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When finance minister Nirmala 
Sitharaman’s Budget speech omitted 
numbers relating to the government’s 
overall revenue and expenditure, 
for both the previous and current 
years, this was widely commented 
on. After all, these numbers are 
the reason for having a Budget 
speech in the first place—to provide 
parliament and the general public a 
quick overview of the state of the 
Central government’s finances. Her 
response to this criticism was that all 
these numbers are available in the 
supplementary material provided in 
the Budget documents, so there is no 
need to go into them in the speech.

But most people do not go 
through the supplementary material, 
and that is why finance ministers 
typically provide a basic summary. 
But now a more serious reason 
for this omission has appeared, 
because it turns out that the numbers 
provided in the documents—at least 
as far as the revenue and expenditure 
of the previous year (2018–19) are 
concerned—are not just misleading 
but actually false.

The proof of this comes in the 
finance ministry’s own Economic 
Survey of 2018-19. Volume II 
contains a statistical appendix, 

in which Table 2.5 on Page A59 
provides the receipts and expenditure 
of the Central government. The last 
column of this table provides the 
‘provisional actuals’—that is to say, 
the real amounts as per the finance 
ministry’s own calculations—for the 
year 2018–19. (Since this Survey 
was brought out in July, rather than 
in February or March, it gave ample 
time for the ministry to record the 
actual receipts and spending of the 
fiscal year that ended on March 
31, 2019.) These are presumably 
the numbers emanating from the 
office of the Comptroller General 
of Accounts and therefore must be 
taken to be correct.

The results are devastating, 
because they reveal massive 
shortfalls and discrepancies in both 
receipts and expenditures—which 
are not reflected in the budget 
documents.

In other words, most of the 
numbers stated as the “Revised 
Estimates” for 2018–19 do not 
tally with the government’s own 
estimates of actual revenues and 
expenditure in that year, as shown 
in the Economic Survey. This is 
certainly surprising, because the 
numbers must have come from the 
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same finance ministry that prepared 
the Budget documents, so why did 
they not provide this data in the 
Budget documents? That aside,  the 
sheer extent of the difference, which 
is massive, makes the matter all the 
more alarming.

The biggest discrepancy—and 
shortfall—is in the tax revenues 
retained by the Centre, which were 
actually lower than the revised 
estimates by a whopping Rs 1,65,176 
crore, or as much as 13.5% of 
the revised estimates of total tax 
revenues.

This was presumably largely 
because of the well-known shortfall in 
Goods and Services Tax collections. 
The Central government managed 
this essentially by containing its 
own spending, so that actual total 
expenditure was actually lower than 
the revised estimate by as much 
as Rs 1,45,813 crore, or 13.4%. 
In other words, the entire Budget 
shrank massively, by around 1% of 
GDP—but none of this is reflected 
in the budget statements provided 
to the public!

This has many implications. For 
one, according to the provisional 
actual figures of receipts and 
spending, the fiscal deficit was 
greater than stated in the revised 
estimate by Rs 10,963 crore, so that 
it amounted to 3.45% of GDP rather 
than 3.3% as is being claimed.

But that is a rather minor matter 
compared to the more serious issue 
that if these provisional actual 
figures are to be believed, then none 
of the revised estimates for 2018–19 
are correct. This has particularly 
serious implications for the past 
pattern of spending. Obviously, very 
significant cuts were made in public 
expenditure last year in the wake of 
the decline in tax revenues, which 
continue to reflect the disastrous 

GST implementation. But how do 
we know which items of expenditure 
were curtailed, and by how much?

Is  th i s  no t  essen t ia l  fo r 
parliament and the general public 
to know? When a Budget is passed 
by parliament, the debate and 
discussion are essentially about 
allocations—so if the government 
has unilaterally made severe cuts 
to particular items of expenditure, 
these must be brought to public 
notice. Providing the earlier revised 
estimates without openly stating 
the more correct provisional actual 
figures, is more than just nonchalance 
or disrespect—it amounts to lying 
before parliament and the people. 
How can we trust any numbers 
coming out of the government if this 
is the manner in which they choose 
to hide the truth?

These numbers  a lso  cas t 
into serious doubt the revenue 
projections for the coming year. If 
the provisional actual figures are 
accepted, then the proposed increase 
in revenues in the current budget for 
2019–20 are so optimistic as to be 
completely unrealistic. Thus, total 
revenues would have to increase by 
25.3% in the current year—i.e. by 
nearly Rs 4,00,000 crore—over what 
was actually achieved last year. This 
is not just a tall order considering 
the expected nominal GDP growth 
of 12%, it is close to unattainable.

If that does not happen, the 
government once again will find 
itself cash-strapped in the middle of 
the year, and once again there will 
be a tendency to make severe—and 
opaque—cuts, and in a manner that 
is not approved by parliament.

These low tax numbers also 
point to another issue that has been 
festering with this government: 
doubts about the credibility of the 
GDP figures. According to the new 

data, total tax revenues increased 
by only 9.2% last year, that is well 
below the stated growth of nominal 
GDP of 11.3%. Since most of the 
shortfall was due to indirect taxes 
(especially GST), it is likely that 
the rate of increase of indirect tax 
revenue was even lower. Indirect 
tax collections are generally seen 
to track nominal GDP, since they 
reflect turnover. So did tax evasion 
suddenly increase? Or is it that 
the many doubts that have been 
expressed about the GDP numbers 
are actually quite justified?

Another implication of these 
shockingly low tax numbers for the 
previous year is that the revenues 
accruing to state governments must 
also have fallen significantly short 
of their expectation. This has the 
capacity to play havoc with state 
finances, since states naturally plan 
their budgets on the basis of some 
expected revenues from their share 
of Central taxes and GST revenues.

The public finances of the 
country are clearly in a mess—and 
more importantly, the entire Budget 
exercise is now open to serious 
question. The finance ministry must 
respond at once, and if necessary 
present a new Budget with properly 
worked out figures that have some 
semblance of veracity.

(Jayati Ghosh is a professor of 
economics at Jawaharlal Nehru 
University.)
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The debate over inequality has 
become hotter world-wide. While 
Trump had introduced substantial 
tax cuts for the rich in 2017, and 
Britain’s Boris Johnson, the front-
runner to succeed Teresa May, 
has promised to do the same if he 
becomes Prime Minister, there 
are strong proposals for taxing the 
rich which have also been mooted. 
Bernie Sanders had such a proposal 
for the US during the time that 
he was seeking the Presidential 
nomination of the Democratic Party. 
And now a group of 18 individuals 
in the US, including George Soros, 
each of whom is a billionaire, 
is asking for a “modest wealth 
tax” on the fortunes of the top 0.1 
percent of the population. They have 
written a letter to all Presidential 
candidates asking for such a tax to 
be introduced. The cynical may say 
that they are doing so because they 
expect a higher wealth tax to be 
imposed anyway in the near future, 
and want to ensure that it remains 
modest; but whatever the reason, 
they too have joined the debate on 
the side of the proponents of greater 
equality.

The years of neo-liberalism 
have seen very substantial increases 
in income and wealth inequality 
everywhere in the world, a point 
that has been emphatically made 
(without mentioning neo-liberalism) 
by Thomas Piketty, the French 
economist. The reasons advanced 
by Piketty for this phenomenon 
do not stand scrutiny, and need not 
detain us here. There is however 
a very obvious reason for this 
which he does not discuss. This 

has to do with the massive world-
wide shift of income from wage-
earners to surplus-earners because 
of globalisation.

The current globalisation 
has entailed much freer flows of 
capital, including finance, from the 
advanced capitalist countries to 
the countries of the Third World, 
especially in Asia. This has meant 
that American firms now invest 
in Third World countries, to take 
advantage of their comparatively 
lower wages, for manufacturing 
products for export to the US itself 
and to other countries of the world. 
American workers therefore are 
now competing against Third World 
workers, whose wages are close to 
a subsistence level because of the 
massive labour reserves that exist 
in the these countries as a legacy 
of colonial “deindustrialisation”. 
While the wage differences between 
the advanced country and Third 
World workers do not disappear 
altogether as a result of this mobility 
of capital, nonetheless the wages 
in the advanced countries cease to 
rise, as the workers there are now 
exposed to the baneful consequences 
of the massive Third World labour 
reserves.

