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From the Editor’s desk...

Let us Not Lose Hope in  
Bad Times

G.G. Parikh, Neeraj Jain

The Modi juggernaut is marching ahead, wantonly 
riding roughshod over the Constitution. It is even crushing 
under it the fundamental pillars of our Constitution—
democracy, equality, secularism and fraternity. The 
federal structure of our country is being demolished. 
The independence of our most important institutions that 
can act to protect the Constitution stands compromised. 
The opposition parties who profess by democracy and 
secularism are in utter disarray, with many of their senior 
leaders even willing to jump on the BJP ship. The media 
has become a servile lapdog. 

The Modi Government is summarily trashing the 
Constitutional directives to our policy makers regarding 
the orientation of our country’s economic and social 
policies. The country is being run solely and wholly 
for the naked profiteering of the big corporate houses, 
both foreign and domestic. Inequality has reached such 
extreme levels that we have become one of the most 
unequal countries of the world. The richest 1% of the 
country’s population has more than half the country’s 
private wealth. The number of billionaires in the country 
doubled in just four years, from 56 in 2014 to 119 in 2018, 
and their total wealth is more than the country’s budget 
for this year. On the other hand, the bottom 50% of the 
country’s population owns just 2.4% of the country’s 
wealth.

Due to deliberate government neglect, our education 
and health systems are in shambles. More than half our 
children are functionally illiterate. Because of the terrible 
state of our public health system, crores of people in 
the country are being pushed down into poverty due to 
fleecing by private doctors.  

In a country with the most fertile lands in the world, 
nearly 40% children suffer from stunting—an indicator 
of chronic malnourishment. Malnourishment suffered 
at a very young age impairs mental development of the 
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child for life. 
Just the increase in the wealth of the country’s 

billionaires in one year, 2017–18, of Rs 8 lakh crore, is 
enough money to provide free and good quality education 
to all our children and universal food subsidy to all people 
in the country. 

Unemployment is at unheard-of levels. Probably 
more than half the population in the country is 
unemployed or underemployed. 

These are domestic issues. Together with the world, 
we are actually facing a far more terrifying crisis, that 
human civilisation itself is threatened with extinction 
because of global warming. This crisis has its roots in 
our entire capitalist developmental model.

And yet, the very same people who built the greatest 
mass movement in the world to win freedom for the 
country are silent as never before. Their sensibilities 
have become warped by the propaganda dished out by 
the media and the trash being circulated by trolls on the 
social media. They are so busy playing violence-filled 
video games and watching grisly internet serials on their 
smart phones that they no longer feel the pain when our 
fellow citizens are lynched by mobs. The zoom of the 
high speed motor cycles shown on television has drowned 
their sensitivities, and so they no longer feel outraged by 
their own poverty and unemployment. 

Worse, large numbers of them have fallen prey to the 
false nationalist and fundamentalist propaganda of the 
BJP and its parent organisation, the RSS. Forgetting their 
worsening economic conditions, they are not only voting 
for it in elections, they ardently believe that Modi is 
transforming India into a developed and powerful nation.

Even more worse, the socialists—the only political 
force that can fight the fascist and neoliberal  onslaught 
of the BJP–RSS—are weak and pulverised. 

We are indeed living in very difficult times. 
But let us not despair. The present situation, we are 

very sure, is not permanent. However bad the times are, 
ultimately, history will march ahead. Our country has 
seen far more difficult times. During the independence 
struggle, despite the repression being far more brutal, 
lakhs of people mobilised and smilingly suffered 
immense hardships and  ultimately won freedom for the 
country. Let us have faith in the people of our country, 
that sooner or later, they will rise above the fascist 
propaganda and mobilise to build a new world. 

Let us draw inspiration from the people all over 
the world—in various parts of the world, after a long 

period of darkness, socialist forces are on the upswing 
once again, from Venezuela to Bolivia to Mexico and 
Argentina, and even in the USA and Britain, challenging 
the might of the most powerful empire in world history.

So, let us not lose hope. Let us stand up for our 
socialist principles. Let us not manoeuvre and build 
unprincipled alliances to somehow come to power. 
Socialism is an honest enterprise. Its ends cannot be 
obtained by intrigue, cunning, double-dealing.

Let us not water down our socialist programme, 
thinking that if we compromise our principles, we will 
become a force again. 

We should not at all do that. For, what do we gain if 
our voice is heard once again, because our message will 
no longer be worth hearing? We will have permamently 
lost our way. 

Let us do what we can do: live our socialist ideals. As 
we go about organising people, let us within our unions 
and groups genuinely implement our socialist ideals—
break caste, stand up for gender equality, genuinely 
create fraternity among all religions, genuinely stand 
up in defense of minorities, motivate everyone to live a 
life of simplicity, honesty and self-sacrifice, genuinely 
implement democratic principles in our organising. Let 
us speak out honestly and boldly and clearly for what we 
stand for. Let us proclaim our socialist faith, anywhere 
and everywhere, to the few or to the many. Let us stop 
worrying about the size of our movement and think more 
of its quality. Let us study, let us work hard, let us carry 
on the struggle to spread our gospel among the people. 
Let us teach people how capitalism penetrates into every 
pore of not just the world around us but our personal lives 
too, and that we will need to fight it everywhere if we are 
to build a new world. Let us teach socialism to the next 
generation, let us teach them to dream of a new world, 
let us teach them that building such a new, alternative, 
socialist world is possible. 

This we can definitely do. So let’s do it. 
With greetings on Independence Day,

Janata
is available at

www.lohiatoday.com
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Upon hearing that I was to be the advisor for a 
documentary film on non-violence, one of my respected 
erstwhile teachers remarked that it was “the richest 
irony”. He had good cause to say so. In my student days 
I was convinced that the only way any real social and 
political change could be brought about was by means 
of revolutionary violence. I became an activist in this 
cause in 1970, and after the first phase of “extremism” 
as it was then called, came to an end, I set aside this 
question as of tangential importance, not deserving of 
philosophical or theoretical consideration. Years later, 
when I was severely physically assaulted in the context 
of a struggle against corruption in the college where I 
worked, I became aware of the intense significance of 
this question—for this realisation at least, I am beholden 
to my assailants. 

The Ubiquity of Violence
The most striking feature of the murder of Rajiv 

Gandhi was not the suicide of a young woman, but the 
fact that a man calmly watched the entire event, in the 
knowledge that it was being recorded on camera. There 
are now young people all over the world, for whom the 
sight of human flesh and blood is an ordinary experience. 
As a teacher, I was horrified to learn that many students 
had witnessed people being burnt alive in the Delhi 
carnage of 1984 and some had even participated in the 
violence. Should I have been surprised? Some members 
of the child murder-gangs of Colombia are not yet in their 
teens, and child-Mujahids were sent into battle by Iran 
in its war with Iraq. For Palestinian refugee children, 
destruction wrought by Israeli jets or warring militia 
are still part of everyday life, while the schoolchildren 
of Israel live in a perpetual climate of tension to which 
their government contributes as much as embittered 
Palestinians. Generations of black children in South 
Africa have known violence all their lives. Visual media 
have helped reduce to nil the distance that separates us 
from manifestations of human brutality. Violence has 
become part of everyday life.

Systemic violence is the lubricant of all oppressive 
social relations. Part of its baggage is the negation of 
reason, equality and respect for humanity. Violence 

directed at labourers and at women and children is the 
substratum of patriarchy and exploitation. In the months 
of April and May 1997, two cases of young women 
being murdered by their caste-panchayats have been 
reported from north India. Both were in their teens. They 
committed the ‘crime’ of falling in love and making their 
own decisions about a life partner. The fact that both 
belonged to backward castes and that there is no hue and 
cry over the atrocities by the political representatives 
of the backward classes shows that those who portray 
themselves as politically progressive have scant 
commitment to individual liberty or the human rights 
of women. It would seem that instances of ‘domestic’ 
violence are accepted as normal, when the victims are 
women. The social conscience of the articulate middle-
classes is far more exercised over financial matters than 
the loss of human life or the humiliation of weak and 
helpless citizens.

Social relations upheld by violence are the basis of 
all state structures. The ubiquity of domestic violence 
and social degradation accustoms people to physical 
intimidation. This kind of ‘training’ psychologically 
prepares people for violent experiences later in life, 
whether these arise out of paramilitary service or 
work in the informal sector. All over the world, armed 
bodies of men have trained themselves to kill for the 
sake of power and the subordination of others. It might 
seem ironic, but progressive developments such as 
the industrial revolution and the growth of democratic 
politics exacerbated this trend, with entire societies 
being mobilised for war. The first World War cost 20 
million lives and the second 55 million. (Over 20 million 
in the latter figure were Russian). Today the advanced 
capitalist countries spend 500 billion dollars annually on 
the military of which a third is spent on arms purchases 
and development. Vast resources are expended on war 
preparations—comparative estimates tell us that even 
a 20% reduction in military budgets would bring 189 
million children into school, the cost of one Seawolf 
nuclear submarine ($2.5 billion) would pay for an 
immunisation program for all the world’s children, and 
the cost of one Stealth bomber, for family planning 
services for 120 million women in the developing world. 

The Futility of Common Sense: An Essay on Ahimsa
Dilip Simeon
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Social priorities in today’s world can only be described 
as deranged.

Violence signals the end of conversation, blurs our 
sense of time, cause and effect and feeds upon itself. As 
an instrument of liberation, it has a tendency to become 
illusory, as the oppressed begin to speak the language 
of oppression. It produces a spiral of justifications for 
brutality, enabling its perpetrators to take on the guise of 
victims. In the minds of those who killed Sikh citizens 
in 1984, their targets were not ‘innocent’, rather, they 
shared the blame for the murder of Indira Gandhi and 
the violence indulged in by Bhindranwale. For their 
part the Punjab terrorists had convinced themselves that 
they were only responding to the victimisation of their 
community by the Indian state. Violence also has the 
unique quality of legitimising itself retro-actively. Terror 
in the Punjab in the early 1980s seemed to justify terror in 
the nation’s capital in 1984. (Till this day the Lok Sabha 
has not seen fit to pass a resolution of condolence for 
the thousands of persons killed in those bloodstained 72 
hours.) Similarly the hatred directed at Indian Muslims 
by a certain political tendency has tended to produce a 
post-facto justification for the two-nation theory of Jinnah 
upon which the Partition was based. In turn, that hatred 
appeared to those possessed by it as a consequence of 
the ‘separatism’ of Muslims in general and retribution for 
the pain and trauma suffered by Hindu and Sikh refugees 
in 1947. Who is to blame? This a question fraught with 
ambivalence. But for those who have succumbed to 
communal ideology, it is a very simple question indeed, 
and the easy answer is always—They.

Let us consider the prevalence of the idea of 
victimhood. An examination of instances of mass 
animosity will reveal that the sense of being victimised is 
central to an explanation of violence. The Nazis invented 
the Final Solution (i.e. mass extermination) in order 
to deal with a so-called Jewish conspiracy which they 
claimed had victimised the German people. Of course, 
the question of social oppression is a highly charged 
political issue. Thus, although it is generally accepted 
that the so-called low castes were the victims of the 
Brahmanical social order, upper-caste Indian society feels 
itself victimised by them for having obtained affirmative 
action in state policy. ‘These SC–ST’s are the most 
privileged people in India’, is a sentiment often heard in 
private conversations—it becomes public on occasions 
like the anti-Mandal agitation of 1990. Relations between 
Hindus and Muslims are even more complex, because 

of the deep-rooted conviction in Hindu society that the 
advent of Islam in India was accompanied by widespread 
manifestations of intolerance towards non-Muslims. 
Such perceptions are based partly on facts, but they also 
involve simplifications and tend to leave out memories 
and instances of their opposite. Howsoever we choose 
to look at it, the fact remains that this is a common 
perception. For their part, elite Muslims experienced 
the growth of a popular national movement as the 
gradual development not of democracy but of a Hindu 
majoritarian polity which would swamp them in due 
course. Each community felt itself victimised by the other 
and leaders marshalled arguments to prove their point. 
Here then, is a case of the circular logic that overtakes 
the dialogue of antagonistic communities.

