone is going 
straight to voicemail and all I’m 
hoping is that he’s not back in prison. 
I’ll soon learn that he is.

Prison 6 is a military prison. 
It’s situated in the Israeli coastal 
town of Atlit, a short walk from the 
Mediterranean Sea and less than an 
hour’s drive from Hilel’s home. It 
was constructed in 1957 following 
the Sinai War between Israel and 
Egypt to house disciplinary cases 
from the Israeli Defense Forces, or 
IDF.

Hilel has already been locked up 
six times. “I can smell the sea from 
my cell, especially at night when 
everything is quiet,” he tells me in 
one of our phone conversations. 
I’m 6,000 miles away in Chicago, 
but Hilel and I have regularly been 
discussing his ordeal as an Israeli 
war resister, so it makes me nervous 
that, this time around, I can’t reach 
him at all.

A recent high-school graduate 
with dark hair and a big smile, 
he’s only 19 and still lives with his 
parents in Yodfat, an Israeli town of 
less than 900 people in the northern 
part of the country. It’s 155 miles 
to Damascus (if such a trip were 
possible, which, of course, it isn’t), 
a two-hour drive down the coast to 
Tel Aviv, and a four-hour drive to 
besieged Gaza.

Yodfat itself could be a set for a 
Biblical movie, with its dry rolling 
hills, ancient ruins, and pastoral 
landscape. The town exports flower 
bulbs, as well as organic goat cheese, 
and notably supports the Misgav 
Waldorf School that Hilel’s mother 
helped found. Hilel is proud of his 

A Teenage War Resister in Israel

Rory Fanning

mom. After all, people commute 
from all over Israel to attend the 
school.

He is a rarity in his own land, one 
of only a handful of refuseniks living 
in Israel. Each year roughly 30,000 
18-year-olds are drafted into the 
IDF, although 35% of such draftees 
manage to avoid military service 
for religious reasons. A far tinier 
percentage publicly refuses to fight 
for moral and political reasons to 
protest their country’s occupation of 
Palestinian lands. The exact numbers 
are hard to find. I’ve asked war 
resister groups in Israel, but no one 
seems to have any. Hilel’s estimate: 
between 5 and 15 refuseniks a year.

“I’ve thought the occupation of 
Palestine was immoral at least since 
I was in eighth grade,” he told me. 
“But it was the March of Return 
that played a large role in sustaining 
the courage to say no to military 
service.”

The Great March of Return began 
in the besieged Gaza Strip on March 
30, 2018, the 42nd anniversary of 
the day in 1976 that Israeli police 
shot and killed six Palestinian 
citizens of Israel as they protested 
the government’s expropriation of 
land. During the six-month protest 
movement that followed in 2018, 
Israeli soldiers killed another 141 
demonstrators, while nearly 10,000 
were injured, including 919 children, 
all shot.

“I couldn’t be a part of that,” he 
said. “I’d rather be in jail.”

However, after 37 days in prison, 
it was the letter Hilel received from 
Abu Artema, a key Palestinian 
organiser of that march, which 
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provided him with his greatest 
inspiration. It read in part:

"Your decision is what will 
help end this dark period inflicted 
on Palestinians, and at the same 
time mitigate the fears of younger 
Israeli generations who were born 
into a complicated situation and 
a turbulent geographical area 
deprived of security and peace. . . 
. I believe the solution is near and 
possible. It will not require more 
than the courage to take initiative 
and set a new perspective, after 
traditional solutions have failed 
to achieve a just settlement. Let us 
fight together for human rights, for 
a country that is democratic for 
all its citizens, and for Israelis and 
Palestinians to live together based 
on citizenship and equality, not 
segregation and racism.”

“This letter excited me a great 
deal,” Hilel said. “It’s Palestinians 
like Artema who have the true 
courage, the kind that can only come 
from the moral authority of those 
resisting occupation and violent 
oppression. This type of authority 
is much stronger than the forces that 
occupy Palestine.”

After trying yet again to reach 
him by phone, I send Hilel a 
Facebook message:

“I hope everything is all right. 
Call me when you can. By the way, 
I was listening to this song and it 
reminded me of you. Stay strong, 
brother.”