At the same time, these labour 
reserves do not disappear in the Third 
World, both because of the rapid rate 
of growth of labour productivity, 
and also because of the squeeze 
on petty production, including 
peasant agriculture, imposed under 
globalisation, which causes an 
exodus of distressed peasants to 
the towns in search of non-existent 
employment opportunities. As a 

result, the wage-restraining effect 
of the Third World labour reserves 
now gets generalised beyond their 
respective economies, to the workers 
all over the world, even as these 
labour reserves themselves do not 
disappear, but on the contrary keep 
getting replenished.

Hence, wages everywhere 
cease to increase, even as labour 
productivity keeps increasing. This 
is what causes a shift of income 
distribution from wage-earners to 
surplus-earners all across the globe, 
both in the advanced countries and 
also in the Third World. This shift in 
income distribution also accentuates 
wealth inequality. An example will 
make this last point clear.

Suppose output, say, in the US, 
is 100, of which 60 accrues as wage-
bill, all of which is consumed by the 
workers, and 40 as surplus, of which 
20 is consumed by the capitalists and 
20 saved. This 100 is produced with 
a capital stock of 400. If, because 
of an income distribution shift, 20 
of the wage-bill now accrues to the 
capitalists, but the workers maintain 
their consumption at the old level 
by borrowing (indirectly from the 
capitalists via the banking system), 
then the capitalists’ wealth increases 
from 400 (the capital stock) to 420 
(capital stock plus loans to workers). 
Since the workers wealth was zero to 
start with, and becomes minus 20 in 
the new situation, wealth inequality 
has increased.

This is just one of the factors 
behind the increase in wealth 
inequality; and such borrowing-
financed workers’ consumption did 
occur in the US. There were other 

The Debate Over Inequality
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factors too, including capital gains, 
that underlay the growth in wealth 
inequality. According to a Federal 
Reserve report, the wealthiest 1 
percent of Americans added $21 
trillion to their wealth over the last 
three decades, while the bottom 
50 percent saw a reduction in their 
wealth by $900 billion. Trump has 
recently discouraged the relocation 
of activities to the Third World 
mentioned above, by introducing a 
set of protectionist measures; but he 
has also announced tax-cuts, which 
we mentioned earlier, to compensate 
the capitalists for whatever losses 
such protectionism may cause them.

Ironically however, while the 
debate over inequality has become 
hotter elsewhere in the world, in 
India there is hardly any debate 
at all. The increase in wealth and 
income inequality here has been 
phenomenal. According to a study 
by Piketty and Chancel using income 
tax data, the share of the top 1 
percent in the total national income 
in 2013–14, the latest year for which 
they have made the study, was 21.7 
percent. This was higher than at 
any time since 1922 when income 
tax was introduced in India. In 
other words, even when there were 
Maharajahs, income distribution 
had not been as unequal as it has 
been of late. The rapidity of the 
increase in inequality can be gauged 
from the fact that in 1982, the share 
of the top 1 percent in national 
income had been only 6.2 percent, 
compared to 21.7 percent in 2013–
14. This just shows that the dirigiste 
period had kept wealth inequality in 
check, while the period of economic 
“liberalisation” has seen a veritable 
explosion in inequality.

This is also true of wealth 
inequality. The top 1 percent of 
households own as much as almost 60 

percent of total wealth at present; and 
this too has been rising rapidly in the 
period of economic “liberalisation”. 
Indeed wealth inequality in India 
today is higher than even in the US. 
And yet there is very little noise 
about this massive growth in wealth 
and income inequality in the last few 
years. Even the World Economic 
Forum, the rich people’s club that 
meets at Davos every year, has 
shown its concern about this growth 
in inequality in the world economy. 
It sees this increase as a threat to 
democracy, which is an obvious 
point though one does not normally 
expect capitalists to make it.

B u t  i n  I n d i a  t h e  M o d i 
government’s proximity to the 
super-rich, which is camouflaged 
by an aggressive propagation of 
Hindutva, keeps both parties, the 
Modi crowd and the super-rich, 
happy. And the threat to democracy 
comes precisely from this alliance 
between the Hindutva elements and 
the super-rich.

Even without considering wealth 
inequality, the renowned Polish 
Marxist economist Michal Kalecki 
had shown that wealth taxation 
was the best way of raising fiscal 
resources. If say Rs 100 had to be 
raised, then, between commodity 
taxation, income taxation, and 
wealth taxation, he had shown 
that wealth taxation was the best 
way of doing so. This is because 
government expenditure financed 
by wealth taxation increases 
employment by at least as much 
as expenditure financed by profit 
taxation (commodity taxation 
increases employment by much 
less than either of these two forms 
of taxation); at the same time, wealth 
taxation does not have any adverse 
effect on investment decisions, 
since the rate of return, taking profit 

after tax as the numerator, does not 
decline.

Hence, even leaving out all 
other considerations of wealth 
inequality such as its harmful effects 
on democracy, wealth taxation is the 
best form of financing government 
expenditure. When we add to it 
the equality argument, the case for 
wealth taxation increases several-
fold. But capitalists would not allow 
wealth taxation to be introduced 
easily, notwithstanding the letter 
written by the American billionaires. 
It requires class struggle for wealth 
taxation to be introduced.

(Prabhat Patnaik is Professor 
Emeritus at the Centre for Economic 
Studies and Planning, Jawaharlal 
Nehru University, New Delhi.) 
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On this riverbank, saints or thieves 
You’ll know as soon as they talk 

The character deep within 
Comes out by the road of the mouth 

    
 (Kabir, translated by Linda 

Hess and Sukhvindar Singh) 

Words are the Casualty  
The 2019 general elections 

in India will be remembered for 
the ugly war of words. It was not 
so much the clash of titans or the 
movement of contingents but the 
deployment of words that set this 
election apart from other elections 
in the near past. The war was not 
a poetic duel but an anti-poetic 
tirade where words became the 
ultimate sacrifice. While leaders, 
party workers, media personnel and 
security forces were camped out 
on the ground, the real elections 
were being fought with words. 
Words created mobs, mobs created  
words. 

It looks odd to talk about words 
when people are being lynched in the 
streets. But we need to understand 
that the assault on words is not 
isolated from the lynching in the 
streets. In other words, the assault 
on words and the assault on life are 
inseparable acts. Victims have to be 
branded before they are lynched. 
Words must be disfigured before 
people are. 

Wo r d s  c r e a t e  s p a c e  f o r 
communication. But when they are 
used as curses they eliminate the 
scope for any reasonable dialogue. 
Curses have only one form—the 
monologue. They result from 
extreme hate. We have seen how 

leaders like Pragya Thakur began 
their political careers with curses. 
She openly said that she had cursed 
Hemant Karkare. In such acts of 
hatred, it is not only the opponent 
who suffers but also the words. 

Do words suffer? What happens 
to them? How have words changed 
in the last five years? One can 
observe that the meanings of some 
words have radically changed. 
Words like “republic”, “nation” and 
“democracy” have been twisted 
beyond recognition. Words and 
expressions such as “anti-national” 
and “tukde-tukde gang” were so 
viciously used in hate speeches that 
they became venom in the form 
of words. Words were morphed, 
misconstrued and robbed of their 
meaning. Some words have acquired 
new meanings which negate their 
very essence.  We all know what 
has happened to beautiful words 
like faqirs, jogis and sadhus. Terms 
like vikas (development), mann ki 
baat (from the heart) and acche din 
(good days) have met a similar fate. 
The twisted, negated meanings have 
also been given a new force. It is 
through this intensified distortion 
that the bhakts have crafted a cult of 
opposition to any form of knowledge.

It is often said that demagogues 
do things with words—rhetoric, 
flattery, false claims and even 
surgical strikes. They do more than 
that, however. Words are not only 
means in the hands of demagogues; 
words are also hunted down by them. 
Words fall prey to the politics of 
demagoguery. 

Before we move forward, let 
us see how our saints, poets and 

philosophers have used words 
to transform the world or create 
alternative ones. Often, these worlds 
did not exist in reality but only in 
aspiration and imagination. Words 
were their very soul. 