Those of us concerned with social change must 
think seriously about the patriarchal and reactionary 
nature of violence. Why, for instance, did the militant 
patriot Bhagat Singh in his last days write that non-
violence was a must for mass movements? Perhaps he 
understood instinctively that the politics of terror could 
only be practised (in the main) by organisations of 
young men, whereas democratic movements required 
the participation of millions of people, including women, 
children and the elderly, most of whom would not want to 
die for high ideals but live in the hope of a better future. 
However, non-violence is not merely a matter of tactics. 
Rather, it is connected to fundamental issues of the nature 
of power and the kind of liberation we may seek.

With God on Our Side...
Even more than the matter of physical harm, violence 

manifests the desire to humiliate the opponent and 
subjugate his or her dignity. This emotion has deadly 
and debilitating effects. Society will always pay a price 
for the humiliation of any of its constituents—even if 
these effects take centuries to work themselves out. 
The relations between Armenians and Turks, African-
Americans and White Americans, Black and White in 
South Africa, the Irish and the English, carry with them 
a legacy of bitterness rooted in a centuries-long history.

However, no society can be held together solely by 
means of force, if only because of the complete social 
disruption that would entail. Even the powerful require 
some peace in order to enjoy their power. Because 
of this, the products of the intellect, such as Reason, 
Philosophy, Religion and Art, have had a tendency to 
be harnessed to the needs of the State. Moreover, acts 
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of violence always seem to need ethical justification, as 
if in implicit acceptance of their status as wrong-doing. 
Hence the persistent relation of violence to ethical issues 
and the development of structures of organised violence 
into ideological systems specialising in the alteration of 
moral sensibilities to produce versions of the ‘just war’, 
or Dharmayuddha.

To take one example from history of the spiralling 
effects of violence, I will draw the reader’s attention 
to events that took place nine centuries ago. I refer to 
the Crusades undertaken by medieval Christianity to 
‘liberate’ Jerusalem from the suzerainty of the Seljuks, 
a Turkish dynasty which conquered Palestine in the 
middle of the eleventh century. Historical evidence 
suggests that the project was part of a Papal scheme to 
subjugate Byzantium (Byzantine was the ancient name 
for Constantinople, which later became Istanbul and was 
the centre of the flourishing Eastern Orthodox Church). 
Pope Urban II launched the First Crusade (1096–99 
AD). His slogan “God Wills It”, was a means of uniting 
western princes and overcoming any priestly aversion 
to violence. Armed with ethical authority, the crusaders 
convinced themselves of the need to exterminate the 
Turks. Their blood-lust was displayed in the five-week 
long siege and capture of Jerusalem, when, maddened 
by victory after years of travail they rushed into houses 
and mosques, killing men, women and children alike 
on July 15, 1099. The Jews were held to have assisted 
the Muslims and were burnt alive in their synagogue. 
Western sources put the number of Arabs killed at 10,000, 
Arab ones at 100,000. After this, Arabs began referring 
to the westerners (Franks) as “Christian dogs”. Here is 
what a historian has to say:

The massacre at Jerusalem profoundly impressed 
all the world... (and) emptied Jerusalem of its 
Moslem and Jewish inhabitants. Many even of the 
Christians were horrified by what had been done; and 
amongst the Moslems, who had been ready hitherto 
to accept the Franks... there was henceforward a 
clear determination that (they) must be driven out. 
It was this bloodthirsty proof of Christian fanaticism 
that re-created the fanaticism of Islam. When, later, 
wiser Latins in the East sought to find some basis on 
which Christian and Moslem could work together, the 
memory of the massacre stood always in their way.

During the Third Crusade (1191), King Richard 
the Lion-Hearted ordered thousands of prisoners 

slaughtered and their corpses burnt to search for hidden 
gold. Horrified at this atrocity, the Islamic world became 
ineradicably suspicious of the West. The contemporary 
Arab poet Mosaffer Allah Werdis composed these pain-
stricken lines:

We have mingled our blood and our tears,
None of us remain who have strength enough to
 beat off these oppressors,
The sight of our weapons only brings sorrow to us,
Who must weep while the swords of war spark off
 the all-consuming flames...
Oh, that so much blood had to flow, 
That women were left with nothing save their bare
 hands to protect their modesty!
Amid the fearful clashing swords and lances, the
 faces of the children grow white with horror.

Incidentally, the Persian word firingi, meaning 
‘French, Italian or European’, originated in the colloquial 
Arabic word franj, which carried a connotation of 
barbarism from the time of the crusades. Given the 
experiences described above, this is not surprising. Thus, 
our own Hindustani term firangi was coloured from the 
start by a hateful usage steeped in the violence of the 
massacres of Jerusalem.

I leave it to the reader to consider whether mythic 
memories of these events might have any bearing on 
contemporary relations between Palestinians and Israelis, 
Arabs and the West, and Muslims and Christians in a part 
of the world that still transmits its violent tension all over 
the Middle East and beyond.

Gandhi’s Truth
It is impossible to address the theme of non-violence 

without taking into account the attitude of its greatest 
practitioner. As a young man I treated Gandhi’s pacifism 
with contempt—young men in particular are prone to 
associating violence with masculinity and non-violence 
with weakness. The thought that ahimsa could actually 
represent courage was alien to me. Our movement treated 
the Gandhian tradition as an obstacle to revolution and 
his leadership of the national movement as a gigantic 
failure. Apart from the personal experience of violence 
that I mentioned at the start of this essay, it was the 
failures of the revolutionary movement and the growth 
of communal hatred that gradually brought home to 
me the continuing relevance of Gandhi’s life and the 
manner in which he left it. I remember being upset by an 
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essay on Gandhi by a leftist Hindi literateur who ended 
his diatribe with fulsome praise for Gandhi’s assassin 
Nathuram Godse. This awakened me to the disconcerting 
potential similarities which attend doctrines of violent 
political change. The main currents of leftism in India 
have still not come to terms with Gandhi (a lacuna which 
is parallel to their failure to theorise the question of 
violence), but the rapid growth of communalism in the 
past fifteen years has alerted them to his commitment 
and sacrifices for the cause of communal harmony. This 
realisation culminated in a demonstration in Delhi on 
Gandhi’s death anniversary in January 1993.

Gandhi’s ideas are sometimes misconstrued because 
of his refusal to countenance the separation of religion 
from politics. It is easier to understand this matter if we 
simply substitute the word ‘ethics’ for ‘religion’, and 
‘power’ for ‘politics’. Does any of us seriously believe 
that the exercise of power ought to be devoid of moral 
considerations? Gandhi saw himself as a karmayogi, and 
regarded selfless worldly action directed towards the 
attainment of self-knowledge and collective salvation 
as his spiritual duty. He saw political activity as the 
supreme sphere of social action, but he insisted on 
imbuing this action with ethical imperatives such as 
ahimsa and the abolition of untouchability. In search not 
of personal power but sovereignty for the Indian people, 
he exercised tremendous moral influence emanating from 
his renunciation of selfish goals—the hallmark of the 
traditional Hindu tyagi. Truth for him was the catch-all 
for the supreme goals of spirituality, including moksha 
and self-knowledge, as well as values such as justice and 
integrity. Non-violence was implicit in his Truth: “Truth 
is its own proof, and non-violence is its supreme fruit”. 
His motives were at once spiritual and political—he 
did away with the separateness of their definitions, as 
he overcame the distinction between means and ends. 
Religion was not an instrument to be used tactically for 
the pursuit of political power, rather, political activity 
had to be virtuous and transparent in order to attain 
sound goals.

For all of Gandhi’s apparent conservatism, it is 
clear that he subjected both tradition and contemporary 
spiritual authority to the test of his own conscience. 
Even if it were true that Tulsidas used to beat his wife, 
he remarks, “the Ramayan was not composed in order to 
justify men beating their wives”. And despite the scenes 
of carnage described in the Bhagwad Gita, Gandhi insists 
that Vyasa wrote his epic “to depict the futility of war”, 

that the struggle described in it was a metaphor for the 
inner struggle between good and evil encountered by all 
human beings. If the purest form of action was devoid of 
desire for reward, then violence and untruthfulness were 
taboo, for selfishness was implied in them. Language 
and meaning changed and expanded over the centuries, 
argued Gandhi, and “it is the very beauty of a good poem 
that it is greater than its author”. Despite the warlike 
metaphors of the Gita, he insisted that “after forty years 
of unremitting endeavour to enforce the teaching of the 
Gita in my own life, I have in all humilty felt that perfect 
renunciation is impossible without perfect observance of 
ahimsa in every shape and form.” Gandhi’s conscience 
impelled him towards human equality and the peaceful 
resolution of political and social conflict. He rejected the 
violence inherent in caste-oppression and the potential 
justifications for violence contained in various religious 
texts and traditions. It is a mark of his theological 
creativity that he managed to speak in a conservative 
voice whilst advocating a radical break from existent 
traditional practices.

It is even more remarkable that among the people 
most affected by Gandhi’s message were two of the 
most militant communities in India—the Sikhs and 
the Pathans. Few might remember today that the Akali 
party originated in a successful non-violent movement 
for the liberation of gurudwaras from corrupt pro-
British mahants. The Guru-ka-Bagh agitation in 1922 
involved the peaceful violation of a ban on woodcutting 
for religious purposes by Akali jathas, whose members 
(many of whom were ex-soldiers who had fought for the 
British Empire in the first World War) were mercilessly 
beaten with metal-capped lathis by English police officers 
and their Indian underlings. Some 1,500 were injured 
and 5,000 imprisoned in a campaign which shook the 
country. Gandhi’s associate C.F. Andrews witnessed this 
“ultimate moral contest”. The sight of the brutalities, he 
reported, was “incredible to an Englishman”. “Each blow 
(was) turned into a triumph by the spirit with which it 
was endured.” Similarly the activity of the red-shirted 
Khudai Khidmadgar (Servants of God) movement in 
the North West Frontier Province manifested one of 
the most staunchly Gandhian campaigns for national 
independence and social upliftment in pre-1947 India. 
Their leader Abdul Ghaffar Khan came to be known as 
the Frontier Gandhi, and preached a version of Islam 
which emphasised peace, forbearance and self-restraint. 
The Khidmadgars were in the forefront of the civil 
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disobedience campaign in 1931 when they seized control 
of Peshawar and even ran a parallel administration for 
a few days after a regiment of the Garhwal Rifles (all 
Hindus) refused to open fire on Pathan satyagrahis. A 
Turkish scholar who visited the Frontier in the 1930s 
suggested that the Pathans had developed a new 
interpretation of force. In her words, “non-violence is 
the only form of force which can have a lasting effect 
on the life of society... And this, coming from strong and 
fearless men, is worthy of study.”

Gandhi’s understanding of violence sprang from his 
spiritual convictions. The fact that in the Mahabharata 
the wrong-doers had good men like Bhishma and Drona 
on their side was for him a sign that “evil cannot by itself 
flourish in this world. It can do so only if it is allied 
with some good.” He wrote this in 1926 and remained 
consistent in his belief. In 1940, he said, “Goondas do not 
drop from the sky, nor do they spring from the earth like 
evil spirits. They are the product of social disorganisation, 
and society is therefore responsible for their existence. . 
. . they should be looked upon as a symbol of corruption 
in our body-politic.” Confronted by riots in 1946 he 
said, “I deprecate the habit of procuring a moral alibi 
for ourselves by blaming it all on the goondas. We 
always put the blame on goondas. But it is we who are 
responsible for their creation as well as encouragement.” 
And at the height of the violence of 1947, he said, “it is 
time for peace-loving citizens to assert themselves and 
isolate goondaism. Non-violent non-cooperation is the 
universal remedy. Good is self-existent, evil is not. It is 
like a parasite living in and around good. It will die of 
itself when the support that good gives it is withdrawn.” 
These insights were the products of his interventions 
in places which had witnessed some of the worst 
instances of communal violence in pre-independence 
India—the villages of Noakhali and the city of Calcutta. 
For contemporary observers, it was nothing short of a 
miracle that Hindus and Muslims in their thousands 
attended Gandhi’s prayer meetings and even celebrated 
Eid together in August 1947. Viceroy Mountbatten sent 
him this telegram: “My dear Gandhiji, In the Punjab 
we have 55 thousand soldiers and large-scale rioting 
on our hands. In Bengal our forces consist of one man, 
and there is no rioting. . . . As a serving officer may I 
be allowed to pay my tribute to the One Man Boundary 
Force.” The Muslim League party in the Constituent 
Assembly in Delhi passed a resolution expressing its 
“deep sense of appreciation of the services rendered 

by Mr Gandhi to the cause of restoration of peace 
and goodwill between the communities in Calcutta.” 
Less than a month later, Gandhi went on fast against a 
renewed outbreak of violence and the city witnessed the 
unprecedented scene of the European-commanded police 
force observing a 24 hour fast in sympathy with Gandhi 
and blood-crazed goondas surrendering their weapons to 
him. The staunchly anti-Congress English editor of The 
Statesman made a point of announcing that henceforth 
“Mr Gandhi” would be referred to in his columns as 
Mahatma. If we were to use Gandhi’s logic to describe 
the situation he confronted in 1947, we could say that the 
struggle between violence and ahimsa was going on in 
every soul, and was not merely demarcated by the social 
distance between goondas and polite society.