I attach a YouTube video of 
“The World’s Greatest” by Bonnie 
“Prince” Billy:

I'm that little bit of hope
With my back against the ropes.
I can feel it
I'm the world's greatest . . .

War Resister to War Resister
As a war resister myself while 

serving in the US Army—I was 
protesting America’s unending 
wars across the Greater Middle 
East—I’ve wondered a lot about 
what it means to be one in Israel, a 
country where an antiwar movement 
is almost non-existent. My friends 
in the US who are familiar with 
the militarisation of Israel and the 
population’s overwhelming support 
for their country’s still-expanding 
occupation respect what Hilel is 
doing, but wonder about the political 
purpose of an essay like this one 
about a war resister who lives in a 
country where such creatures are 
rarer than a snowy day in Jerusalem.

A valid point: the Israeli antiwar 
movement (if you can even call it a 
movement at this moment) is a long, 
long way from making a dent in the 
occupation, no less ending it, and I 
wouldn’t want to convey false hope 
about what such refuseniks mean 
to the larger question of Palestinian 
liberation.

Still, I talk to Hilel because I 
know how much it would have meant 
to me if someone had contacted me 
when I was still resisting the Global 
War on Terror within the 2nd Ranger 
Battalion nearly 15 years ago. If I 
had known that there were others 
like me or at least others ready to 
support me, it would have made my 
own sense of isolation during the six 
months I spent on lockdown inside 
my barracks less intolerable.

There’s more, though. Each 
time Hilel and I speak, I feel like 
I’m the one being energised by the 
conversation. He’s smart, reads a lot 
of the books I also read (despite the 
22-year age difference between us), 
and has a passion for rock climbing 
in the Shagor mountain range. More 
than anything else, though, he has a 
kind of energy that I identify only 
with those who are standing up for a 

principle, whatever the repercussions 
for their own future. He exhibits no 
misgivings about what he’s doing, 
but somehow remains remarkably 
grounded in reality.

“It’s hard being rejected by 
friends and family who have 
never questioned the occupation,” 
he tells me in one of our phone 
conversations. (His English, by the 
way, is superb.) “Very few in my 
class agree with what I’m doing. But 
I believe in what I’m doing. That is 
the most important thing. Although, 
who knows, my decision to resist 
may have a positive ripple effect 
in a way we can’t appreciate at this 
point in time.”

He tells me all this in a tone that 
feels both light and confident, the 
very opposite of what you might 
imagine from a teenager who had at 
that moment been jailed six times 
in a single year and expected more 
of the same. His voice is authentic. 
It’s all his and draws strength  
from a self-possessed sense of the 
truth.

Like many, I’ve been exhausted 
and depressed by Donald Trump’s 
presidency. His administration 
represents a dark step back when it 
comes to social justice issues around 
the world and makes me question the 
time I still spend organising against 
America’s endless wars. The ship 
appears to be sinking, no matter 
what I do, and since the election I’ve 
found myself asking why I shouldn’t 
try to just shut out the world.

In such a context, talking with 
Hilel has been a tonic for me. 
After our conversations, the all-too-
familiar feelings of depression and 
hopelessness fade, at least briefly, 
while his courage and optimism 
energise me. So part of my urge in 
writing this piece is to convey that 
very feeling, hoping others will be 



14 JANATA, March 3, 2019

energised, too.  It's a tall order these 
days, but worth a try.

The Adventures of a Teenage 
Refusenik

After a week in which my 
calls frustratingly keep going to 
voicemail, I finally hear back. “They 
arrested me again,” he informs me. 
“I expected it, but wasn’t sure they 
would come back a seventh time.” 
Surprisingly, he’s still in good 
spirits.

T h e  I s r a e l i  g o v e r n m e n t 
distinguishes between pacifists 
who reject the use of force for any 
reason and those with “selective 
consc i ence , ”  o r  t hose  who 
specifically refuse to fight in protest 
over the occupation of Palestinian 
territory. The latter are treated far 
more severely and are significantly 
more likely to find themselves in 
prison.