Words of the Poets, Healers and 
Philosophers 

There are many names for 
“word” in Indian languages: shabda, 
vak, labz, bani, bol, vachana and 
several others. These names stand 
for truth, for promise and for greater 
evidence. They cannot be simply 
reduced to device, rhetoric, medium 
and discourse. Words have utmost 
importance in both elite and subaltern 
communities in India. One can think 
of shabd-Brahma and Nama-shabda 
as examples. Though several saints 
and poets were against texts, they 
were rarely against words. They 
saw creation, power and wisdom 
in words. They regarded words as 
jiva or life. They took words to be 
pramana or evidence. Sufis and 
saints perceived echoes of words 
pervading the universe through the 
nada (the unstuck sound). They saw 
life in words. It is through words that 
poets created their life-world. They 
saw words as characters dancing 
on the canvass. Saint-poets also 
warned against the use of words for 
self-praise. Kabir said, “utter only 
such words which are deprived of all 
your bodily pride.” The question that 
needs to be asked is what happens 
when words become expressions 
of bodily pride. Do they lose their 
essence, their vibrancy? Famous 
balladeer Gaddar from Telangana 
once told me, “You and I use words 

When Words are Prey: What Demagogues do with Words

Brahma Prakash
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in ways which are different. For 
you, the academic, words are  
merely numbers to finish an essay 
of 1500 words. I see life in every 
word.” 

Words also have supreme 
significance in the magico-ritual 
world. Shamans heal through 
words; magicians strike through 
words; devotees call upon their gods 
through words. Words have been so 
important in the life of the Indian 
people that one mistaken utterance 
could work as an annihilating force. 
Spirits and energies have been 
thought to be embodied in words. 
Poets and healers have shown that 
words can be slayed. They can be 
exterminated, wounded, or emptied 
of their spirit. The magical shabd-
baan (word-arrow) can not only hurt 
the lover and the enemy, it can also 
injure words. 

Activists and philosophers who 
dreamt about changing the world 
used words very carefully. Words 
were like pearls in their threads. 
They were stringing words together 
as they were stringing the broken 
pieces of life and struggles. It is said 
about Walter Benjamin that he rarely 
used words unnecessarily. Marx’s 
writings interweave life and words 
so intricately that the reader wonders 
whether she is reading a text or a life. 
Sartre’s The Words shows his quest 
for freedom and truth. Ambedkar’s 
Annihilation of Caste is not only an 
attack on the caste system but also an 
onslaught on the words that underpin 
that system.  For activists and 
philosophers, words are full of life 
and action. Words go beyond dreary 
seminar papers and their word limits. 
They are compelling statements on 
life and death. They are powerful. It 
was the power of words that led to 
the killing of rationalists and truth-
seekers like Kalburgi, Pansare and 
Lankesh. 

Words of the Demagogue 
While politics is not just about 

words, words do play a central role. 
It is the word that imagines the 
alternative world in the first instance. 
Martin Luther King’s speech “I have 
a dream” was first enacted in words 
before it spilled out into the streets. It 
was for the word that he was killed. 
The word is a question of life and 
death in a conscious society. 

Words have been the real 
captives under the neoconservative 
and neoliberal regime of Modi. 
Therefore, whether it happened in 
reality or not, the surgical strike did 
happen in the realm of words. It was 
an operation carried out on words. 
Thus, under the current regime, not 
only are democracy, institutions and 
the constitution at stake, but so also 
are words. Words become the first 
victim when sensible and democratic 
voices are choked. It is the name and 
the act of naming that first reaches 
the mobs before the mobs reach the 
victims. 

Coming back to the fundamental 
question—what a demagogue does 
with words—I delineate five major 
tricks that demagogues play with 
words and which Modi has mastered 
with resounding success. It is these 
manoeuvers that make the current 
war on language such a lethal one. 

First, demagogues are adept 
at extracting words from their 
established contexts and meanings. 
They give new colour to words. 
They cut words from daily life 
and struggle and transport them 
to divine, magical and corporate 
realms. Divyang, meaning “divine 
body”, and Swachh Bharat, meaning 
“a clean India”, are some of the best 
examples of this act. Further, Modi 
has a knack for creating populist 
false etymologies using acronyms. 
He successfully creates nomina 
sacra (sacred names) through new 

symbolisms that resonate with a 
neo-conservative corporate culture. 
A telling example is Modi’s acronym 
for the Mars Orbiter Mission—
MOM. “I was sure Mom won’t 
disappoint us,” said Modi after the 
success of the mission. In one stroke, 
the idea of the mission, and the ideal 
of the mother, are stripped of their 
established implications and fused 
together to form a conservative 
propaganda motif. Another instance 
worth citing is the statement—
“Farmers are my TOP priority. TOP 
stands for Tomato, Onion, Potato.” 
The very act of coining the acronym 
is being showcased here as Modi’s 
efforts at addressing the interests of 
farmers. Sadly, however, this TOP 
cannot be eaten—it is simply an 
empty and sadistic rhetorical ploy.   

Second, when demagogues 
speak in monologue, the words often 
serve as nothing but cannon fodder. 
They shut up any space for dialogue 
and eliminate the possibility of 
debate. Demagogues and rabble 
rousers use poisonous invective to 
paralyse reasoned argument. 

Third,  demagogues of ten 
perform incantations in the emerging 
public sphere that would earlier be 
confined to the domain of ritual and 
prayer. Today such incantations—
chants of “Jai Shri Ram” etc.—are 
being performed in parliament. 
When words and phrases become 
incantation, they are primarily used 
to charm and fantasise the masses, 
and to deflect them from reasoned 
deliberation. Incantations could 
also be in the nature of curses—
maledictions that seek to intimidate 
the truth. In the act of the curse, the 
words themselves do not remain 
unaffected. They are poisoned and 
drained of their life-energies. They 
become hunting fields for frenzied 
mobs.

Fourth, demagogues tend to 
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be ruthless slayers of words. They 
throttle words in quite unbelievable 
ways. If they want to kill the shabda 
(word) of Kabir, they will invoke 
Kabir, but in a way that conjures 
away the essence of everything the 
saint-poet said. If they want to kill 
the spirit of Ambedkar’s politics, 
they will invoke his words in a way 
that they become unrecognisable. 
When the demagogue speaks about 
farmers’ concerns, one can take it for 
granted that farmers are under attack. 
The act of invocation becomes a 
ritual act of sacrifice in which the 
invoked figure has to be either 
sacrificed or contained. 

Finally, while the very existence 
and influence of demagogues rests 
on claims of transforming the 
system; they are, in reality, afraid 
of any change that would genuinely 
serve the people and thus make 
their posturing redundant. The 
demagogues zealously guard their 
public image which they have 
carefully constructed through words. 
Words have given them the ability to 
project a false aura of selflessness 
and sacrifice. Any challenge to this 
image-mongering is dreaded by 
the demagogue. Such a challenge, 
of course, requires many things. 
But foremost among them is the 
task of reclaiming words and their 
usage from the cynical sway of 
demagoguery. Our poets, writers 
and activists would of course have 
to play a key role in this. They 
would have to reclaim words not 
just by restoring and reinventing 
their worlds of meaning, but also by 
clearing away the ugly curses and 
incantations that menace the public 
sphere today. 

(Brahma Prakash teaches at the 
School of Arts and Aesthetics, 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New 
Delhi.) 

The ontology and ecology of food
Food is not a commodity, it is 

not “stuff” put together mechanically 
and artificially in labs and factories. 
Food is l ife.  Food holds the 
contributions of all beings that 
make the food web, and it holds 
the potential of maintaining and 
regenerating the web of life. Food 
also holds the potential for health 
and disease, depending on how it 
was grown and processed. Food is 
therefore the living currency of the 
web of life.

As an ancient Upanishad 
reminds us, “Everything is food, 
everything is something else’s food.”

Good Food and Real Food are 
the basis of health .

Bad food, industrial food, fake 
food is the basis of disease.

Hippocrates said “Let food be 
thy medicine”. In Ayurveda, India’s 
ancient science of life, food is called 
“sarvausadha”, the medicine that 
cures all disease.

Industrial food systems have 
reduced food to a commodity, to 
“stuff” that can then be constituted 
in the lab. In the process both the 
planet’s health and our health has 
been nearly destroyed.

75% of the planetary destruction 
of soil, water, biodiversity come from 
industrial agriculture, which also 
contributes to 75% of food related 
chronic diseases. It contributes 
50% of the reenhouse gas emissions 
driving Climate Change. Chemical 
agriculture does not return organic 
matter and fertility to the soil. Instead 
it contributes to desertification and 
land degradation. It also demands 
more water since it  destroys 

the soil’s natural water-holding 
capacity. Industrial food systems 
have destroyed the biodiversity of 
the planet both through the spread 
of monocultures and through the 
use of toxics and poisons—which 
are killing bees, butterflies, insects, 
birds, leading to the sixth mass 
extinction.