Gandhi was not the hopeless idealist that many 
consider him to be. He made a distinction between the 
violence of the oppressors and that of the oppressed—
defensive violence, in his view, was morally superior to 
the offensive variety. Violence, in Gandhi’s definition, 
lay in causing “suffering to others out of selfishness, or 
just for the sake of doing so”. He distinguished between 
self-interest and selfishness—the former meant securing 
those conditions necessary for leading a human and 
dignified life, the latter, putting oneself above others 
and pursuing one’s interests at their expense. Violent 
ideas were dangerous, since they created conditions for 
their realisation. Humiliating others was also a form 
of violence. Gandhi recognised that the state was an 
institutionalised and concentrated form of violence, and 
was convinced that this was due in great part to the need 
for maintaining an unjust and exploitative social system. 
In extreme situations he argued, violence was preferable 
to cowardice—he was against using ahimsa as a means 
of rationalising passivity in the face of grave injustice 
and wrongdoing. He favoured physical resistance by 
victims of rape if there was no possibility of resisting 
non-violently.

Ultimately however, as the scholar Bhikhu Parekh 
puts it, Gandhi was convinced that “the reign of violence 
could not be overthrown by adding to it.” Great danger 
lay in deriving common-place justifications for violence, 
such as the violation of nature in the name of human self-
interest, the need to maintain the coercive apparatus of 
the state, revolutionary violence practised in the name 
of resistance to oppression. He was (again in Parekh’s 
words), “deeply worried about the way in which the 
limited legitimacy of violence in human life was so easily 
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turned into its general justification”, making it the rule 
rather than the exception. Once this happened, “men kept 
taking advantage of the exceptions and made no effort 
to find alternatives.” This for him was the main reason 
for stressing the need for social and political activists 
to train themselves in the ideal of ahimsa, which in his 
definition was not merely the absence of violence but 
included the positive value of karuna, or compassion. 
By elevating ahimsa to the level of a moral ideal, he 
hoped to minimise the violence which was inevitable in 
the process of social and political transformation. Even 
if it could never be fully realised, ahimsa functioned as 
a kind of utopia, without which human society would 
have no standards of perfection towards which to strive 
and against which we might judge our actions.

As You Sow...
What is the truth of the matter? In an age whose 

common sense has it that everything is exchangeable with 
money, where images are valued more than the things 
they represent, religious and cultural values appropriated 
and used as instruments for the pursuit of power, the 
concept of truth seems to have become redundant. For 
example, cigarette advertisements portray smokers 
having a good time, in the pink of health, whereas the 
truth of the matter is that smoking tobacco causes cancer 
and heart disease. To take another example, in May 
1992, national television telecast an adulatory portrayal 
of V.D. Savarkar, the militant Hindu nationalist, without 
mentioning that he was an accused and main conspirator 
in the murder of Mahatma Gandhi. We may also note 
the linguistic transformation of Babri Masjid from a 
mosque into a ‘disputed structure’. At the best of times, 
advertisements (and propaganda) convey a mixture of 
fact and fiction, communication and misinformation. 
Where is the concern for truth in all this? What matters is 
whether the image is credible or incredible, not whether 
it is true. 

Truth is a term which admits of many meanings. At 
the very least, it can mean Reality as well as Ideality. In 
any case, it implies a search, an ideal and a standard. It 
may never be attained as a whole, but can still be worth 
striving for. However for a certain cast of mind, truth does 
not imply a search, but a revelation. If one Revealed Truth 
does not set itself against others like itself, no conflict 
arises. But if in real life, its followers cannot bear to co-
exist with followers of other beliefs, they are already in 
process of arming themselves, converting their belief 

into the Absolute Truth. And it is in the very nature of 
absolutism that it reacts violently to difference. Those 
possessed of infallible knowledge will sooner or later 
take recourse to irreversible deeds. If we think about this 
carefully, we might understand why political tendencies 
(whether of Right or Left-wing persuasion) with an overt 
or covert belief in the efficacy of violent methods are 
generally constructed around authoritarian principles. 
This is why Gandhi always spoke of experiments with 
truth, and insisted that the search be conducted upon 
the basis of an explicit commitment to non-violence. 
Appearing before the Disorders Inquiry Committee at 
Ahmedabad in the wake of the agitations of 1919, Gandhi 
was asked by Lord Hunter to consider the position of 
the Governors, who were obliged to uphold the law and 
punish those whose stated object was to violate it. Gandhi 
replied that non-violent satyagrahis protesting unjust 
laws were “the best constitutionalists”. Hunter told him 
that opinions might differ as to the justice or injustice of 
laws, to which Gandhi replied that this was the reason 
he insisted on non-violence—a satyagrahi, he said, gives 
the right of independent judgement to his opponent. Sir 
Chimanlal Setalvad, another member of the committee, 
sought to trap Gandhi on his stated objective of the 
pursuit of truth: “However honestly a man may strive in 
his search for truth, his notions of truth may be different 
from the notions of others. Who then is to determine the 
truth?”. Once more Gandhi made his point by insisting 
that it was precisely because there were differing versions 
of the truth that “the non-violence part was a necessary 
corollary” to his struggle.

Here, in my opinion, is a profound yet simple 
contribution to one of the most turbulent philosophical 
debates of our age—fascinated as it is by plural identities, 
the many-sidedness of meaning and the rejection of 
universals. Gandhi’s position offers a way out of the 
conundrum created by contemporary (post-modern) 
relativism, viz, the fate of standards of judgment once 
we accept the many-sidedness of meaning. Gandhi 
accepts this multiplicity, but insists that there is an 
ethical standard by which all relative ‘truths’ may be 
judged—their contribution to the attainment of ahimsa. 
In this sense he was a profound egalitarian humanist—he 
refused to use cultural, religious and political differences 
among people to stereotype them as less than human, as 
worthy of discrimination, injustice and violence. This 
did not mean that he suspended his rational intellect or 
refrained from making his own assessment of religious 
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practices, cultures and systems of thought. He kept his 
own counsel, made his own judgements, and remained 
a practising Hindu till the moment of his death. But it 
is difficult to fault him for demeaning or ridiculing the 
beliefs of others. All he asked was that a way be found 
for resolving disputes, pursuing arguments, overcoming 
(or indeed, living with) difference in a manner consistent 
with human dignity.

When we stop to consider the scale of destruction 
that society has unleashed upon itself and still prepares 
for, the need for a non-violent culture stares us in the 
face. According to one estimate, our century has seen 
some 250 wars and nearly 110 million deaths related to 
war and ethnic conflict. Over the decades an increasing 
proportion of these losses have taken place among 
civilians. The explosive energy yield of the current 
(reduced) global nuclear weapons stockpile is 8,000 
megatons (the equivalent of 8,000 million tons of TNT). 
This is 727 times the total yield of all the explosives used 
in World War II, the Korean War and the Vietnam War 
put together. Between 1960–94, the developing countries 
spent 775 billion dollars on arms purchases, which made 
up 69% of the total world arms trade. In 1995 there were 
22.4 million men and women in uniform—65% of whom 
belonged to the developing world, whose populations are 
paying the price for the distorted social perspectives of 
their rulers. By any sane standard, it would appear that 
the human race is hypnotised by the death wish.

Ultimately ahimsa is another name for restraint. 
Gandhi’s devotion to it has had a significant effect on 
our society, even though it remains true that democracy 
in India still has a long way to go. It is fashionable these 
days to bewail the fate of the Indian republic and to 
ascribe all its ills to its founders. It is worth considering 
that factors such as the pressure of Great Power interests, 
the consequences of rampaging global capitalism and 
the selfishness of our ruling elite may well be the factors 
more responsible for our problems. We should remember 
that India has not yet succumbed to the authoritarian 
vision of communal politics, nor to the jackboots of 
military rule. One reason for this lies in the impact of 
a mass democratic movement for national liberation 
which despite all its weaknesses, did achieve sovereignty 
on the basis of a non-violent political programme. Of 
the several thousand daily visitors to Gandhi Smriti in 
Delhi (the place of his assassination), a large number are 
village folk who treat the memory of the Mahatma with 
great reverence. The elite may have reduced him to an 

icon and the urban middle-class might treat him with 
ignorance and disdain, but it would seem that humbler 
Indians have not yet forgotten the man. He touched a 
chord which I believe has acquired a permanent place in 
the conversation of humanity. Restraint and compassion 
are qualities which will always be necessary for human 
society to survive. If we aspire to a more humane, less 
brutal and more civilised state of existence, the spirit and 
optimism required to attain it will in no small part have 
been generated by the life of Mohandas Karamchand 
Gandhi and his message of ahimsa.
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There is no dearth of work on Mohandas Karamchand 
Gandhi and the caste system—a vast literature is already 
available on this subject but, with some variations, most 
of these works can be roughly divided into two groups. 
The first group includes the works of those scholars who 
believe that Gandhi accepted the caste system in toto as 
the “natural order of society”—as a system that promotes 
control and discipline and is sanctioned by religion. The 
second group includes the works of those scholars who 
believe that Gandhi’s attitude towards caste evolved 
over time. However, the common limitation of both 
these views is that they are largely derived from some 
of Gandhi’s writings or speeches, and in the process 
of reaching these conclusions, Gandhi’s practices are 
neglected. But as Raghavan N. Iyer (2000: 4) suggests, 
political thinkers cannot be properly studied without 
paying attention to their personalities and practice. It 
is of course true that when we turn to Gandhi, we find 
it peculiarly difficult to study his nature and activities. 
Gandhi also very categorically says, “What you do 
not get from my conduct, you will never get from my 
words” (1958: Vol 73, p 145). He goes one step further 
and suggests, “As a matter of fact my writings should be 
cremated with my body.” This does not mean, however, 
that Gandhi’s writings are not to be carefully examined; 
he wanted his writings to be taken seriously, but what 
he meant was that he can be best judged or understood 
by his conduct rather than his writings; and if some 
contradictions or inconsistencies appear in his writings, 
then they should be resolved in the light of his practices. 
Gandhi himself says, “To understand what I say one 
needs to understand my conduct...” (1958: Vol 51, p 
352). Hence, in this paper, his conduct towards caste 
restrictions and ritual obligations will be examined to 
better understand his views on caste. 

This paper is divided into three parts. The first part 
explores Gandhi’s personal practices with regard to 
caste restrictions and religious obligations; the second 
part explores how community life in Gandhi’s different 
ashrams was organised, since it reflected the basic 
principles of Gandhi’s philosophy of life and can be 
seen as an extension of his own practices; the third part 

reflects on some explanations that are generally put 
forward to clarify some of Gandhi’s writings in which 
he explicitly defends and validates caste, varna, and 
some of its restrictions. This paper argues that there 
are inconsistencies between Gandhi’s writings and 
practices, and writings that fail to do justice to his general 
philosophical outlook must be rejected. 