Hilel’s public declaration—
which has been circulating in left-
leaning outlets in Israel—on why he 
continues to refuse military service 
couldn’t be clearer on where he 
stands and helps explain why the 
Israeli government has sent him back 
to prison so regularly:

“I cannot enlist, because from 
a very young age I was educated to 
believe that all humans are equal. 
I do not believe in some common 
denominator which all Jews share 
and which sets them apart from 
Arabs. I do not believe that I should 
be treated differently from a child 
born in Gaza or in Jenin, and I do 
not believe that the sorrows or the 
happiness of any of us are more 
important than those of anyone else. 
. . . As a person who was born into the 
more powerful side of the hierarchy 
between the Mediterranean and the 
Jordan River, I was given the power 
as well as the obligation to try to 

fight that hierarchy.”
Refuseniks like Hilel generally 

spend 20 days in jail. They are 
then released for a day or two and 
immediately reprocessed back into 
prison.

“There is a lot of sitting around 
in prison. I read a lot. It’s a military 
prison so I’m in with people who 
are in trouble for a variety of 
things while serving in the IDF.” 
There are different cellblocks (A, 
B, and C) designated for various 
infractions—A being the “easiest,” C 
the “hardest,” according to Hilel: “I 
started in A, but worked my way up 
to C because I continue to refuse to 
fight. C is where those who commit 
assaults of varying degree within the 
IDF are housed. C is used as a threat 
by the jailors. I was in C for a short 
time because I wouldn’t tell a group 
of demonstrators protesting my 
arrest to disperse. After they left on 
their own, they sent me back to B.”

I ask him how many protestors 
there were. “About 50,” he replies, 
“But they gave me a lot of strength. 
Atlit, where the jail is, is not a very 
big town, so to have anyone out there 
at all was encouraging.”

An increasing number of 
Israelis oppose the occupation and 
some have formed groups to help 
support war resisters. Yesh Gvul, an 
organisation that backs refuseniks 
like Hilel (and to which he belongs), 
for instance, first put me in touch 
with him. Palestinians like Abu 
Artema are also reaching out to 
refuseniks. Palestianian and Israeli 
activists are working to overcome the 
barriers that divide them, searching 
for creative ways to connect and 
organise against the occupation. In 
December 2018, Israeli activists, 
including conscientious objectors, 
held a video meeting with Artema. 
"Those who refuse to take part in 

the attacks on the demonstrators in 
Gaza, who express their natural right 
to protest against the siege, those 
who refuse to take part in the attacks 
on Gaza's citizens—they stand on 
the right side of history," Artema 
said during the call.

And now, having grown strangely 
attached to Hilel, I feel a small flood 
of relief that he’s on the phone with 
me once again. I ask if we can Skype 
so that I can actually see him and he 
promptly agrees. It’s December and 
he’s wearing a ski hat. He’s sitting 
in his parent’s kitchen and his eyes 
glimmer. As he talks, I’m taken back 
to my own 19-year-old self, to the 
Rory Fanning who was still trying 
to fit in, get decent grades, and have 
fun. I certainly wasn’t taking on my 
government, which only makes me 
more impressed that he is. 

He and I chat more about his 
family and his town. Yodfat was 
once a place governed by a group 
of people called the Kibbutz (from 
the Hebrew word kvutza, meaning 
“group”). Inspired in part by Karl 
Marx, the Kibbutz movement strove 
to live communally and maintain 
deep connections to agriculture. 
“It's still a progressive town,” he 
says, “and most people, at least as 
lip service, will say they oppose 
the occupation. However, they see 
obedience to the current law and 
general support for the military—
even though some of them may 
admit it's an undemocratic one—as 
far more important."

I ask him about the Boycott 
Divestment Sanction, or BDS, 
movement. BDS is Palestinian-led 
and inspired by the South African 
anti-apartheid movement. It calls on 
others globally to pressure Israel to 
comply with international law and 
end the occupation of Palestine.

“The people of Israel feel 
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isolated from the rest of the world,” 
Hilel responds. “The government 
and media constantly remind them 
how Iran and so many others want 
to destroy the country. The effects 
of anti-Semitism echo in everyone’s 
head. I think BDS only reinforces the 
idea that the government promotes 
that Jews are rejected by the world.”