Biodiversity-intensive and 
poison-free agriculture, on the other 
hand, produces more nutrition per 
acre while rejuvenating the planet. 
It shows the path to “Zero Hunger” 
in times of climate change.

The industrial agriculture and 
toxic food model has been promoted 
as the only answer to economic and 
food security. However, globally, 
more than 1 billion people are 
hungry. More than 3 billion suffer 
from food-related chronic diseases.

Though it uses 75% of the land, 
yet industrial agriculture based 
on fossil fuel intensive, chemical 
intensive monoculture produces only 
30% of the food we eat. Meanwhile, 
small, biodiverse farms using 25% 
of the land provide 70% of the food. 
At this rate, if the share of industrial 
agriculture and industrial food in our 
diet is increased to 45%, we will 
have a dead planet. One with with 
no life and no food.

The mad rush for Fake Food and 
Fake Meat, ignorant of the diversity 
of our foods and food cultures, 
and the role of biodiversity in 
maintaining the our health, is a recipe 
for accelerating the destruction of 
the planet and our health.

GMO soya is unsafe for the 
environment and the eater

Fake Food, Fake Meat

Vandana Shiva
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In a recent article How our 
commitment to consumers and 
our planet led us to use GM soy, 
Pat Brown, CEO & Founder of 
Impossible Foods states that:

“We sought the safest and 
most environmentally responsible 
option that would allow us to scale 
our production and provide the 
Impossible Burger to consumers at 
a reasonable cost”.

Given the fact that 90% of 
the monarch butterflies have 
disappeared due to Roundup 
Ready Crops, and we are living 
through what scientists have called 
an “insectageddon”, using GMO 
soya is hardly an “environmentally 
responsible option”.

In writing this, Pat Brown reveals 
his total ignorance that weeds have 
evolved resistance to Roundup and 
have become “superweeds” now 
requiring more and more lethal 
herbicides. Bill Gates and DARPA 
are even calling for the use of gene 
drives to exterminate amaranth, a 
sacred and nutritious food in India, 
because the Palmer Amaranth has 
become a superweed in the Roundup 
Ready soya fields of the USA.

At a time when across the world 
the movement to ban GMOs and 
Roundup is growing, promoting 
GMO soya as “fake meat” is 
misleading the eater both in terms 
of the ontology of the burger, and 
on claims of safety.

The “Impossible Burger” based 
on GMO, Roundup sprayed soya is 
not a “safe” option. Zen Honeycutt 
and Moms across America recently 
announced:

“that the Impossible Burger 
tested positive for glyphosate. The 
levels of glyphosate detected in 
the Impossible Burger by Health 
Research Institute Laboratories were 
11 X higher than the Beyond Meat 

Burger. The total result (glyphosate 
and it’s break down AMPA) was 11.3 
ppb. Moms Across America also 
tested the Beyond Meat Burger and 
the results were 1 ppb.

“We are shocked to find that 
the Impossible Burger can have up 
to 11X higher levels of glyphosate 
residues than the Beyond Meat 
Burger according to these samples 
tested. This new product is being 
marketed as a solution for “healthy” 
eating, when in fact 11 ppb of 
glyphosate herbicide consumption 
can be highly dangerous. Only 0.1 
ppb of glyphosate has been shown 
to destroy gut bacteria, which is 
where the stronghold of the immune 
system lies. I am gravely concerned 
that consumers are being misled to 
believe the Impossible Burger is 
healthy.”

Recent  cour t  cases  have 
showcased the links of Roundup 
to cancer. With the build up of 
liabilities related to cancer cases, 
the investments in Roundup Ready 
GMO soya is blindness to the 
market.

Or the hope that  fool ing 
consumers can rescue Bayer/
Monsanto.

There is another ontological 
confusion related to fake food. While 
claiming to get away from meat, 
“fake meat” is about selling meat-
like products.

Pat Brown declares, “we use 
genetically engineered yeast to 
produce heme, the ‘magic’ molecule 
that makes meat taste like meat — and 
makes the Impossible Burger the 
only plant-based product to deliver 
the delicious explosion of flavor and 
aroma that meat-eating consumers 
crave.”

I had thought that the plant based 
diet was for vegans and vegetarians, 
not meat lovers.

Big Food and Big Money is driving 
the Fake Food Goldrush

Indeed, the promotion of fake 
foods seems to have more to do 
with giving new life to the failing 
GMO agriculture and the Junk 
Food Industry, and the threat to it 
from the rising of consciousness 
and awareness everywhere that 
organic, local, fresh food is real food 
which regenerates the planet and our 
health. In consequence, investment 
in “plant based food companies” has 
soared from near 0 in 2009 to $600m 
by 2018. And these companies are 
looking for more.

Pat Brown declares, “If there’s 
one thing that we know, it’s that when 
an ancient unimprovable technology 
counters a better technology that is 
continuously improvable, it’s just 
a matter of time before the game 
is over.” He added, “I think our 
investors see this as a $3 trillion 
opportunity.”

This is about profits and control. 
He, and those jumping on the Fake 
Food Goldrush, have no discernible 
knowledge, or consciousness about, 
or compassion for living beings, the 
web of life, nor the role of living 
food in weaving that web.

Their sudden awakening to 
“plant based diets” , including GMO 
soya, is an ontological violation of 
food as a living system that connects 
us to the ecosystem and other beings, 
and indicates ignorance of the 
diversity of cultures that have used 
a diversity of plants in their diets.

Ecological sciences have been 
based on the recognition of the 
interconnections and interrelatedness 
between humans and nature, between 
diverse organisms, and within all 
living systems, including the human 
body. It has thus evolved as an 
ecological and a systems science, 
not a fragmented and reductionist 
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one. Diets have evolved according 
to climates and the local biodiversity 
the climate allows. The biodiversity 
of the soil, of the plants and our gut 
microbiome is one continuum. In 
Indian Civilisation, technologies are 
tools. Tools need to be assessed on 
ethical, social and ecological criteria. 
Tools/ technologies have never been 
viewed as self referential. They 
have been assessed in the context of 
contributing to the wellbeing of all.

Through fake food, evolution, 
biodiversity, and the web of life 
is being redefined as an “ancient 
un improvab l e  t e chno logy” , 
and displays ignorance of the 
sophisticated knowledges that have 
evolved in diverse agricultural and 
food cultures in diverse climate and 
ecosystems to sustain and renew 
the biodiversity, the ecosystems, the 
health of people and the planet.

The Eat Forum which brought 
out a report that tried to impose 
a monoculture diet of chemically 
grown, hyperindustrially processed 
food on the world has a partnership 
through FrESH with the junk food 
industry, and Big Ag such as Bayer, 
BASF, Cargill, Pepsico amongst 
others.

Fake food is thus building 
on a century and a half of food 
imperialism and food colonisation 
of our diverse food knowledges and 
food cultures.

Big Food and Big Money is 
behind the Fake Food Industry. Bill 
Gates and Jeff Bezos are funding 
startups.

We need to decolonise our food 
cultures and our minds of Food 
imperialism

The industrial west has always 
been arrogant, and ignorant, of the 
cultures it has colonised. “Fake 
Food” is just the latest step in a long 

history of food imperialism.
Soya is a gift of East Asia, where 

it has been a food for millennia. It 
was only eaten as fermented food 
to remove its anti-nutritive factors. 
But recently, GMO soya has created 
a soya imperialism, destroying plant 
diversity. It continues the destruction 
of the diversity of rich edible oils and 
plant based proteins of Indian dals 
that we have documented.

Women from India’s slums 
called on me to bring our mustard 
back when GMO soya oil started 
to be dumped on India, and local 
oils and cold press units in villages 
were made illegal. That is when 
we started the ‘sarson (mustard) 
satyagraha’ to defend our healthy 
cold pressed oils from dumping of 
hexane-extracted GMO soya oil. 
Hexane is a neurotoxin.

While Indian peasants knew that 
pulses fix nitrogen, the west was 
industrialising agriculture based on 
synthetic nitrogen which contributes 
to greenhouse gases, dead zones in 
the ocean, and dead soils. While we 
ate a diversity of ‘dals’ in our daily 
‘dal roti’, the British colonisers, who 
had no idea of the richness of the 
nutrition of pulses, reduced them to 
animal food. Chana became chick 
pea, gahat became horse gram, tur 
became pigeon pea.