Gandhi’s Personal Practices
Lavanam Gora and Mark Lindley (2007: 105) 

write that in Gandhi’s days, traditional Hindu caste 
distinctions involved four basic rules: (i) Untouchability: 
to avoid touching or, in Malabar, avoid even looking 
at “untouchables” if you were not one yourself. (ii) 
Restriction on commensality: to avoid eating with anyone 
of a lower caste than oneself. (iii) Endogamy: to marry 
within one’s own caste. (iv) Hereditary occupation: to 
follow one’s parent’s vocation. 

Gandhi’s personal attitude towards the practice of 
such caste restrictions, as well as his observance of other 
religious obligations, will be analysed in this section. 

Untouchability: The Hindu masses practised 
untouchability as part of their caste obligations. In 
general, the practice revolved around avoiding physical 
contact with particular groups to save oneself from being 
“polluted.” Gandhi, at a conference in Ahmedabad on 
13 April 1921, narrated an incident from his childhood 
when he was hardly 12 years old. The story was of 
Uka—a scavenger—who used to visit Gandhi’s house 
to clean the latrines. Gandhi recounted that although 
he (Gandhi) had been a very dutiful and obedient child 
when it came to respecting his parents, he had often 
had tussles with them when they asked him to perform 
ablutions after accidently touching Uka (1958: Vol 19, 
pp 569–75). Referring to this story, Pyarelal Nayyar, 
Gandhi’s personal secretary and biographer, writes that 
this event planted in Gandhi’s soul a seed of rebellion 
against the institution of untouchability (1965: 217). 
Another story which brings to light Gandhi’s attitude 
towards the practice of untouchability is contained 
in his autobiography. When his wife refused to clean 
the chamber-pot of his Christian clerk, a man born to 

Was Gandhi a ‘Champion of the Caste System’? 
Reflections on His Practices

Nishikant Kolge 



JANATA, August 18, 2019 13

untouchable parents, he declared that he would not stand 
this nonsense in his house and caught her by the hand 
and dragged her to the gate with the intention of pushing 
her out (Gandhi 2001: 225). In his autobiography, he also 
writes that “In South Africa untouchable friends used to 
come to my place and live and feed with me” (Gandhi 
2001: 360).

A different kind of untouchability related to menses 
is generally practised among many Hindu orthodox 
communities. Here, women are treated as untouchable 
during their periods. During this time, they are not 
allowed to enter places of worship or even the kitchen. 
Also, their touch is considered to be polluting. In one 
of his letters to Mirabhen, Gandhi described his views 
on these practices: “I think I told you that so far as I am 
concerned, I never respected the rule even with reference 
to Ba herself. And when I began to see things clearer, I 
never felt the call to have the rule observed” (1958: Vol 
34, p 401). Several of his letters to different persons show 
that he did not practise this kind of menstruation-related 
untouchability with other women either. 

Apart from all this, it is important to know that 
when he returned to India from South Africa, he brought 
with him an “untouchable” boy name Naiker. He also 
adopted an “untouchable” girl, Lakshmi, as his daughter. 
She used to live in his ashram and often travelled with 
him. Therefore, it can be argued that Gandhi showed 
a remarkable irreverence towards the practice of 
untouchability based on notions of purity and pollution 
from a very young age. 

Inter-dining and inter-caste marriage: Hindus also 
observed several rules pertaining to endogamy and 
commensality. Endogamy forbids marriages among 
persons of different castes. One could only marry within 
one’s own caste. Commensality restrictions stipulated 
that neither should the members of one caste eat in 
the company of any other caste, nor should they eat 
food cooked by any person of a lower caste. Gandhi’s 
family belonged to the Vaishnava sect of Gujarat, which 
followed strict restrictions with regard to meat-eating. 
However, in his autobiography, Gandhi writes that in his 
childhood days he had had “not more than half a dozen 
meat-feasts” in the company of a friend, a Muslim boy 
identified as Sheikh Mehtab by many of his biographers 
(Tendulkar 1960: 26–27; Nayyar 1965: 209–10). Also, he 
admitted that during his stay in England, he had eaten at 
restaurants as well as at the home of an Englishman. He 
declared that he had no objections to eating food prepared 

at European hotels or by a Christian or a Mohammedan, 
as long as it consisted of ingredients eatable by him 
(Gandhi 1964: 92–100). In his autobiography, Gandhi 
says that he used to invite English friends and Indian 
co-workers to eat at his home. He would also regularly 
visit a Christian family for dinner and eat his vegetarian 
food in their company while they ate their non-vegetarian 
food. When Gandhi started living in Segaon near Wardha, 
Govind, a man who was an untouchable by caste, 
generally prepared food for him (Sinha 1962: 93). All 
these examples reveal that from the very early years of his 
life, Gandhi disregarded caste restrictions that dictated 
that one should dine only within one’s own caste. They 
also reveal that throughout his life, he ate with people of 
different faiths and castes, including untouchables. In his 
autobiography, Gandhi states: “I had no scruples about 
inter-dining” (Gandhi 2001: 96). 

It is worth noting that Gandhi not only allowed his 
son Ramadas to marry someone from a different sub-
caste, but also allowed his son Devadas to marry a girl 
who was from another varna altogether. He also, by 
design, married off his adopted daughter Lakshmi, who 
was untouchable by birth, to a Brahmin boy in 1933. 
On many occasions, Gandhi expressed his support for 
inter-caste marriages.

Hereditary occupations: Hereditary occupations are 
understood to be one of the most important characteristics 
of the caste system. Each caste is assigned a particular 
type of work, and every Hindu is expected to follow 
his hereditary occupation. In the first paragraph of his 
autobiography, Gandhi writes that over the last three 
generations, his family has not been pursuing their 
hereditary or traditional duties. He himself never earned 
his bread and butter by following his ancestors’ calling. 
He also let his children choose their own professions and 
never pressed them to follow any pursuits prescribed by 
their caste. Moreover, he tried to learn skills associated 
with activities prohibited to his caste, such as the work of 
a scavenger, barber, washerman, cobbler, tiller and tailor. 
He also taught many of these skills to his children, wife 
and co-workers. It is also interesting to note that at two 
occasions when Gandhi was arrested (first on 10 March 
1922 and second on 1 August 1933) and asked about 
his occupation, he replied saying, “I am by occupation 
a spinner, a weaver and a farmer.” 

In 1908, Gandhi opened a school for the children in 
the Phoenix settlement as well as for Indian children from 
outside the settlement. In the school curriculum, there was 
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no emphasis on teaching children their ancestors’ calling. 
On the other hand, every student had to learn to perform 
and respect manual labour. After returning to India from 
South Africa in 1917, Gandhi started a national school 
at his Indian ashram where every student was taught 
agriculture, hand-weaving, carpentry and metalcraft. 
In this school too, there was no emphasis on preserving 
one’s hereditary occupation. Around 1937, Gandhi 
introduced a plan for basic education that Congress 
was expected to implement if it came to power after the 
general elections held under the Indian Act, 1935. Though 
Gandhi’s basic education scheme was craft-centred, there 
was no insistence that one follows one’s hereditary craft. 
On the other hand, every individual, irrespective of their 
caste and religion, was expected to learn more than one 
craft depending on the individual’s circumstances and 
environment. In short, Gandhi’s educational scheme 
promoted respect for manual labour without promoting 
the idea of hereditary professions. 

Sacred books or the question of religious authority: 
In Hinduism, the shastras—especially the vedas—are 
considered to be the word of god, and thus, are thought 
to be sanatani (eternal) and are accepted as the highest 
authority to determine truth. However, Gandhi, who 
proclaims himself a sanatani Hindu says, “No one can 
convince me, with the help of quotations from Shastras” 
(1958: Vol 27, p 21). He also says, “Early in my childhood 
I had felt the need of a scripture that would serve me as 
an unfailing guide through the trials and temptations of 
life. The vedas could not supply that need” (1958: 271). 
Though Gandhi has said on several occasions that he 
believed in the shastras, it is true that he did not accept 
them as the ultimate authority or the word of god. When 
he was asked, “Where do you find the seat of authority?” 
Gandhi, pointing to his breast, said, “It lies here.” He 
also explains: 

I exercise my judgment about every scripture, 
including the Gita. I cannot let a scriptural text 
supersede my reason. Whilst I believe that the 
principal books are inspired, they suffer from a 
process of double distillation. Firstly, they come 
through a human prophet, and then through the 
commentaries of interpreters. Nothing in them comes 
from God directly. (1958: Vol 64, p 75) 

It appears that although Gandhi speaks very highly 
of different religious scriptures and had great faith 
in the Hindu shastras, he never accepted them as the 

ultimate authority on life and never let them override 
his rationality and morality. 

Some other caste restrictions and Gandhi’s practices: 
Gandhi, who at the age of 12 years opposed the doctrine 
of untouchability, also opposed other codes of the caste 
system at a very early age. His autobiography tells us that 
during his time, his caste was prohibited from travelling 
abroad. Although his fellow caste members were agitated 
and the caste head—Sheth—declared that if he went to 
England for studies he would be treated as an outcaste, he 
still sailed for England to study law. In Hinduism, every 
man of the upper three varnas is expected to wear the 
sacred thread—upavita—after going through a religious 
ceremony. Gandhi, as a boy belonging to one of the three 
upper varnas, had had such a religious ceremony in his 
childhood and had worn this sacred thread. But in his 
autobiography, he writes, “Later, when the thread gave 
way, I do not remember whether I missed it very much. 
But I know that I did not go for a fresh one” (Gandhi 
2001: 335). Gandhi’s family belonged to the Vaishnava 
sect of Hinduism, and in his childhood, he had worn the 
shikha and the tulasi-kanthi (necklace of tulasi beads) 
that were considered obligatory. He writes, “On the eve 
of my going to England, however, I got rid of the shikha.” 
He also says, “I got my cousin Chhaganlal Gandhi, who 
was religiously wearing the shikha, to do away with it” 
(Gandhi 2001: 335). While in South Africa, he also gave 
up his tulasi-kanthi. 

Temple visits, idol worship, and public prayer: Regular 
temple visits and idol or image worship are a part of the 
religious activities of a regular Hindu. Joseph Lelyveld 
(2011: 194), in his recent biography of Gandhi, notes that 
“Gandhi hardly ever prayed in temples.” Gandhi explains 
his thoughts on temple worship in his autobiography: 

Being born in the Vaishnav faith, I had often to go 
the haveli (temple). But it never appealed to me. I did 
not like its glitter and pomp. Also I heard rumours 
of immorality being practised there, and lost all 
interest in it. Hence I could gain nothing from the 
haveli. (2001: 45) 

This does not mean that he never visited temples later 
in life, but that his attitude towards them remained the 
same. Later, in 1933, he also very explicitly said, “I do 
not visit temples. I feel no need to go to temples; hence 
I do not visit them” (Gandhi 1958: Vol 54, p 129). His 
approach to idol worship was similar. He never used 
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idols or images during his prayers. He once said, “An 
idol does not excite any feeling of veneration in me” 
(Gandhi 1958: Vol 21, p 249).

It appears that the only traditional ritual he performed 
regularly was prayer. He was no doubt a man of prayer, 
and he was very particular and sincere about his prayers 
which followed a very strict timetable. However, his 
way of praying was his own creation and does not match 
anything in the Hindu tradition. No images or idols were 
used in Gandhi’s prayer meetings, which were held not 
in a temple or any special place, but more often than 
not under the open sky. Devotional songs from different 
religions and readings from a variety of religious holy 
books made up the core of his public prayers. Gandhi 
would make a “prayer address” instead of a sermon 
which would usually dwell on the political events of 
the day or the social challenges that needed to be met 
(Chatterjee 1983: 111–13). It should be remembered that 
his numerous public prayers were part of his political 
struggle; and for him, political struggle was part of his 
search for god. As far as religious practice is concerned, 
Gandhi was neither a temple-goer nor an idol-worshipper. 
And though he used to pray every day, his style of prayer 
was very different from the traditional manner of prayer. 