I remind him how an earlier 
BDS-style movement helped end 
apartheid in South Africa and ask if 
he thinks it might be an effective way 
to end Israel’s system of apartheid, 
too. “Maybe,” he responds hesitantly. 
“I haven’t thought about it too much. 
I could certainly see how it could.” I 
don’t press the issue, but as ever I’m 
struck by how open he is, even on 
a topic that the Israeli government 
clearly feels deeply threatened by.

As I can see via Skype, the sun 
is going down behind Hilel. It’s still 
morning here in Chicago, but six in 
the evening in Yodfat, so I let him go 
back to his embattled teenage life.

And I wonder yet again how I’ll 
write about that life, his dilemmas, 
and the unnerving world both of 
us find ourselves in. Then, I’m 
reminded of how encouraging it felt 
to have many active-duty soldiers 
reach out to me over the years 
after hearing my own story of war 
resistance. I know that there are 
surprising numbers of people in the 
US military who question America’s 
endless wars, trillion-dollar national 
security budgets, and the near-
robotic thank-you-for-your-service 
patriotism of so many in this country, 
because I’ve met or talked to many 
of them and even seen a few over 
the years break ranks as I did (and 
as, in a very different situation, Hilel 
has done). And obviously there must 
be many others out there I know 
nothing about.

News travels fast these days. 

Support networks like Veterans 
for Peace and About Face continue 
to be built up in this country to 
support soldiers who question their 
mission. And I know that, in Israel, 
there are others who think the way 
Hilel does and are just waiting for 
an atmosphere of greater support 
to develop so that they, too, can 
begin to resist the injustices of their 
moment and their country. That, 
of course, is what Hilel has helped 
accomplish. Stories like his create 
openings for others to act. Sooner 
or later, those others, inspired by 
him and perhaps by similar figures 
to come, will inevitably follow their 
lead.

Just as I’m finishing this piece, 
he suddenly calls to tell me that he’s 
been released—for good! The Israeli 
Defense Forces have freed him from 
his military obligation. At first, a 
ruling against releasing him came 
down from a committee of civilians 
and officers controlled by the IDF, 
because his refusal to fight stemmed 
from reasons that were “political” 
rather than from “conscience.” Later 
that day, however, a higher-ranking 
officer overturned that group’s 
decision and, after his seventh 
imprisonment, Hilel was suddenly 
free.

He isn’t sure why the decision 
was overturned, but perhaps the 
higher-ups finally concluded that 
he simply wouldn’t break under 
their pressure. Quite the opposite, 
a determined 19-year-old resister 
might only get more attention if 
they kept sending him back to jail. 
His courage might, in fact, motivate 
others to resist, the last thing the IDF 
wants right now.

I look forward to staying in touch 
with Hilel. He tells me he plans on 
working with disadvantaged youth 
in Israel for the next two years. 

I know there are great things in 
store for him. Interacting with a 
fellow war-resister across continents 
and seas these last few months, 
and seeing him go from prison to 
freedom in a matter of weeks, has 
reinvigorated my own tired sprit in 
ways I had not anticipated when I 
sent my first note to him.  

(Rory Fanning is a US-based 
journalist and writer.) 
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Travelling with Hugo Chavez, 
I soon understood the threat of 
Venezuela.  At a farming co-operative 
in Lara state, people waited patiently 
and with good humour in the heat. 
Jugs of water and melon juice were 
passed around. A guitar was played; 
a woman, Katarina, stood and sang 
with a husky contralto.

"What did her words say?" I 
asked.

"That we are proud," was the 
reply.

The applause for her merged 
with the arrival of Chavez. Under 
one arm he carried a satchel bursting 
with books. He wore his big red 
shirt and greeted people by name, 
stopping to listen. What struck me 
was his capacity to listen.

But now he read. For almost two 
hours he read into the microphone 
from the stack of books beside him: 
Orwell, Dickens, Tolstoy, Zola, 
Hemingway, Chomsky, Neruda: a 
page here, a line or two there. People 
clapped and whistled as he moved 
from author to author.