We stand at a precipice of a 
planetary emergency, a health 
emergency, a crisis of farmers 
l ivel ihoods.  Fake Food wil l 
accelerate the rush to collapse. 
Real food gives us a chance to 
rejuvenate the earth, our food 
economies, food sovereignty and 
food cultures. Through real food 
we can decolonise our food cultures 
and our consciousness. We need to 
remember that food is living and 
gives us life.

Boycott  GMO Impossible 

Burger. Make tofu. Cook Dal.

(Vandana Shiva is an Indian 
scholar, environmental activist, 
food sovereignty advocate, and 
alter-globalisation author, based 
in Delhi.)
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More than a year ago, the US 
unilaterally abrogated the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) and began to squeeze the 
Iranian economy using sanctions. 
The latest round of sanctions were 
announced in June. Iran announced 
a week later that it had exceeded 
a limit set by the JCPOA on its 
stockpile of nuclear fuel.

The US–Iran conflict is often 
portrayed in the media as one that 
involves two flawed actors struggling 
for supremacy on a complex West 
Asian stage. But a closer look 
reveals a simpler underlying reality: 
the Donald Trump administration 
is using the US’s clout in an old-
fashioned attempt to assert the 
country’s hegemony; Iran is just 
doing whatever it can to resist US 
pressure.

The Shah connection
The roots of this dispute can 

be traced back to 1953, when 
the Central Intelligence Agency 
orchestrated a coup to remove Iran’s 
elected Prime Minister, Mohammad 
Mossadegh. After instituting the rule 
of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, 
the US encouraged him to establish 
a nuclear programme.

The US built Iran’s first nuclear 
reactor in 1967. The Shah was clear 
that his ambitions went beyond 
nuclear energy, and extended to 
nuclear weapons. In 1974, he 
explained that Iran would acquire 
nuclear weapons “without a doubt, 
and sooner than one would think.” 
Nevertheless, the West continued to 
provide nuclear technology to his 
government.

After the Shah was toppled in 

1979, the new government, under 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, 
cancelled his plans for a large 
nuclear-energy sector, retaining 
only those facilities that had already 
been established. Khomeini also 
declared that nuclear weapons and 
other weapons of mass destruction 
(WMDs) were haram—forbidden 
in Islam. Whatever one may think 
about Khomeini’s government, his 
spiritual injunctions were taken very 
seriously. When Iraq attacked Iran 
with chemical weapons, with the 
tacit support of the Ronald Reagan 
administration, Tehran refrained 
from responding in kind despite 
having the requisite technology.

It is possible that during the 
Iran–Iraq war, some elements 
within the Iranian establishment 
started exploring the possibility 
of developing a nuclear deterrent. 
Even if this was the case—and the 
evidence on the matter is far from 
conclusive—these activities were 
definitely stopped by 2003. In the 
same year, Khomeini’s successor, 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, issued an 
unambiguous fatwa against nuclear 
weapons.

Soon after invading Iraq on the 
false pretext that it had WMDs, 
the US attempted to build a similar 
narrative around Iran, which had 
established a modest programme to 
enrich uranium to fuel its existing 
reactors. The US alleged that the 
fuel was intended for a bomb. 
These allegations were undercut 
by US intel l igence agencies 
themselves who reported that “in 
fall 2003 Iran halted . . . nuclear 
weapons . . . activities”. In 2015, 
after a multi-year investigation, the 

International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) went further, declaring that 
“activities relevant to . . . a nuclear 
explosive . . . did not advance beyond 
feasibility and scientific studies” and, 
as a “coordinated effort”, were only 
carried out “prior to the end of 2003”.

In spite of these facts, successive 
US administrat ions imposed 
sanctions on Iran, demanding that it 
completely halt uranium enrichment. 
It was only during President Barack 
Obama’s second term that the US 
sought a temporary truce, leading 
to the JCPOA.

The JCPOA recognised Iran’s 
right to maintain a civilian nuclear 
programme, but placed significant 
restrictions on its size and scope for 
10 to 15 years. Most importantly, 
Tehran reiterated that “under no 
circumstances” would it “ seek . . . 
nuclear weapons.” The IAEA was 
granted unprecedented powers to 
inspect Iran’s nuclear activities, 
and has repeatedly verified Tehran’s 
compliance.

S o ,  w h e n  t h e  T r u m p 
administration ceased to abide by 
the JCPOA last year, this can only 
be interpreted as a message that 
the US was not interested in arms 
control, but rather in initiating a 
direct conflict with Tehran.

An economy devastated
Over the past year, the US has 

made threats, mobilised troops and 
warships, and provoked Tehran by 
flying military planes dangerously 
close to its border. However, 
Washington’s primary strategy has 
been to use economic measures as 
a weapon. It has prevented foreign 
entities from trading with Iran, 

 Talking Sanctions, Endangering Peace

Suvrat Raju
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devastating the Iranian economy.
India has also been hurt by these 

policies. Until recently, Iran was 
one of India’s largest oil suppliers. 
Even though Iranian oil came with 
discounts on freight, and favourable 
terms of payment, the Indian 
government obeyed Washington’s 
dictates and stopped purchasing oil 
from Iran in May.

India’s investments in Iran’s 
Chabahar port are nominally exempt 
from US sanctions, but they have 
been damaged anyway since 
suppliers are reluctant to deliver 
equipment. The sanctions have also 
prevented ONGC Videsh, which 
discovered the Farzad B gas field 
off Iran’s coast, from pursuing its 
investments there.

Further, New Delhi has refused 
to explore several available strategies 
that could ameliorate the impact of 
sanctions. China has maintained 
some commercial ties with Iran by 
routing transactions through the 
Bank of Kunlun. US sanctions on 
this bank have been ineffective since 
it is carefully insulated from the US 
financial system. European countries 
have attempted to bypass sanctions 
through a special mechanism called 
INSTEX.

It is revealing that India has 
failed to join any of these initiatives 
or to develop its own solution. A 
few months ago, Prime Minister 
Modi boasted that India’s foreign 
policy had become “fearless, bold 
and decisive”. Is this fearlessness 
restricted to India’s interactions 
with its smaller neighbours, or is 
his government also willing to stand 
up to the biggest bully in the room 
and protect India’s interests from 
Washington’s destructive policies?

(Suvrat Raju is a physicist and is 
associated with the Coalition for 
Nuclear Disarmament and Peace.)

Taking responsibility for the 
Congress party’s poor performance 
in the 2019 Lok Sabha elections, 
Rahul Gandhi, on, 3 July, 2019, 
resigned from the post of the 
Congress President.

He posted a four-page letter 
on Twitter, officially announcing 
his resignation as the Congress 
President. In this open letter Rahul 
Gandhi warns of institutional take 
over of India by the Sangh Parivar. 

Full text of the letter: 
It is an honour for me to serve the 

Congress Party, whose values and 
ideals have served as the lifeblood 
of our beautiful nation. I owe the 
country and my organisation a debt 
of tremendous gratitude and love.

As President of the Congress 
Party, I am responsible for the loss 
of the 2019 election. Accountability 
is critical for the future growth of our 
party. It is for this reason that I have 
resigned as Congress President.

Rebuilding the party requires 
hard decisions and numerous people 
will have to be made accountable 
for the failure of 2019. It would be 
unjust to hold others accountable 
but ignore my own responsibility as 
President of the party.

Many  o f  my  co l l eagues 
suggested that I nominate the next 
Congress President. While it is 
important for someone new to lead 
our party, it would not be correct 
for me to select that person. Ours 
is a party with a profound history 
and heritage, one of struggle and 
dignity that I deeply respect. It is 
woven into the fabric of India and 

I trust the party will make the best 
decision regarding who can lead us 
with courage, love and fidelity.

Immediately after resigning, 
I suggested to my colleagues in 
the Congress Working Committee 
that the way forward would be to 
entrust a group of people with the 
task of beginning the search for a 
new President, have empowered 
them to do so and committed my full 
support to this process and a smooth 
transition.

My fight has never been a simple 
battle for political power. I have no 
hatred or anger towards the BJP 
but every living cell in my body 
instinctively resists their idea of 
India. This resistance arises because 
my being is permeated with an 
Indian idea that is and has always 
been in direct conflict with theirs. 
This is not a new battle; it has been 
waged on our soil for thousands of 
years. Where they see differences, 
I see similarity. Where they see 
hatred, I see love. What they fear, I 
embrace. This compassionate idea 
permeates the hearts of millions 
and millions of my beloved fellow 
citizens. It is this idea of India that 
we will now vehemently defend.