Gandhi did not practise vegetarianism because 
of religious or caste-based obligations. Although a 
vegetarian, Gandhi comfortably ate in the company of 
meat-eaters. In his autobiography, he confesses that he 
had gone to London as a convinced meat-eater, but had all 
along abstained from actually eating meat in the interest 
of truth and keeping in mind the vow he had made to 
his mother. However, he wished at the same time that 
every Indian were a meat-eater, and he declared that he 
looked forward to being one openly some day and to 
enlisting others in the cause. He tells the reader that after 
reading Salt’s book, Plea for Vegetarianism, he became 
a vegetarian by choice (Gandhi 2001: 59). At another 
point in his autobiography, he writes that his views on 
vegetarianism were not influenced by any religious texts 
(Gandhi 2001: 297). Hence, though he practised very 
strict vegetarianism, it was a personal commitment for 
him rather than a matter of religion or caste. 

In this section, we have presented an analysis of 
Gandhi’s personal practices and his attitude towards 
several caste restrictions and other important Hindu 
religious observations and beliefs. It can also be seen 
that Gandhi’s practices cannot be considered signs of 
orthodoxy in any way. He seems to be a reformer if not 

a revolutionary in breaking caste restrictions and other 
Hindu religious traditions and beliefs. To emphasise 
the same point further, a brief account of how life was 
organised in Gandhi’s ashrams is presented in the next 
section.

Life in Gandhi’s Ashrams 
Another way to examine if Gandhi was a reformer or 

an orthodox Hindu is to look at the way of life practised 
in Gandhi’s different ashrams. Here, life was organised 
along the basic principles of Gandhi’s philosophy, and the 
ashrams can be seen as an extension of Gandhi’s personal 
practices. Once Gandhi himself said, “The Ashram is the 
measuring rod by which people can judge me” (1958: Vol 
53, p 291). In his lifetime, Gandhi founded four ashrams 
at different times and at different places and with different 
objectives. The first was the Phoenix settlement founded 
in 1904 near Phoenix station, South Africa; the second 
was Tolstoy Farm established in 1910 near Johannesburg, 
South Africa; the third, Satyagraha Ashram (also 
known as Sabarmati Asram), was set up in 1915 near 
Ahmedabad, India; and the fourth, Sevagram Ashram 
was founded in 1936 near Wardha, India. Gandhi’s own 
writings as well as other biographies reveal that the first 
ashram, Phoenix, was set up to save money to ensure the 
success of India Opinion, a weekly journal published by 
Gandhi. The second—Tolstoy Farm—was meant to be a 
home for imprisoned satyagrahis and their families. The 
third—Satyagraha Ashram—aimed at training young 
men, women and children to serve the motherland. It 
appears that initially there had been no plans for a fourth 
ashram, but Wardha came up spontaneously and can 
be considered an extension of Satyagraha Ashram, its 
objective being similar. While each ashram had its own 
objectives, they shared a common aim of experimenting 
with living a simple life to realise the dignity of human 
labour, as explained in John Ruskin’s Unto This Last. 
These ashrams were clearly not established with the aim 
of building an ideal community along the principles of 
the Hindu caste system or varnashrama dharma. 

Not only were the settlers at each of Gandhi’s 
ashrams a heterogeneous group consisting of individuals 
from different castes and religions, but there was 
also no strict division of labour amongst them. Every 
settler, irrespective of caste, religion or gender had to 
do daily manual labour. Everyone had to perform every 
kind of work including cooking, gardening, cleaning, 
scavenging, shaving and cutting hair on a rotational 
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basis. Untouchability was not practised in any form in the 
ashrams; even the common practice of treating women 
as untouchable during their menses was not practised in 
the ashram (Gandhi 1958). Though every inmate had to 
observe the vow of celibacy, many inter-caste marriages 
were organised in the ashrams. At Sabarmati Ashram, on 
the occasion of his son Ramadas’s marriage, Gandhi said, 

The wedding just celebrated would perhaps be for the 
Ashram the last as between parties belonging to the 
same caste. It behoved people in the Ashram to take 
the lead in this respect, because people outside might 
find it difficult to initiate the reform. The rule should 
be on the part of the Ashram to discountenance 
marriages between parties of the same caste and 
to encourage those between parties belonging to 
different sub-castes. (1958: Vol 35, p 500) 

Gandhi also allowed the solemnising of the wedding 
of a Brahmin, A.G. Tendulkar, and an untouchable 
woman, Indumati, at Sevagram Ashram on 19 August 
1945. 

In all of Gandhi’s ashrams, there was a single kitchen, 
and all dined in a single row. The food was simple and 
strictly vegetarian. But at Tolstoy Farm, Gandhi was 
determined that “If the Christians and Musalmans asked 
even for beef, that too must be provided for them.” 
However, Gandhi was happy because “neither the women 
nor the men ever asked for meat” (Gandhi 2003: 216). 
Just as there was a common kitchen at every ashram, 
there were also common prayers. All the ashram inmates 
were expected to participate in the common prayer, which 
was held in the morning from 5:00 am to 5:30 am and in 
the evening from 6:30 pm to 7:00 pm. Devotional songs 
and readings from the holy books of different religions 
constituted the core of the prayer sessions. No idols or 
images were used during these prayers. Therefore, it is 
clear that Gandhi’s experiments with simple living and 
community life cannot be seen as a sign of religious 
orthodoxy. In no way can they be interpreted as an effort 
to organise human life along the basic principles of the 
caste system or varanshrama dharma. On the contrary, 
the experiments are to be seen as an effort to break caste, 
community and religious arrogance and discrimination. 

The above exploration of Gandhi’s personal practices 
and of cooperative life in his ashrams shows that from a 
very young age, Gandhi revolted against the practice of 
caste restrictions. He himself violated every restriction 
assigned to his own caste. In no way can his actions 
be seen as a sign of orthodoxy or conservativeness. 

However, some of his writings, where he explicitly 
defends and validates some aspects of caste and the 
restrictions that come with it, reveal an entirely different 
picture of Gandhi’s attitude towards caste. However, 
no proper and final conclusion about this can be drawn 
without providing an appropriate explanation for it. 

Overview of Literature / Mystery of Gandhi’s 
Writings

There are many scholars who have contemplated 
and wondered about some of Gandhi’s writings where 
he defends and validates caste and some of the practices 
associated with it. Some of them have seen it as evidence 
of Gandhi’s faith in the caste system; they have also 
tried to provide possible justifications for why Gandhi 
finds caste, varna, and some of its restrictions useful. 
Some other scholars believe that the inconsistencies in 
his writings reveal that there were gradual changes or a 
slow development in his ideas on such subjects. There 
are also some scholars who have argued that Gandhi’s 
defence of the caste system in some of his writings is 
part of a larger strategy. Here, in this section, an effort is 
made to examine some of such explanations of Gandhi’s 
writings in which he defends and validates the caste 
system. This paper argues that explanations that fail to 
not only explain the inconsistencies between Gandhi’s 
practices and some of his writings, but which also fail 
to do justice to his general philosophical outlook, must 
be rejected. This section presents a reflection on the 
following explanations. 

Gandhi’s belief in the caste system in toto: There are a 
good number of scholars who sincerely hold that Gandhi 
believed in the caste system in toto. These scholars can 
be further divided into two groups for our analysis—the 
first are Dalit scholars and the second are Gandhian 
scholars. Most Dalit scholars argue that Gandhi believed 
in the caste system because of his personal belief in the 
Brahmanical world view which he inherited by virtue of 
being born in an upper caste Hindu family. For instance, 
a scholar, Braj Ranjan Mani, writes, 

He [Gandhi] was a bania more brahmanised than 
Brahmans; his world-view and life philosophy were 
moulded and shaped by the age-old brahmanic 
values and way of life... he never gave up his basic 
belief in the brahmanic fundamentalism which is 
evident form his constant evocation of varnashrama, 
Ram-rajya and trusteeship. (2008: 348)
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Kancha Ilaiah writes, “The fundamental difference 
between these two thinkers lies in positioning themselves 
from their own communities.” He adds further that 
“Ambedkar was not only born in an untouchable Mahar 
family but all through his life stood for the suppressed, 
oppressed and exploited masses. Gandhi on the other 
hand, was born in a Baniya family and stood for the 
oppressor and exploiting upper castes” (Ilaiah 2001: 
126). 

However, these views appear problematic when we 
consider Gandhi’s personal practices which show that 
he openly violated most of the important restrictions of 
the caste system, and that he built ashrams which were 
founded on principles that rejected all the basic rules 
of varnashrama dhrama. It is also important to note 
that the purpose of the present study is not to engage 
with the Dalit scholars’ critique of Gandhi’s approach 
to caste. This section aims to identify the different 
justifications given by different scholars to vindicate 
their claims regarding Gandhi views on the caste system. 
This paper argues that in the light of Gandhi’s actual 
practice, the Dalit scholars’ view that Gandhi believed 
in the caste system because he personally believed in 
the Brahmanical world view seems to be problematic. 

In contrast to Dalit scholars, Gandhian scholars 
focus on Gandhi’s life and provide different reasons 
for holding the view that Gandhi believed in the caste 
system. The following sub-section analyses some of the 
justifications offered by Gandhian scholars to argue that 
Gandhi believed in the caste system in toto. 

Caste as outcome of belief in rebirth and karma: Bhikhu 
Parekh attempts to explain Gandhi’s views on caste 
and offers possible reasons for why Gandhi may have 
defended caste in his writings. He writes,

Since Gandhi believed in rebirth and the law of 
karma, he thought that the characteristic occupation 
of an individual’s caste corresponded to his natural 
abilities and dispositions and represented a necessary 
moment of his spiritual evolution. (Parekh 1989: 226)

If it is true that Gandhi in his writings expresses his 
faith in the doctrine of karma, it is also true that it is 
difficult to demonstrate that his interpretation matched 
the orthodox version where the occupation practised by 
people of a caste is thought to necessarily correspond to 
their natural abilities and dispositions due to their past 
karma. A close look at his writings where he evokes 
the doctrine of karma reveals that he does it often for 

pragmatic reasons and that, most of the time, it goes 
against the orthodox interpretation. The following quote 
from Gandhi, defending temple entry for untouchables, is 
one of the best examples of his pragmatic interpretation 
of the doctrine of karma. He writes,

If you believe that Harijans are in their present 
plight today as a result of their past sins, you must 
concede that they have the first right of worship in 
temples. God has been described by all the scriptures 
of the world as a Protector and Saviour of the sinner. 
(Gandhi 1958: Vol 55, p 304)

On other occasions, Gandhi simply rejects the 
orthodox understanding of the doctrine of karma—that 
one’s destiny is the fruit of one’s past karma. He writes,

The law of karma is no respector of persons, but I 
would ask you to leave the orthodoxy to itself. Man 
is the maker of his own destiny, and I therefore ask 
you to become makers of your own destiny. (Gandhi 
1958: Vol 26, p 294)

It is evident that although Gandhi for some reason 
did not reject the doctrine of karma, he did not believe 
in its orthodox interpretation either. And even if Gandhi 
believed in rebirth, Parekh’s argument that Gandhi 
defended caste because he believed that one’s past 
karma is linked to one’s natural abilities and dispositions 
which represent a necessary moment of one’s spiritual 
evolution, seems to be problematic. 

Arrangement for self-realisation: Ramashray Roy is 
another scholar who has examined Gandhi’s views on 
caste and has proffered possible reasons why Gandhi 
may have advocated for the retention of the varnas 
or hereditary occupations. Roy argued that “Gandhi’s 
rejection of modern civilisation is total”, and this was 
because he believed that the goal of modern civilisation, 
especially in its most utilitarian forms, is simply the 
satisfaction of one human desire after another. Self-
gratification is not only accepted but encouraged, and 
the higher purpose of life, which for Gandhi was self-
realisation, gradually becomes obsolete. Roy argues that 
Gandhi finds this possibility to exist only in a social order 
that is based on varna vyavastha, which is why he laid 
so much emphasis on varna vyavastha, in general, and 
the caste system grounded in it, in particular (2006: 140). 

Though it is true that Gandhi criticises modern 
civilisation because it encourages the proliferation of 
human wants and desires and makes the acquisition of 
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more and more goods and material comforts the core 
of human life and renders obsolete the idea of self-
realisation, it does not mean that Gandhi completely 
rejected modern civilisation and uncritically advocated 
for the retention of varna vyavastha. 