T h e n  f a r m e r s  t o o k  t h e 
microphone and told him what they 
knew, and what they needed; one 
ancient face, carved it seemed from a 
nearby banyan, made a long, critical 
speech on the subject of irrigation; 
Chavez took notes.

Wine is grown here, a dark Syrah 
type grape. "John, John, come up 
here," said El Presidente, having 
watched me fall asleep in the heat 
and the depths of Oliver Twist.

"He likes red wine," Chavez told 
the cheering, whistling audience, 
and presented me with a bottle of 
"vino de la gente." My few words 

The War on Venezuela Is Built on Lies

John Pilger

in bad Spanish brought whistles and 
laughter.

Watching Chavez with la gente 
made sense of a man who promised, 
on coming to power, that his every 
move would be subject to the 
will of the people. In eight years, 
Chavez won eight elections and 
referendums: a world record. He was 
electorally the most popular head 
of state in the Western Hemisphere, 
probably in the world.

Every major chavista reform was 
voted on, notably a new constitution 
of which 71 percent of the people 
approved each of the 396 articles that 
enshrined unheard of freedoms, such 
as Article 123, which for the first 
time recognised the human rights 
of mixed-race and black people, of 
whom Chavez was one.

One of his tutorials on the road 
quoted a feminist writer: "Love 
and solidarity are the same." His 
audiences understood this well and 
expressed themselves with dignity, 
seldom with deference. Ordinary 
people regarded Chavez and his 
government as their first champions: 
as theirs.

This was especially true of the 
indigenous, mestizos and Afro-
Venezuelans, who had been held 
in historic contempt by Chavez's 
immediate predecessors and by those 
who today live far from the  barrios, 
in the mansions and penthouses 
of East Caracas, who commute to 
Miami where their banks are and 
who regard themselves as "white". 
They are the powerful core of what 
the media calls "the opposition".

When I met this class, in suburbs 
called Country Club, in homes 

appointed with low chandeliers and 
bad portraits, I recognised them. 
They could be white South Africans, 
the petite bourgeoisie of Constantia 
and Sandton, pillars of the cruelties 
of apartheid.

Cartoonists in the Venezuelan 
press, most of which are owned 
by an oligarchy and oppose the 
government, portrayed Chavez as 
an ape. A radio host referred to "the 
monkey". In the private universities, 
the verbal currency of the children of 
the well-off is often racist abuse of 
those whose shacks are just visible 
through the pollution.

Although identity politics are 
all the rage in the pages of liberal 
newspapers in the West, race 
and class are two words almost 
never uttered in the mendacious 
"coverage" of Washington's latest, 
most naked attempt to grab the 
world's greatest source of oil and 
reclaim its "backyard".

For all the chavistas' faults—such 
as allowing the Venezuelan economy 
to become hostage to the fortunes of 
oil and never seriously challenging 
big capital and corruption—they 
brought social justice and pride to 
millions of people and they did it 
with unprecedented democracy.

"Of the 92 elections that we've 
monitored," said former President 
Jimmy Carter, whose Carter Centre 
is a respected monitor of elections 
around the world, "I would say 
the election process in Venezuela 
is the best in the world." By way 
of contrast, said Carter, the US 
election system, with its emphasis 
on campaign money, "is one of the 
worst".
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In extending the franchise 
to a parallel people's state of 
communal authority, based in the 
poorest barrios, Chavez described 
Venezuelan democracy as "our 
version of Rousseau's idea of popular 
sovereignty".

In Barrio La Linea, seated in 
her tiny kitchen, Beatrice Balazo 
told me her children were the first 
generation of the poor to attend a full 
day's school and be given a hot meal 
and to learn music, art and dance. "I 
have seen their confidence blossom 
like flowers," she said.

In Barrio La Vega, I listened to 
a nurse, Mariella Machado, a black 
woman of 45 with a wicked laugh, 
address an urban land council on 
subjects ranging from homelessness 
to illegal war. That day, they were 
launching Mision Madres de Barrio, 
a programme aimed at poverty 
among single mothers. Under the 
constitution, women have the right 
to be paid as carers, and can borrow 
from a special women's bank. Now 
the poorest housewives get the 
equivalent of $200 a month.