The attack on our country and 
our cherished Constitution that is 
taking place is designed to destroy 
the fabric of our nation. In no way, 
shape or form am I stepping back 
from this fight. I am a loyal soldier 
of the Congress party and a devoted 
son of India and we continue to serve 
and protect her till my last breath.

We fought a strong and dignified 
election. Our campaign was one of 

Rahul Gandhi Warns of Institutional  
Take Over of India 

Countercurrents Collective
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brotherhood, tolerance and respect 
for all of India’s people, religions 
and communities. I personally 
fought the Prime Minister, the 
RSS and the institutions they have 
captured with all my being. I fought 
because I love India. And I fought 
to defend the ideals India was built 
upon. At times, I stood completely 
alone and am extremely proud of 
it. I have learned so much from the 
spirit and dedication of our workers 
and party members, men and women 
who have taught me about love and 
decency.

A free and fair election requires 
the neutrality of a court. An election 
cannot be fair without arbiters—a free 
press, an independent judiciary, and 
a transparent election commission 
that is objective and neutral. Nor can 
an election be free if one party has 
a complete monopoly on financial 
resources.

We didn’t fight a political party 
in the 2019 election. Rather, we 
fought the entire machinery of the 
Indian state, every institution of 
which was marshalled against the 
Opposition. It is now crystal clear 
that our once cherished institutional 
neutrality no longer exists in India.

The stated objectives of the 
RSS, the capture of our country’s 
institutional structure, is now 
complete. Our democracy has been 
fundamentally weakened. There 
is a real danger that from now 
on, elections will go from being a 
determinant of India’s future to a 
mere ritual.

This capture of power will 
result in unimaginable levels of 
violence and pain for India. Farmers, 
unemployed youngsters, women, 
tribals, Dalits and minorities are 
going to suffer the most. The impact 
on our economy and nation’s 
reputation will be devastating. 
The Prime Minister’s win does not 
negate the breadth of corruption 
allegations against him; no amount 
of money and propaganda can ever 
hide the light of the truth.

The Indian nation must unite 
to reclaim and resuscitate our 
institutions. The instrument of this 
resuscitation will be the Congress 
party.

To achieve this important task, 
the Congress Party must radically 
transform itself. Today, the BJP is 
systematically crushing the voice of 
the Indian people. It is the duty of 

the Congress Party to defend these 
voices. India has never and will 
never be one voice. It is and always 
will be a symphony of voices. That 
is the true essence of Bharat Mata.

Thank you to the thousands of 
Indians, both at home and abroad who 
have sent me letters and messages of 
support. I will, of course, continue to 
fight for the ideals of the Congress 
Party with all my strength. I am 
available to the party whenever 
they require my services, input or 
advice. To those who support the 
Congress ideology, especially our 
dedicated and beloved karyakarta, I 
have absolute faith in our future and 
the utmost love for you.

It is a habit in India that the 
powerful cling to power, no one 
sacrifices power. But we will not 
defeat your opponents without 
sacrificing the desire for power and 
fighting a deeper ideological battle. I 
was born a Congressman, this party 
has always been with me and is my 
life’s blood and forever that way it 
shall remain.

Jai Hind

Rahul Gandhi

Ten years ago today, we woke up 
to the startling news that Honduran 
president Manuel Zelaya had been 
removed from his home at gunpoint 
and still in pajamas, forced into exile 
across the border in Costa Rica, 
where I was living at the time. The 
night before, I had finished a report 
for the International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature detailing 
the political, social, economic and 

environmental state of Honduras, 
along with that of the other Central 
American countries. Zelaya had 
overseen moderate improvements 
on the social  and economic 
fronts of small macroeconomic 
consequence, which had made 
tangible improvements in the lives 
of poor working class Hondurans. I 
thought that maybe if I waited a few 
days, the coup would be reversed 

and I could avoid having to rewrite 
my report. 

A decade later, US resolve to 
greenlight and back the coup d'état 
in Honduras remains one of the 
most shameful US foreign policy 
decisions in recent memory. 

Since the coup, Hondurans have 
seen the destruction of their country, 
their democracy, their livelihoods, 
their human rights. In its first years 

On Honduras

Sara Kozameh
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after, the assassination of lawyers, 
activists and journalists became a 
near daily occurrence, shielded by 
the unscrupulous impunity of corrupt 
state forces and the constant backing 
of the US government. In the face of 
all of this, Hondurans mounted an 
extraordinary resistance movement 
that could provide valuable lessons 
for US progressives. Despite the 
death threats, police intimidation, 
censorship, kidnappings, massacres, 
torture and state terror, Hondurans 
mounted an intense, furious and 
savvy opposition. 

The mi l i tary—which has 
received training from the US—
responded with more repression; 
death squads.

In 2017, the US recognised 
the results of president Juan 
Orlando Hernández’s re-election, 
seen as fraudulent by international 
organisations and widely considered 
a sham by Hondurans. The US 
government has spent a decade 
sending Hondurans the message 
that their democracy, their humanity, 
matters not. With political and 
economic conditions in continual 
deterioration—and no sign that things 
might improve—it’s no wonder that 
protests have again surged. It is 
no wonder that Honduran families 
continue to flee the daily social, 
structural and political violence that 
has overtaken their country since 
Zelaya’s forced removal. 

In recent months, the Honduran 
resistance has stepped up its 
activities, protesting privatisation 
policies that threaten to dismantle 
what little health and education 
benefits they have. The police have, 
unsurprisingly, opened fire on the 
university students demanding 
president Hernández’s resignation. 
This week, the police shot and 
murdered 17-year-old Eblin Noel. 
News like this comes frequently in 

Honduras. 
As the daughter of political 

activists from Argentina and Chile 
forced into exile by the brutal—
also US-backed—dictatorships, 
my own history is marked by the 
ramifications of the South American 
coups. But the Honduran example 
was the first time that I saw a 
similar process unfold in real time. 
I also saw, with deep frustration, 
how indifferent the US was to the 
Honduran coup, its repression, 
the daily assassinations and the 
hurtling social situation. The same 
indifference—or paralysis—that let 
tens of thousands of atrocities and 
disappearances in Argentina, Chile, 
Guatemala continue over several 
years.

Two months after the coup, I 
met Zelaya in Washington, D.C., 
where he was touring congressional 
offices and lobbying for political 
support. It was my first week in D.C. 
and I sat next to him, amateurishly 
trying to scribble down every word 
that was said. In the end, the US 
government did not back down from 
its position—it was not "a coup". 
Zelaya would not return. 

Solidarity activists in the US 
have been incessant and dedicated 
in their advocacy work, they have 
made important strides in getting 
the US government to back off of 
Honduras, and probably saved many 
lives. But the statements, letters, 
and policy proposals haven't been 
enough. Silence around the human 
rights abuses committed by the US-
backed government continues, and 
the lack of denunciation by people in 
the US who should care is deafening. 
We look back and wonder how we 
could have let the human rights 
atrocities in Argentina, Guatemala, 
El Salvador, Nicaragua, Chile occur 
and continue. We say Nunca Más, 
Never Again, but it's happening 

in our faces right now. It's been 
happening every day for ten years.  

Yesterday, police dressed in 
riot gear entered a high school full 
of Honduran teenagers kneeling 
on the ground in a powerful, brave 
and peaceful protest. On the eve of 
this abominable anniversary, the 
Honduran resistance is again taking 
centre stage, hoping that you will 
notice.  

My reason for penning all these 
words is that I want to express 
my profound awe and respect 
for the Hondurans who have 
survived ten years of violent, dirty, 
corrupt, murderous repression and 
yet maintained an unwavering, 
courageous resistance, in the process 
risking their lives—and so many  
have lost them.   

I suppose that I just hope that 
because it's an anniversary, people 
will pay more attention. And that 
Hondurans—whether in their 
country, on the border, or in US 
concentration camps—will prevail. 