Indeed, Gandhi attacked all kinds of violence and 
domination, irrespective of whether he discovered it in 
the traditional (varna vyavastha) or the modern (modern 
civilisation) way of life. However, his criticism of 
modern civilisation was more explicit than his censure 
of traditional practices due to the historical context—
Indian’s struggle against colonialism—in which he found 
himself. He also chose to idealise the traditional way of 
life for the same reason, and argued that it is the path 
to individual dignity and social harmony. But this does 
not mean that he rejected modern civilisation entirely 
and advocated a return to varna vyavastha. Gandhi was 
a practical man; he accepted that modern civilisation 
is going to stay here, and hence needs to be improved. 
Gandhi’s criticism of modern civilisation shows that he 
believed that individual dignity, social harmony, and the 
ultimate end of life—self-realisation—can be achieved 
within the boundaries of modern civilisation. Parekh 
writes: 

If we were to pick out the one dominant passion, the 
central organising principle of his [Gandhi’s] life, it 
would have to be his search for and his struggle to 
establish dharma appropriate to India in the modern 
age. (1989: 11)

Hence, to hold that Gandhi rejected modern 
civilisation in total and was in favour of retaining a social 
order that is based on varna vyavastha, because he found 
that it afforded greater opportunities for self-realisation, 
may not be appropriate. 

Moreover, it is also not correct to say that Gandhi 
emphasised varna vyavastha in general, and the caste 
system grounded in it, in particular. Replying to a 
question, Gandhi himself said, “If varnashrama goes 
to the dogs in the removal of untouchability, I shall 
not shed a tear” (1958: Vol 35, p 522). Responding to 
another question at a different point, he explains that 
his adherence to the idea of varnashrama should not be 
taken very seriously:

I have gone nowhere to defend varnadharma, 
though for the removal of untouchability I went to 
Vikom. I am the author of a Congress resolution 
for propagation of Khadi, establishment of Hindu–

Muslim unity, and removal of untouchability, the 
three pillars of swaraj. But I have never placed 
establishment of varnashrama dharma as the fourth 
pillar. You cannot, therefore, accuse me of placing 
a wrong emphasis on varnashrama dharma. (1958: 
Vol 35, p 523)

Likewise, Gandhi can be neither be accused of—nor 
appreciated for—an emphasis on varnashrama dharma, 
as his practices speak otherwise. It is known that Gandhi 
was a man of action, and if he really believed that a 
society based on varna would be conducive to self-
realisation, he would have lived a life in alignment with 
the basic principles of varna and would have organised 
his ashrams too along those lines. But as explained above, 
Gandhi neither lived his life, nor organised the way of 
life in any of his ashrams, on the principles of varna. 
One can thus conclude that Gandhi did not place undue 
emphasis on varna vyavastha nor on the caste system 
grounded in it. 

Changes in Gandhi’s opinions on caste: Bipan Chandra, 
in his paper “Gandhiji, Secularism and Communalism,” 
makes some passing remarks on Gandhi’s views on caste. 
He writes, 

Many quote his [Gandhi’s] statements on the caste 
system, inter-caste and inter-religious dining and 
marriages . . . and so on, from his early writings. But 
the fact is that, while his basic commitment to human 
values, truth and non-violence remained constant, 
his opinions on all these and other issues underwent 
changes—sometimes drastic—and, invariably, in 
more radical directions. (2004: 3–4)

To justify his point, Chandra quotes from two of 
Gandhi’s writings, one from 1933 and the other from 
1938. In the first, Gandhi says:

In my search after Truth I have discarded many ideas 
and learnt many new things . . . and, therefore, when 
anybody finds any inconsistency between any two 
writings of mine, if he has still faith in my sanity, he 
would do well to choose the later of the two on the 
same subject. (Quoted in Chandra 2004: 4) 

It is a fact that on more than one occasion Gandhi has 
mentioned that he is not at all concerned about appearing 
to be consistent and suggests that his last opinion be 
taken as final. Therefore, many scholars like Chandra 
have argued that there was a gradual evolution or radical 
changes in Gandhi’s opinion on caste and other related 
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issues. But surprisingly enough, Gandhi never accepted 
that there were inconsistencies or changes in his opinions, 
not to speak of radical changes in his position. Before 
he made the above-mentioned comment, “In my search 
after Truth I have discarded many ideas and learnt many 
new things,” in the same piece of writing Gandhi also 
says, “As I read them [own writings] with a detached 
mind, I find no contradiction between the two statements, 
especially if they are read in their full context” (1958: 
Vol 55, p 60). Indeed, whenever Gandhi was charged 
with inconsistency in his writings— although he said that 
he was not at all concerned about appearing consistent 
and suggested that his readers take his last opinion as 
final—he made it very clear that he personally did not 
find any inconsistencies and this suggestion was for those 
friends who did find inconsistencies in his writings. He 
also suggested that before making their choice, these 
friends should try to perceive an underlying or abiding 
consistency between his two seemingly inconsistent 
statements at different times. He wrote: 

Whenever I have been obliged to compare my 
writing even of fifty years ago with the latest, I have 
discovered no inconsistency between the two. But 
friends who observe inconsistency will do well to 
take the meaning that my latest writing may yield 
unless, of course, they prefer the old. But before 
making the choice they should try to see if there is not 
an underlying and abiding consistency between the 
two seeming inconsistencies. (1958: Vol 70, p 203)

Gandhi seems to be right in denying any 
inconsistencies in his position on caste because he, 
from a very young age, violated most caste restrictions. 
His attitude towards the caste system remained more 
or less consistent throughout his life. It is obvious that 
any inconsistencies in his writings were deliberate and 
conscious and were not due to any changes in his opinion. 
Hence, it may not be appropriate to say that there were 
gradual changes or a line of development over a period 
of time in Gandhi’s opinions on caste and other related 
issues.

Gandhi’s Defence of Caste Was a Matter of 
Strategy 

B.R. Nanda, a biographer and Gandhian scholar 
writes, “Gandhi’s reluctance to make a frontal assault 
on the caste system in the early years may have been a 
matter of tactics” (1950: 36). Apart from Nanda, there are 

other scholars like Ramchandra Guha (2001: 94), Judith 
M. Brown (1990: 205), and Joseph Lelyveld (2011: 185) 
who have argued that Gandhi was a strategist in his 
approach to the caste system. They argue that in South 
Africa, as early as 1909, Gandhi had publicly decried 
the caste system, but shortly after returning to India, he 
understood that a conservative but powerful section of 
Hindus was not yet ready for radical reforms. And, for 
strategic reasons alone, he emphasised on the generally 
beneficial. As Judith M. Brown writes: 

Though he had rejected the whole idea far earlier 
and inveighed and worked against it even in South 
Africa, once home in India, having tested the temper 
of public opinion, he was aware of the strength of 
Hindu orthodoxy and he took care not to equate his 
campaign against untouchability with the question 
of caste as a whole. (1990: 205)

At this juncture, it seems to be a more convincing 
justification than any of the others cited above. Apart 
from this, the argument that Gandhi was a strategist in 
his approach to caste resolves the seeming contradiction 
between Gandhi’s personal practices where he violates 
several caste restrictions, and his emphasis on some of 
the positive aspects of the caste system in some of his 
writings and speeches. Therefore, this paper argues that 
the best way to understand Gandhi’s writings— where he 
defends and validates caste—is to see them as a part of his 
long-term strategy to combat caste, because unlike other 
explanations, it does not contradict either his practices 
or his general philosophical outlook.
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In his book Raga Mala, Ravi Shankar, the great 
musician, argues that had Rabindranath Tagore “been 
born in the West he would now be [as] revered as 
Shakespeare and Goethe.” This is a strong claim, and it 
calls attention to some greatness in this quintessentially 
Bengali writer—identified by a fellow Bengali—that 
might not be readily echoed in the wider world today, 
especially in the West. For the Bengali public, Tagore 
has been, and remains, an altogether exceptional literary 
figure, towering over all others. His poems, songs, novels, 
short stories, critical essays and other writings have vastly 
enriched the cultural environment in which hundreds of 
millions of people live in the Bengali-speaking world, 
whether in Bangladesh or in India. Something of that 
glory is acknowledged in India outside Bengal as well, 
and even in some other parts of Asia, including China and 
Japan, but in the rest of the world, especially in Europe 
and America, Tagore is clearly not a household name.

And yet the enthusiasm and excitement that Tagore’s 
writings created in Europe and America in the early years 
of the twentieth century were quite remarkable. Gitanjali, 
a selection of his poems for which Tagore was awarded 
the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1913, was published in 
English translation in London in March 1913 and was 
reprinted ten times by the time the award was announced 
in November. For many years Tagore was the rage in 
many European countries. His public appearances were 
always packed with people wanting to hear him. But 
then the Tagore tide ebbed, and by the 1930s the huge 
excitement was all over. Indeed, by 1937, Graham Greene 
was able to remark, “As for Rabindranath Tagore, I 
cannot believe that anyone but Mr. Yeats can still take 
his poems very seriously.”

The one hundred fiftieth anniversary of Rabindranath 
Tagore’s birth, which we mark this year, is a good 
occasion to ask what happened.

The occasion has also generated some new books 
on Tagore, in addition to the distinguished ones that 
already exist. A very fine selection of Tagore’s writings, 
The Essential Tagore, along with insightful editorial 
comments by the two editors, Fakrul Alam and Radha 
Chakravarty, has just been published by Harvard 
University Press. 

The title of the book presumes that some of Tagore 
must be essential. But given the fairly comprehensive 
neglect of this writer in the contemporary English literary 
world, it could well be asked whether Tagore is indeed 
essential at all. We must also ask why a writer who 
evokes comparison with Shakespeare and Goethe tends to 
generate so little enthusiasm in Western countries today. 
There is surely some mystery here.

At one level it is not particularly hard to see that 
his native readers can get something from Tagore’s 
writings, especially his poems and songs, that would be 
missed by those who do not read Bengali. Even Yeats, 
his biggest promoter in the English-speaking world, 
did not like Tagore’s own English translations. “Tagore 
does not know English,” Yeats declared, adding a little 
theory to his diagnosis, as he often did: “No Indian 
knows English.”

Yeats was very willing to work with Tagore to 
overcome that handicap in the production of the English 
version of Gitanjali, though there are some serious 
problems with the Yeats-assisted translations as well. 
The more general obstacle to the appreciation of Tagore 
in English surely comes from the fact that poetry is 
notoriously difficult to translate. Even with the best 
effort and talent, it can be hard—if not impossible—to 
preserve the magic of poetry as it is transplanted from one 
language to another. Anyone who knows Tagore’s poems 
in Bengali would typically find it difficult to be really 
satisfied with any translation, no matter how good. To this 
impediment must be added the fact that Tagore’s poetry, 
which often takes the form of songs in an innovative 
style of lyrical singing, called Rabindrasangeet, has 
transformed popular Bengali music with its particular 
combination of reflective language and compatible tunes.

There is, in addition, the problem that Tagore’s 
influence on Bengali writing is so gigantic and epoch-
making that his innovative language itself has profound 
importance for the Bengali reading public. Kazi Nazrul 
Islam, almost certainly the most successful Bengali 
poet with the exception of Tagore, who was constantly 
expressing his admiration for the person whom he called, 
uniquely, “the world poet,” has testified that Tagore 
had altogether transformed the Bengali language. In 
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many different ways, Tagore’s writings reshaped and 
reconstructed modern Bengali in a way that only a 
handful of innovative Bengali writers had done before 
him, going back all the way, a thousand years earlier, to 
the authors of Charyapad, the Buddhist literary classics 
that first established the distinctive features of early 
modern Bengali.

Not only is language a part of the story in the 
contrast between Tagore’s appreciation at home and 
the indifference to him abroad, but a related component 
of the story lies in the extraordinary importance and 
unusual place of language in Bengali culture in general. 
The Bengali language has had an amazingly powerful 
influence on the identity of Bengalis as a group, on both 
sides of the political boundary between Bangladesh and 
India. In fact, the politically separatist campaign in what 
was East Pakistan that led to the war for independence, 
and eventually to the formation of the new secular state 
of Bangladesh in 1971, was pioneered by the bhasha 
andolon, the “language movement” in defense of the 
Bengali language.