In a room lit  by a single 
fluorescent tube, I met Ana Lucia 
Ferandez, aged 86, and Mavis 
Mendez, aged 95. A mere 33-year-
old, Sonia Alvarez, had come with 
her two children. Once, none of them 
could read and write; now they were 
studying mathematics. For the first 
time in its history, Venezuela has 
almost 100 per cent literacy.

This is the work of Mission 
Robinson, which was designed for 
adults and teenagers previously 
denied an education because of 
poverty. Mission Ribas gives 
everyone the opportunity of 
a secondary education, called a 
bachillerato.(The names Robinson 
and Ribas refer to Venezuelan 
independence leaders from the 19th 
century).

In her 95 years, Mavis Mendez 
had seen a parade of governments, 
mostly vassals of Washington, 
preside over the theft of billions 
of dollars in oil spoils, much of it 
flown to Miami. "We didn't matter 
in a human sense," she told me. 
"We lived and died without real 
education and running water, and 
food we couldn't afford. When we 
fell ill, the weakest died. Now I can 
read and write my name and so much 
more; and whatever the rich and the 
media say, we have planted the seeds 
of true democracy and I have the joy 
of seeing it happen."

In 2002, during a Washington-
backed coup, Mavis's sons and 
daughters and grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren joined hundreds 
of thousands who swept down from 
the barrios on the hillsides and 
demanded the army remained loyal 
to Chavez.

"The people rescued me," 
Chavez told me. "They did it with the 
media against me, preventing even 
the basic facts of what happened. For 
popular democracy in heroic action, 
I suggest you look no further."

Since Chavez's death in 2013, 
his successor Nicolas Maduro has 
shed his derisory label in the Western 
press as a "former bus driver" and 
become Saddam Hussein incarnate. 
His media abuse is ridiculous. On 
his watch, the slide in the price of 
oil has caused hyper inflation and 
played havoc with prices in a society 
that imports almost all its food; yet, 
as the journalist and film-maker 
Pablo Navarrete reported this week, 
Venezuela is not the catastrophe it 
has been painted. "There is food 
everywhere," he wrote. "I have 
filmed lots of videos of food in 
markets all over Caracas . . . it's 
Friday night and the restaurants are 
full."

In 2018, Maduro was re-elected 

President. A section of the opposition 
boycotted the election, a tactic 
tried against Chavez. The boycott 
failed: 9,389,056 people voted; 
sixteen parties participated and six 
candidates stood for the presidency. 
Maduro won 6,248,864 votes, or 
67.84 per cent.

On election day, I spoke to 
one of the 150 foreign election 
observers. "It was entirely fair," he 
said. "There was no fraud; none of 
the lurid media claims stood up. 
Zero. Amazing really."

Like a page from Alice's tea 
party, the Trump administration has 
presented Juan Guaido, a pop-up 
creation of the CIA-front National 
Endowment for Democracy, as the 
"legitimate President of Venezuela". 
Unheard of by 81 per cent of the 
Venezuelan people, according to The 
Nation, Guaido has been elected by 
no one.

Maduro is "illegitimate”, says 
Trump (who won the US presidency 
with three million fewer votes 
than his opponent), a "dictator", 
says demonstrably unhinged vice 
president Mike Pence and an oil 
trophy-in-waiting, says "national 
security" adviser John Bolton (who 
when I interviewed him in 2003 said, 
"Hey, are you a communist, maybe 
even Labour?").

As his  "special  envoy to 
Venezuela" (coup master), Trump 
has appointed a convicted felon, 
Elliot Abrams, whose intrigues in 
the service of Presidents Reagan and 
George W. Bush helped produce the 
Iran–Contra scandal in the 1980s and 
plunge central America into years of 
blood-soaked misery.

Putting Lewis Carroll aside, 
these  "crazies" belong in newsreels 
from the 1930s. And yet their lies 
about Venezuela have been taken 
up with enthusiasm by those paid to 
keep the record straight.
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On Channel 4 News, Jon Snow 
bellowed at the Labour MP Chris 
Williamson, "Look, you and Mr. 
Corbyn are in a very nasty corner 
[on Venezuela]!" When Williamson 
tried to explain why threatening a 
sovereign country was wrong, Snow 
cut him off. "You've had a good go!"