(Sara Kozameh is doing her Ph.D. 
in History of Latin America and the 
Caribbean at New York University.)
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Bob Dylan once said, “Let us not 
talk falsely now, the hour is getting 
late.” February 23rd, 2019, was 
the day that Juan Guaidó, the self-
proclaimed President of Venezuela, 
had “authorised” “humanitarian 
aid” to enter Venezuela, an attempt 
to force the Maduro government, 
and thus the Venezuelan people, 
to their knees. With this began 
an ever-increasing escalation of 
violence, including several attacks 
on Venezuela’s electrical grid 
over the last few weeks, being 
perpetuated by those who want 
to destroy Venezuela. But let me 
be clear: the Venezuelan poor are 
resilient, and any change will be 
on their terms. Most importantly, 
Venezuelan politics is collective, 
and there is deep solidarity between 
communities along with an abiding 
interest in building a different form 
of politics. Without understanding 
this collective politics, one cannot 
really understand what is happening 
in Venezuela.

While in Venezuela doing 
field work in July 2018, I noted 
in my conversations with many 
Venezuelans the consistent insistence 
that Venezuela must be respected.

A primary feature of Venezuelan 
life is that politics is not only 
discussed but is everywhere, and as 
such, many Venezuelans could teach 
graduate courses in political science. 
This is well exemplified in a recent 
news item on the Real News Network 
in which a woman on the street, 
clutching a well-worn copy of the 
constitution, says to the interviewer, 
“If Juan Guaidó needs a constant 
reminder”, she “will be happy with 

her fellow citizens to read him the 
constitution every day”. An abiding 
factor of everyday life in Venezuela 
is the importance of the country’s 
constitution. A realisation of this 
helps us understand something 
essential: the gravity of politics for 
Venezuelans. This can be seen in the 
ease with which poor Venezuelans 
viscerally, expressly and collectively 
are directly involved with politics. It 
was not always thus.

Pacted Political System
Early in the twentieth century, 

oil was found in Venezuela. Soon 
Venezuela’s elites became rich 
beyond imagination. As economic 
polarisation widened, the rural and 
urban people began to organise, 
strikes and other political upheavals 
spread across the country. In 1958, 
the two dominant political parties 
in the country, the Democratic 
Action and Social Christian Party, 
entered into pact to alternatively 
share power, and thus together 
monopolise power. They were later 
supported by the Catholic Church. 
For the next four decades, they ran 
the country for the exclusive benefit 
of the Venezuelan oligarchy, to the 
exclusion of the people. 

After a decade of pacted 
democracy, in the 1970s, the 
Venezuelan state—by now flush 
with oil money—started a few 
social welfare programs. While it 
provide relief to some sections of 
Venezuelans, poverty persisted. 
Then in the early 1980s, the State 
began implementing neoliberal 
economic policies, and as a part 
of that, began cutting back on the 

limited welfare programs, thus 
shutting off the small flow of oil 
money to the poor. Consequently, 
poverty in Venezuela grew to 62 
per cent, and extreme poverty to 30 
per cent.

In  the  1989 pres ident ia l 
elections, the Venezuelans voted 
Carlos Andres Perez to power. 
He had come to power promising 
to implement a populist anti-
neoliberal programme. However, 
just weeks after his inauguration, 
Venezuelans learned that Perez 
intended to take a loan from the 
IMF, integrate the state even closer 
with global capital, and impose 
yet more austerity programmes. In 
response, on February 27, 1989, a 
series of bus and food riots broke 
out, that lasted almost a week. This 
revolt throughout Venezuela by the 
poor against the state and society is 
known as the Caracazo (means the 
explosion of Caracas). Perez called 
in the military to quell the revolt. 
It brutally suppressed the protests, 
killing more than 2000 people 
in the process. Even though the 
State succeeded in suppressing the 
Caracazo, after that, the elites found 
it difficult to govern Venezuela as 
before.

The poor, the starving, the 
informal sector workers,  the 
underemployed and the unemployed, 
the farmers, the indigenous people, 
the differently abled, LGBTQ, the 
students and youth, the seniors, the 
women – including both those who 
were housewives and those who 
were working outside their homes 
and simultaneously looking after 
the housework, the marginalised, 

Defiant Resistance in Venezuela and the Possibility of Another World

Jeremiah Gaster



JANATA, July 14, 2019 15

all continued to come down from 
the slums to the city centres and 
continued their protests, which 
took place on an almost daily basis. 
Over the next decade, the number 
of protests grew to almost 1000 a 
year, from the pre-1989 average 
of 200 a year, signifying that there 
were almost three protests every day 
during this period. With the State 
intensifying its repression, in 1992, 
a colonel in the Venezuelan army, 
Hugo Chávez Frías, organised a 
coup to end the repression. His effort 
failed, following which he openly 
took responsibility for it. 

Cementing the Revolution
Chavez came from a poor, Afro-

Indigenous background. He was 
aware that the marginalised had to 
the major force in any major project 
geared towards their emancipation 
from poverty. 

After serving some time in jail, 
Chávez ran for president in the 1998 
elections. He won the elections by a 
landslide, winning 56% of the vote. 
With his win, the revolution, that had 
begun with the Caracazo, entered 
a new stage. Chavez took steps to 
restructure the State, and launched 
several social programs to support 
the most marginalised sections of the 
people. Despite enormous resistance 
from the Venezuelan elites, Chavez 
managed to advance the revolution. 
In this, he found great support from 
the people, who found in him a 
friend, a teacher, a comrade. After 
his death, the poor have continued 
their fight, voicing the slogan, ‘the 
soul of Chavez is alive in all of us’. 

President Maduro is now in his 
second term as President. He has 
continued the policies of Chavez. In 
contrast to most countries around the 
world where the implementation of 
neoliberal policies has led to a drastic 

fall in living standards of the people, 
in Venezuela, in the 20 years since 
Chavez first came to power, the poor 
have seen great increase in access to 
good quality healthcare, education 
and housing for all, leading to 
enormous advances in general 
well-being for all Venezuelans, 
especially the poor. The struggle 
to implement these policies has led 
to a huge increase in the political 
consciousness of the people, and the 
people in Venezuela now are imbued 
with the sense that the State must 
provide for its citizens. The people 
are also aware, despite the intense 
misinformation campaign being 
waged by the Venezuelan elites 
backed by international capital, that 
the current economic and political 
crises in the country are not the 
result of Venezuelan state policies. 
The people are fully aware of the 
fact that while monetary inflation to 
some extent is the indirect result of 
state policies, the crisis is a direct 
result of hoarding and speculation 
being indulged in by the Venezuelan 
capitalists as well as the sanctions 
and blockades imposed on Venezuela 
by countries such as Canada and the 
USA.

The economic and political 
crises engineered by global capital 
has not affected the Venezuelan 
government’s social programs, 
which have continued to expand, 
including free or low-income 
housing, universal healthcare, 
public and universal education 
(including the distribution of free 
tablets or computers to all children), 
subsidised gas, and the provision 
of basic food stuffs to all who need 
it. When I was there in July 2018, 
because the cost to print urban public 
transport tickets in Caracas was 
more expensive than the value of the 
ticket, public tranport was free. It is 

another matter that the opposition 
continues to accuse Maduro of 
“buying votes” via these programs.

The poor have been the biggest 
beneficiaries of the Venezuelan 
government’s policies. Even though 
in today’s age of neoliberal austerity, 
the social welfare policies being 
implemented in Venezuela are in 
themselves revolutionary, what is 
more important and what constitutes 
Venezuela’s real strength is the 
fact of community control of this 
revolution, for it is the people who 
control the implementation of these 
policies. As a part of the philosophy 
of Chavismo, many communities 
have organised themselves into 
organisations such as community 
councils, missions, and various 
other forms of assemblies. The 
government of course has promoted 
and aided the formation of these 
bodies, including framing rules 
such as that a community council 
needs to be constituted of at least 
two hundred families (less in rural 
and indigenous areas), and that 
a certain minimum number of 
members, that is, the quorum, must 
be present for the meeting to take 
place, etc. It also provides funds 
to these community organisations, 
depending upon the various social 
services they provide, as well to help 
community production. While the 
government provides this support, 
these organisations are run by the 
communities themselves, and they 
have done so for the past two 
decades. Presently, tens of thousands 
of such community organisations 
exist throughout all of Venezuela.

The re  has  a l so  been  an 
exponential growth in communes 
t h roughou t  Venezue la .  The 
communes are a further development 
of the communal councils; in areas 
where several community councils 



16 JANATA, July 14, 2019

have come to exist, they have taken 
the initiative to come together to 
form (constituting of thousands 
of members in the cities, less in 
the rural areas). In the cities, the 
communes have come to constitute 
of as many as 20,000 members in 
each. These institutional structures, 
and the initiative and cooperation of 
the people in forming them, reveal 
the depth of the change that has 
taken place in Venezuela during the 
last two decades.