The movement started on February 21, 1952, only a 
few years after the partition of the subcontinent, with a 
large demonstration at Dhaka University in what was then 
the capital of East Pakistan (and now of Bangladesh), 
when the police gunned down a number of demonstrators. 
This turned out to be a decisive moment in the history 
of what would later become Bangladesh. February 21 
is celebrated each year in Bangladesh as the Language 
Movement Day, and this has resonance across the world, 
since that day has been declared by UNESCO as the 
International Mother Language Day for the world as a 
whole. Language has served as a very powerful uniting 
identity for Muslims and Hindus in Bengal, and this 
sense of shared belonging has had a profound impact 
on the politics of Bengal, including its commitment 
to secularism on both sides of the border in the post-
partition world.

The extraordinary combination of Tagore’s language 
and themes has had a captivating influence on his Bengali 
readers. Many Bengalis express their astonishment at the 
fact that people outside Bengal could fail to appreciate 
and enjoy Tagore’s writings; and that incomprehension 
is at least partly due to underestimating the difference 
that language can make. E.M. Forster noted the barrier 
of language, as early as 1919, when Tagore was still in 
vogue, in reviewing the translation of one of Tagore’s 
great Bengali novels, Ghare Baire, translated in English 

as The Home and the World. (It would be later made 
into a fine film by Satyajit Ray.) Forster confessed that 
he could not make himself like the English version of 
the novel that he read. “The theme is so beautiful,” he 
remarked, but the charms have “vanished in translation.”

So the importance of language provides a clue to the 
eclipse of Tagore in the West, but it cannot be the whole 
story. For one thing, Tagore’s nonfictional prose writings 
also have a gripping hold on the attention of Bengalis 
and also of other Indians, but they are not seen abroad 
in a similarly admiring way at all. This is so despite 
the fact that these writings are much easier to translate: 
indeed, Tagore himself often presented these essays in 
very effective English about which it would be hard to 
grumble. In his essays and his lectures, Tagore developed 
ideas on a remarkably wide variety of subjects—on 
politics, on culture, on society, on education; and while 
they are regularly quoted in his homeland, they are very 
rarely invoked now outside Bangladesh and India. There 
has to be something other than the barrier of language 
in the lack of world attention to Tagore. And this raises 
the larger question: how relevant, how important are 
Tagore’s general ideas?

Perhaps the central issues that moved Tagore 
most are the importance of open-minded reasoning 
and the celebration of human freedom. This placed 
him in a somewhat distinct category from some of his 
great compatriots. Tagore admired Gandhi immensely, 
and expressed his admiration of his leadership time 
and again, and did more than perhaps anyone else in 
insisting that he be described as “Mahatma”—the great 
soul. And yet Tagore frequently disagreed with Gandhi 
whenever he thought that the latter’s reasoning did 
not go far enough. They would often argue with each 
other quite emphatically. When, for example, Gandhi 
used the catastrophic Bihar earthquake of 1934 that 
killed a huge number of people as further ammunition 
in his fight against untouchability—he identified the 
earthquake as “a divine chastisement sent by God for 
our sins,” in particular the sin of untouchability—Tagore 
protested vehemently, insisting that “it is all the more 
unfortunate because this kind of unscientific view of 
phenomena is too readily accepted by a large section of 
our countrymen.”

Similarly, when Gandhi advocated that everyone 
should use the charka—the primitive spinning wheel—
thirty minutes a day, Tagore expressed his disagreement 
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sharply. He thought little of Gandhi’s alternative 
economics, and found reason to celebrate, with a few 
qualifications, the liberating role of modern technology in 
reducing human drudgery as well as poverty. He also was 
deeply skeptical of the spiritual argument for the spinning 
wheel: “The charka does not require anyone to think; 
one simply turns the wheel of the antiquated invention 
endlessly, using the minimum of judgment and stamina.” 
In contrast with Gandhi’s advocacy of abstinence as 
the right method of birth control, Tagore championed 
family planning through preventive methods. He was 
also concerned that Gandhi had “a horror of sex as great 
as that of the author of The Kreutzer Sonata.” And the 
two differed sharply on the role of modern medicine, to 
which Gandhi was not friendly at all.

Many of these issues remain deeply relevant today, 
but what is important to note here are not the particular 
views that Tagore advanced in these—and other such—
areas, but the organising principles that moved him. The 
poet who was famous in the West only as a romantic 
and a spiritualist was in fact persistently guided in his 
writings by the necessity of critical reasoning and the 
importance of human freedom. Also, those were the 
philosophical priorities that influenced Tagore’s ideas on 
education, including his insistence that education is the 
most important element in the development of a country. 
In his assessment of Japan’s economic development, 
Tagore separated out the role that the advancement 
of school education had played in Japan’s remarkable 
development—an analysis that would be echoed much 
later in the literature on development. He may have been 
exaggerating the role of education somewhat when he 
remarked that “the imposing tower of misery which today 
rests on the heart of India has its sole foundation in the 
absence of education,” but it is not hard to see why he 
saw the transformative role of education as the central 
story in the development process.

Tagore devoted much of his life to advancing 
education in India and advocating it everywhere. Nothing 
absorbed as much of his time as the school in Santiniketan 
that he established. He was constantly raising money for 
this unusually progressive co-educational school. I have 
to declare a bias here, since I was educated at this school, 
and my mother was schooled there decades earlier, in 
what was one of the early co-educational institutions in 
India. After learning that he had been awarded the Nobel 
Prize in literature, Tagore told others about it, or so the 

story goes, in a meeting of a school committee discussing 
how to fund a new set of drains that the school needed. 
His announcement of the recognition apparently took the 
eccentric form of his saying that “money for the drains 
has probably been found.”

In his distinctive view of education, Tagore 
particularly emphasised the need for gathering knowledge 
from everywhere in the world, and assessing it only by 
reasoned scrutiny. As a student at the Santiniketan school, 
I felt very privileged that the geographical boundaries 
of our education were not confined only to India and 
imperial Britain (as was common in Indian schools 
then). We learned a great deal about Europe, Africa, the 
USA and Latin America, and even more extensively 
about other countries in Asia. Santiniketan had the first 
institute of Chinese studies in India; my mother learned 
judo in the school nearly a century ago; and there were 
excellent training facilities in arts, crafts and music from 
other countries, such as Indonesia.

Tagore also worked hard to break out of the 
religious and communal thinking that was beginning to 
be championed in India during his lifetime—it would 
peak in the years following his death in 1941, when the 
Hindu–Muslim riots erupted in the subcontinent, making 
the partitioning of the country hard to avoid. Tagore was 
extremely shocked by the violence that was provoked 
by the championing of a singular identity of people as 
members of one religion or another, and he felt convinced 
that this disaffection was being foisted on common 
people by determined extremists: “interested groups led 
by ambition and outside instigation are today using the 
communal motive for destructive political ends.”

Tagore became more and more anxious and 
disappointed about India and about the world in the 
years before his death, and he did not live to see the 
emergence of a secular Bangladesh, which drew a part of 
its inspiration from his reasoned rejection of communal 
separatism. With its independence, Bangladesh chose one 
of Tagore’s songs (Amar Sonar Bangla) as its national 
anthem, making Tagore possibly the only person in 
human history who authored the national anthems of two 
independent countries: India had already adopted another 
one of his songs as its national anthem.

All this must be very confusing to those who see 
the contemporary world as a “clash of civilisations”—
with “Muslim civilisation,” “Hindu civilisation,” and 
“Western civilisation,” defined largely on religious 
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grounds, vehemently confronting each other. They 
would also be confused by Tagore’s own description 
of his own cultural background: “a confluence of 
three cultures, Hindu, Mohammedan, and British.” 
Rabindranath Tagore’s grandfather, Dwarkanath, was 
well known for his command of Arabic and Persian, and 
Rabindranath grew up in a family atmosphere in which 
a deep knowledge of Sanskrit and ancient Hindu texts 
was combined with the study of Islamic traditions as 
well as Persian literature. It is not so much that Tagore 
tried to produce a “synthesis” of the different religions 
(as the great Mughal emperor Akbar had attempted for 
a time), but his reliance on reasoning and his emphasis 
on human freedom militated against a separatist and 
parochial understanding of social divisions.

If Tagore’s voice was strong against communalism 
and religious sectarianism, he was no less outspoken in 
his rejection of nationalism. He was critical of the display 
of excessive nationalism in India, despite his persistent 
criticism of British imperialism. And notwithstanding 
his great admiration for Japanese culture and history, 
he would chastise Japan late in his life for its extreme 
nationalism and its mistreatment of China and east and 
southeast Asia.

Tagore also went out of his way to dissociate the 
criticism of the Raj from any denunciation of British 
people and British culture. Consider Gandhi’s famous 
witticism in reply to the question, asked in England, about 
what he thought of British civilisation: “It would be a 
good idea.” There are some doubts about the authenticity 
of the story, but whether or not it is exactly accurate, 
the purported remark did fit with Gandhi’s amused 
skepticism about claims of British greatness. Those 
words could not have come from Tagore’s lips, even in 
jest. While he denied altogether the legitimacy of the Raj, 
Tagore was vocal in pointing out what Indians had gained 
from “discussions centered upon Shakespeare’s drama 
and Byron’s poetry and above all... the large-hearted 
liberalism of nineteenth-century English politics.” The 
tragedy, as Tagore saw it, came from the fact that what 
“was truly best in their own civilisation, the upholding 
of dignity of human relationships, has no place in the 
British administration of this country.”

Tagore saw the world as a vast give-and-take of 
ideas and innovations. He insisted that “whatever we 
understand and enjoy in human products instantly 
becomes ours, wherever they might have their origin.” He 
went on to proclaim, “I am proud of my humanity when I 

can acknowledge the poets and artists of other countries 
as my own. Let me feel with unalloyed gladness that 
all the great glories of man are mine.” The importance 
of such ideas has not diminished in the divisive world 
in which we now live. If that gives at least a part of the 
answer to the question of why Tagore still matters, it also 
puts into sharper focus the strangeness of the eclipse of 
Tagore in the West after an initial outburst of enthusiasm.

In explaining what happened to Tagore in the West, 
it is important to see the one-sided way in which his 
Western admirers presented him. This was partly related 
to the priorities of Tagore’s principal sponsors in Europe, 
such as Yeats and Pound. They were dedicated to placing 
Tagore in the light of a mystical religiosity that went 
sharply against the overall balance of Tagore’s work. In 
Yeats’s case, his single-minded presentation included 
adding explanatory remarks to the translation of Tagore’s 
poems to make sure that the reader got the religious point, 
eliminating altogether the rich ambiguity of meaning in 
Tagore’s language between love of human beings and 
love of God.

However, a part of the answer to the puzzle of the 
Western misunderstanding of Tagore can be found, I 
think, in the peculiar position in which Europe was placed 
when Tagore’s poems became such a rage in the West. 
Tagore received his Nobel Prize only a year before the 
start in Europe of World War I, which was fought with 
unbelievable brutality. The slaughter in that war made 
many intellectuals and literary figures in Europe turn 
to insights coming from elsewhere, and Tagore’s voice 
seemed to many, at the time, to fit the need splendidly. 
When, for example, the pocket book of Wilfred Owen, 
the great anti-war poet, was recovered from the battlefield 
in which he had died, his mother, Susan Owen, found in 
it a prominent display of Tagore’s poetry. The poem of 
Tagore with which Wilfred said good-bye before leaving 
for the battlefield (it began, “When I go from hence, let 
this be my parting word”) was very much there, as Susan 
wrote to Tagore, with those words “written in his dear 
writing—with your name beneath.”

Tagore soon became identified in Europe as a sage 
with a teaching—a teaching that could, quite possibly, 
save Europe from the dire predicament of war and 
disaffection in which it recurrently found itself in the 
early twentieth century. This was a far cry from the many-
sided creative artist and emphatically reasoned thinker 
that people at home found in Tagore. Even as Tagore 
urged his countrymen to wake up from blind belief and 
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turn to reason, Yeats was describing Tagore’s voice in 
thoroughly mystical terms: “we have met our own image 
. . . or heard, perhaps for the first time in literature, our 
voice as in a dream.” There is a huge gulf there.