In 2006, Channel  4 News 
effectively accused Chavez of plotting 
to make nuclear weapons with Iran: 
a fantasy. The then Washington 
correspondent, Jonathan Rugman, 
allowed a war criminal, Donald 
Rumsfeld, to liken Chavez to Hitler, 
unchallenged.

Researchers at the University 
of the West of England studied the 
BBC's reporting of Venezuela over a 
ten-year period. They looked at 304 
reports and found that only three of 
these referred to any of the positive 
policies of the government. For 
the BBC, Venezuela's democratic 
record, human rights legislation, food 
programmes, healthcare initiatives 
and poverty reduction did not happen.  
The greatest literacy programme in 
human history did not happen, just as 
the millions who march in support of 
Maduro and in memory of Chavez, 
do not exist.

When asked why she filmed 
only an opposition march, the BBC 
reporter Orla Guerin tweeted that 
it was "too difficult" to be on two 
marches in one day.

A war has been declared on 
Venezuela, of which the truth is "too 
difficult" to report.

It is too difficult to report the 
collapse of oil prices since 2014 
as largely the result of criminal 
machinations by Wall Street. It is 
too difficult to report the blocking 
of Venezuela's access to the US-
dominated international financial 
system as sabotage. It is too difficult 
to report Washington's "sanctions" 

against Venezuela, which have 
caused the loss of at least $6 billion 
in Venezuela's revenue since 2017, 
including  $2 billion worth of 
imported medicines, as illegal, or 
the Bank of England's refusal to 
return Venezuela's gold reserves as 
an act of piracy.

The former United Nations 
Rapporteur, Alfred de Zayas, has 
likened this to a "medieval siege" 
designed "to bring countries to their 
knees". It is a criminal assault, he 
says. It is similar to that faced by 
Salvador Allende in 1970 when 
President Richard Nixon and his 
equivalent of John Bolton, Henry 
Kissinger, set out to "make the 
economy [of Chile] scream". The 
long dark night of Pinochet followed.

The Guardian correspondent, 
Tom Phillips, has tweeted a picture 
of a cap on which the words in 
Spanish mean in local slang: "Make 
Venezuela fucking cool again." 
The reporter as clown may be the 
final stage of much of mainstream 
journalism's degeneration.

Should the CIA stooge Guaido 
and his white supremacists grab 
power, it will be the 68th overthrow of 
a sovereign government by the United 
States, most of them democracies. A 
fire sale of Venezuela's utilities and 
mineral wealth will surely follow, 
along with the theft of the country's 
oil, as outlined by John Bolton.

Under the last Washington-
controlled government in Caracas, 
poverty reached historic proportions. 
There was no healthcare for those 
could not pay. There was no universal 
education; Mavis Mendez, and 
millions like her, could not read or 
write. How cool is that, Tom?

(John Pilger is a renowned 
inves t iga t ive  journal i s t  and 
documentary film-maker.)

The End and the Beginning
Wislawa Szymborska

(translated by Johanna Trzeciak):

After every war 
someone has to clean up. 
Things won’t 
straighten themselves up, after all.

Someone has to push the rubble 
to the side of the road, 
so the corpse-filled wagons 
can pass.

Someone has to get mired 
in scum and ashes, 
sofa springs, 
splintered glass, 
and bloody rags.

Someone has to drag in a girder 
to prop up a wall. 
Someone has to glaze a window, 
rehang a door.

Photogenic it’s not, 
and takes years. 
All the cameras have left 
for another war.

We’ll need the bridges back, 
and new railway stations. 
Sleeves will go ragged 
from rolling them up.

Someone, broom in hand, 
still recalls the way it was. 
Someone else listens 
and nods with unsevered head. 
But already there are those nearby 
starting to mill about 
who will find it dull.

From out of the bushes 
sometimes someone still unearths 
rusted-out arguments 
and carries them to the garbage pile.

Those who knew 
what was going on here 
must make way for 
those who know little. 
And less than little. 
And finally as little as nothing.

In the grass that has overgrown 
causes and effects, 
someone must be stretched out 
blade of grass in his mouth 
gazing at the clouds.
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