This is the essence of Chavismo, 
the revolutionary practice of the 
masses as they build up their struggle 
against all forms of domination and 
build build alternate organisational 
structures to consolidate their 
democratic control over economy 
and society. The changes taking 
place in Venezuela are very far-
reaching, such changes have rarely 
taken place earlier in human history. 
For instane, another notable feature 
of Chavismo is that it is consciously 
socialist-feminist. It seeks to restore 
the dignity of all the communities 
that had been marginalised in the 
past, including the women and the 
indigenous people, and bring about a 
unity of the people based on genuine 
egalitarianism. 

Of course, Venezuela remains a 
capitalist, colonial, racist and male 
chauvinist country. It continues 
to be a embedded in the global 
capitalist–imperialist world. The 
Venezuelan state is a state with all 
its associate dangers. But at the 
same time, it must also be noted 
that the Venezuelan state is not 
supporting counter-revolution. Even 
though it is a residual capitalist 
state, against which the masses 
constantly battle for their gains, it 
is not a state that wages war against 
the masses. Although new elites 
have emerged, and create problems 

for the revolution, neither they nor 
the old elites have control over the 
state. The poor are the fulcrum in 
any society in which they exist; in 
Venezuela, they have become the 
fulcrum of politics too, it is their 
gravitonic pull that explains politics 
in Venezuela, where they have begun 
the long and slow process of ending 
this blot upon humanity. 

Elites Try for a Comeback
Having lost their control over 

power in Venezuela, following 
Chávez’s death in 2013 and a 
subsequent fall of oil prices, the old 
elites saw an opportunity to reassert 
themselves. They attempted to create 
a storm of discontent by launching 
a fierce economic war against their 
fellow citizens. But their efforts to 
have miserably failed, the masses 
have refused to abandon Chavismo. 

World leaders as “diverse” 
as Trudeau, Harper, Martin, and 
Chrétien, to Bush, Obama, and 
Trump, and several other leaders 
of the European Union and Latin 
America also hate the revolution in 
Venezuela and have sided with its 
elites in their efforts to sabotage and 
overthrow the ongoing revolution 
there. The imperialists desire to 
end the Bolivarian revolution for 
many reasons, including wanting 
to suppress the participation and 
control exercised by the Venezuelan 
people over themselves. The fact that 
Venezuela is rich in natural resources 
such as petroleum, natural gas, gold, 
bauxite, iron ore and diamonds and 
they now no longer have control 
over it adds to their frustration with 
the revolution. These “leaders” have 
contributed to the economic war by 
imposing ever increasing sanctions 
(especially since early 2015) and 
blocking imports of medicines, food 
and other essential goods—a war 

that has had quite a violent outcome 
against a sovereign people.

One consequence is the high 
inflation in Venezuela. This is 
entirely because of the economic war 
waged against the people by global 
capital; they are using their still 
considerable control over production 
and distribution in Venezuela and 
the imperialist blockades to “make 
the economy  scream”. But the 
Venezuelans have come with up 
several creative solutions to fight the 
artificial shortages. One example is 
the growth over the last decade of 
urban agriculture.

The people continue to be loyal 
to the loyal to the revolution. This is 
evidenced in the outcomes of the last 
several elections. In both 2014 and 
in 2016–2017, the opposition held 
increasingly violent protests. It also 
succeeded in winning the December 
2015 elections to the National 
Assembly (AN, total 167 seats), 
winning 109 seats and receiving 
almost 8 million votes in contrast to 
the Chavista parties who received 
almost 6 million votes and won only 
55 seats.

After winning control of the 
National Assembly, the opposition 
intensified its violent protests. In 
response, the government called 
for elections to a new constituent 
assembly, invoking provisions 
of the constitution. Despite the 
opposition’s call for a boycott, 
more than 8 million people voted in 
the elections held on July 30 2017, 
clearly implying that a majority of 
the people did not agree with the 
tactics of the opposition. The new 
constituent assembly (National 
Constituent Assembly, ANC) has 
545 seats, of which nearly two-
thirds were elected by municipal 
citizens and the remaining one-
third were elected by members 
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of various social sectors such as 
trade unions, indigenous people, 
communal councils and farmers. 
With the overwhelming majority 
of the people refusing to side with 
the opposition, the latter was in 
complete disarray, and social peace 
returned to the country for the next 
two years, though the brutality of 
the economic war continued. It is 
only in 2019 that the opposition has 
returned to its violent ways. The 
persistent violence of the opposition 
to the revolution is clear, and the  
rejection of such violence by the 
majority of Venezuelan society is 
also obvious.

Since the 2017 elections of 
the ANC, the Chavistas have 
made three more electoral gains. 
They have won the majority of 
governorships (October 2017) and 
city councillorships (December 
2018), in the process seizing control 
of many opposition strongholds. 
Maduro also won the May 2018 
presidential  elections with a 
landslide. Despite the opposition’s 
call for a boycott, more than six 
million people voted for him, which 
was a huge four million more than 
his closest rival, and indicating that a 
majority of the people did not agree 
with the opposition’s call.

New elections to the National 
Asssembly are scheduled for the 
next year. The NA is a remnant of 
the old state, and is a reminder of the 
contradictions gripping Venezuelan 
society. The poor are waging a war 
on both capitalism and the capitalist 
state in an attempt to replace it by a 
communal state, and they know that 
it is only through the current Maduro 
/ Chavista government that they can 
achieve their victory. And so they 
support Maduro as President, while 
reserving their right to protest and 

demand a change in policies when 
they do not agree.

Clearly, ever since Chavez 
won his first election in 1998, the 
Venezuelan elites have become 
increasingly isolated. In 2019, they 
launched a fresh initiative to bring 
down the Maduro government 
and thus overthrow the Bolivarian 
revolution. However, their gambit 
of declaring a new ‘President’ 
in Guaido and his Trojan horse 
ploy of “humanitarian aid” backed 
by the USA and Canada has not 
culminated in the desired end. The 
opposition had been hoping that 
it would lead to intense violence 
on the streets, forcing Maduro to 
resign his Presidency, but nothing 
of the sort happened, Guaido’s coup 
completely failed. This failure is 
due to the refusal of the masses to 
support the opposition, and without 
their support, the opposition cannot 
hope to bring about any change 
in Venezuela. Tensions of course 
remain high, with Guaido and other 
opposition leaders calling upon the 
US and other imperialist powers to 
invade Venezuela and instal them 
in power, but this only reveals the 
illegitimacy of the opposition.

The  government ,  hav ing 
consistently renounced violence, 
has always declared its willingness 
to enter into direct talks with the 
opposition, if it too renounces 
violence. However, the elites are 
reluctant to enter into talks, for  
they know that without violence 
they are unlikely to prevail. The 
elites know that for the majority 
of Venezuelans, the opposition is 
worthless and the elites themselves 
are superfluous.

Concluding Thoughts
So, what can we Canadians 

do? Despite an inhumane blockade 
enacted over the past four years, 
the Venezuelan poor continue to 
receive greater benefits from their 
government than, for example, 
the benefits Canadians have ever 
received from their government. 
Therefore, if democracy means what 
exists in Venezuela, where the poor 
are the government, then what exists 
in the rest of the world is obviously 
not democracy. Thus, to support 
Venezuela is to fight for a better 
world, a world where the poor are the 
government. Let us fight against the 
neoliberal restructuring of Canada, 
let us resist the manufactured 
“common-sense” of austerity and all 
the other accompanying horrors of 
early twenty-first century capitalist 
imperialist states—that is how we 
can support Venezuela.

As stated at the beginning of 
this article, in Venezuela, it is oft 
repeated that “Venezuela must 
be respected”. This underlies the 
reason why Venezuelans refuse to 
surrender and continue to resist the 
aggressions by the opposition and 
other countries. Venezuelans have 
taken to heart the lessons of 1973 
Chile, and both the military and 
the Venezuelan people will defend 
themselves to the last human being 
if attacked. To conclude, whilst it 
faces many challenges, Venezuela 
remains the place where human 
possibilities have been flourishing. 
There is much that we can learn 
from them. Venezuelan resistance 
to neoliberalism is a stellar example 
for us all. Their implementation of 
direct democracy must be protected 
and respected. 

(Jeremiah Gaster is a Canadian 
p o l i t i c a l  t h e o r i s t  a n d  a 
comparativist.)
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