Tagore argued for the courage to depart from 
traditional beliefs whenever reason demanded it. There 
is a nice little story by Tagore called Kartar Bhoot, or 
“The Ghost of the Leader,” illustrating this point. A wise 
and highly respected leader who received unquestioned 
admiration from a community had become, in effect, 
a kind of tyrant when he lived, and enormously more 
so after he died. The story describes how ridiculously 
restrained people’s lives became when the dead leader’s 
recommendations get frozen into inflexible commands. 
In their impossibly difficult lives, when the members of 
the community pray to the dead leader to liberate them 
from their bondage, the leader reminds them that he 
exists only in their minds—that they are free to liberate 
themselves whenever they so decide. Tagore had a real 
horror of being bound by the past, beyond the reach of 
present reasoning.

Yet Tagore himself did not do much to resist the 
wrongly conceived reputation as a mystical sage that was 
being thrust upon him. Even though he wrote to his friend 
C.F. Andrews in 1920, at the height of his adulation as an 
Eastern messiah, that “these people . . . are like drunkards 
who are afraid of their lucid intervals,” he played along 
without much public protest. There was perhaps some 
tension within Tagore’s self-perception that allowed him 
to entertain the belief that the East had a real message 
to give to the West, and this conviction fitted rather 
badly with the rest of his reasoned commitments and 
convictions. There was also a serious mismatch between 
the kind of religiosity that the Western intellectuals came 
to attribute to Tagore (Graham Greene thought that he had 
seen in Tagore “what Chesterton calls ‘the bright pebbly 
eyes’ of the Theosophists”) and the form that Tagore’s 
religious beliefs actually took. His religious inclinations 
are perhaps best represented by one of his poems (I am 
taking the liberty of translating the lines into simple 
English, away from the biblical English that Tagore had 
been persuaded to use):

Leave this chanting and singing and telling of beads!
Whom do you worship in this lonely dark corner of  
      a temple with doors all shut?
Open your eyes and see your God is not before you!
He is there where the tiller is tilling the hard ground 
      and where the path maker is breaking stones.

He is with them in sun and in shower, and his garment 
      is covered with dust.

Even though an affectionate God, who inspires not 
fear but love, has a big role in Tagore’s thinking, he is 
guided on all worldly questions not by any variety of 
mysticism but by explicit and discernible reasoning. 
This Tagore, the real Tagore, got very little attention 
from his Western audience—neither from his sponsors 
nor from his detractors. Bertrand Russell wrote (in 
letters to Nimai Chatterji in the 1960s) that he did not 
like Tagore’s “mystic air,” with an inclination to spout 
“vague nonsense,” adding that the “sort of language 
that is admired by many Indians unfortunately does 
not, in fact, mean anything at all.” When an otherwise 
sympathetic writer, George Bernard Shaw, transformed 
Rabindranath Tagore into a fictional character called 
“Stupendranath Beggor,” there was no longer much hope 
that Tagore’s reasoned ideas would receive the careful 
and serious attention that they deserved.

In Tagore’s vision of the future of his country, and 
of the world, there was in fact much emphasis on reason 
and much celebration of freedom—precisely the subjects 
on which more discussion can have an enormously 
constructive role today. In a rousing poem, he outlined 
his vision of what he so strongly desired for his own 
country and for the whole world:

Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high
Where knowledge is free
Where the world has not been broken up into fragments 
By narrow domestic walls.

The difficulty in Tagore’s reception in the West itself 
can perhaps be seen as a particular illustration of a world 
“broken up into fragments by narrow domestic walls.”

The fragmentary distortions take distinct forms in 
different societies and different contexts. In arguing for a 
world in which “the mind is without fear and the head is 
held high,” Tagore wanted to overcome all those barriers. 
He did not quite succeed; but the engagement in open-
minded and fearless reasoning that Tagore championed 
so eloquently is no less important today than it was in 
his own time.

(Amartya Sen teaches economics and philosophy at 
Harvard University and received the Nobel Prize in 
Economics in 1998.)
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It is urgent that we return to Dr Bhimrao Ambedkar’s 
thoughts on religion today. He helps us in our immediate 
fight against a resurgent Hindutva that targets Dalits, 
Muslims and dissenters in general. More generally, he 
helps us develop both a critique and an understanding 
of religion as a phenomenon. Ambedkar’s rethinking of 
religion has not been studied enough. One, because the 
religion question in India has historically been reduced 
to the “Hindu–Muslim question”. And two, because 
“progressives” have always neglected religion—liberals 
by insisting that religion is or should be a matter of 
private faith and Marxists by insisting that religion is 
false consciousness of people who do not recognise their 
own true economic interest. Yet religion continues to play 
a determining role in our contemporary—both in politics 
and in ordinary people’s everyday lives—and most of us 
remain but helpless witnesses to this fact.

Ambedkar’s rethinking of religion is a vast subject. 
Here, I can only foreground a few important aspects of it 
and invite the readers to elaborate on them further. First, 
Ambedkar combined fearless and trenchant criticism 
of religion with a deep sympathy and understanding 
of it. This was unique—because in his times, public 
figures either criticised religion for being a divisive or 
irrational force, or like Gandhi, felt that all religions 
were true and worthy of respect. Our modern-day 
sensibility of sarvadharmasamabhava—equal treatment 
of all religions by the state, which stands in for Indian 
secularism—partakes precisely of this idea that all 
religions are intrinsically good. While Ambedkar insisted 
that religion was both inevitable to and necessary for 
public life, he strongly denied that all religions are good. 
When he diagnosed Hinduism as a religion of inequality 
because it sanctified caste or when he converted to 
Buddhism with his followers, Ambedkar (even at 
the cost of alienating sympathisers such as the Jatpat 
Todak Mandal of Lahore, which then refused to let him 
deliver his Annihilation of Caste lecture) was saying that 
religion can be and must be criticised. This was not to 
reject religion but to actually arrive at a more just and 
righteous religion.

Secondly, Ambedkar fought against the reduction 
of religion to identity. Modernity, we know, emerged 

in Europe by pitting Reason against Religion and State 
against Church. Yet modernity failed to either abolish 
religion or turn it into private faith. Religion continued 
to play a role in public life, including in the shaping of 
the modern European state, as the German philosopher 
Carl Schmitt pointed out, and philosophers of modernity, 
such as Hegel, conceptualised the world as a map of 
religious units (Christianity/Europe, Hinduism/India, 
Confucianism/China, Islam/Near East and so on). 
Religion thus re-entered discourses of modernity, but 
through the backdoor as it were. Religion was now 
recognised not as religion per se but as the mark of 
culture/civilisation. This (patently false) equation 
between culture and religion came to be universalised 
through colonial rule, which anthropologised and 
administered people across the world as religio-cultural 
communities. Consequently, nationalism, such as in 
India, also predominantly took on the form of religious 
nationalism.

Hence, in Ambedkar’s times, criticism of religion 
had become a doubly difficult task because it was 
perceived as a criticism of national culture. So when 
Ambedkar criticised Hinduism, it offended many of his 
contemporaries, including Gandhi, because it appeared 
to be also a criticism of Indian nationalism. But this did 
not deter Ambedkar. He openly stated that a nationalism 
that excluded and persecuted a large section of the 
nation’s people—namely, the Untouchables—was hardly 
nationalism worth its name. Along with Rabindranath 
Tagore, Ambedkar was a rare courageous individual 
who dared critique nationalism at the height of India’s 
nationalist movement—a risky enterprise for any 
public figure. “I have no country,” he said to Gandhi. 
(This reminds us of Marx’s famous statement that the 
working classes have no country.) Importantly, when 
Ambedkar called Untouchables a “social minority” and 
asked for separate electorates for Depressed Classes, on 
a par with separate electorates for Muslims, he actually 
redefined the categories of majority and minority from 
being religio-cultural to being juridico-constitutional 
categories. This, as we know, was crucial for the history 
of our democracy in post-1947 India.

But this was not all. Ambedkar also argued that to 

Ambedkar’s Rethinking of Religion
Prathama Banerjee
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reduce religion to cultural identity was really to empty 
religion of its real significance. His task then was to 
rescue religion from self-proclaimed religionists, who 
had reduced religion to merely a set of cultural markers 
and practices, and return to religion the two critical 
dimensions of philosophy and theology. This was the 
third important aspect of Ambedkar’s rethinking of 
religion that we must turn to. In his text Philosophy of 
Hinduism, Ambedkar said that religion was constitutive 
of the human condition because it dealt with elemental 
questions of life such as of birth and death, nourishment 
and disease. But to say that religion is part of human 
ontology does not at all mean that religion is basically the 
same in all places and at all times. Quite to the contrary. 
The history of religion is a history of revolutions, 
Ambedkar said, and to understand religion we must pay 
attention to the convulsive changes that religion has 
gone through in the world. “Revolution is the mother of 
philosophy,” Ambedkar said. Interestingly, Ambedkar did 
not go by the conventional narrative of modernity. The 
rise of science and its alleged triumph over religion was 
not really the defining event of his story. To Ambedkar, 
the most important revolution in the history of religion 
was the invention of God!

This is the most fascinating aspect of Ambedkar’s 
account of religion. Through an anthropological study 
of “primitive” religions, Ambedkar argued that early 
forms of religion did not have a concept of God or 
even of morality. Religion, concerned as it was with 
death, disease, birth, growth, food, scarcity and so on, 
propitiated forces of nature, such as sun, rain, wind, 
pestilence, etc. These forces were neither good nor evil. 
They were amoral; they were simply there to be placated, 
harnessed, and sometimes even fought. Morality did exist 
in society in the form of norms of human interaction, but 
that was a domain separate from that of religion. In other 
words, religion was simply about life in all its exigencies, 
dangers and flourishing.

God and a ‘political society’
It was only in ancient, as opposed to primitive, 

times that the idea of god came to be integrated into 
religion—leading to the first revolution in the history 
of religion. The concept of god had an extra-religious 
origin. It probably emerged from out of deference to 
great and powerful men—heroes and kings—or from 
out of pure philosophical speculation about the author/
architect of the world. The invention of god was followed 

by a second major revolution. That was the integration of 
religion with morality. In earlier times, the relationship 
between gods and humans was imagined as a form 
of kinship—gods were often called fathers/mothers. 
“Political society”—a term Ambedkar uses here—was 
thus composed of descendants and worshippers of a 
common progenitor-god—and consequently, competing 
polities had competing gods. In other words, lineage 
and kinship rules applied to human interaction more 
than abstract moral rules. In later times, however, once 
society came to be imagined as composed only of 
humans, and gods became transcendental figures lying 
outside political society, the god–human relationship 
changed from being that of kinship to that of faith and 
belief. Instead of watching over public and civic life of 
the community, god now appeared to watch over the 
individual—and regulate his/her personal conscience and 
conduct. Lineage loyalties came to be replaced by moral 
injunctions. Morality and religiosity came to coincide. 
Henceforth, it also became possible to imagine a polity 
composed of people worshipping different gods, just as it 
became possible to imagine a universal god, overseeing 
the affairs of a universal humanity irrespective of the fact 
that humanity was divided between different nations or 
polities. From then on, a change of religion no longer 
implied a necessary change of nationality.

Notice that Ambedkar’s is not the standard story of 
secularisation, but a more complex story of change in the 
relationship between politics and religion. It is not as if 
religion becomes irrelevant to politics in modern times. 
Rather because of the change in the nature of religion and 
in the nature of human–god relationship, in modernity, 
religious belonging and political belonging no longer 
have a straightforward relationship. They come together 
in complicated ways, and sometimes even compete with 
each other. Religion continues to have a role in public 
life but in terms of very different normative principles. 
To quote Ambedkar,

The Religious Revolution was not thus a revolution 
in the religious organisation of Society resulting 
in a shifting of the centre—from society to the 
individual—it was a revolution in the norms... There 
may be controversy as to which of the two norms is 
morally superior. But I do not think there can be any 
serious controversy that these are not the norms. 

In other words, in modernity, debates around religion 
take the form of debates around the normative framework 
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of public life—when, that is, religion is not reduced to 
mere cultural identity.

This brings us to the fourth important aspect of 
Ambedkar’s rethinking of religion—namely, his take on 
the relationship between religion and morality. On the 
face of it, Ambedkar was saying something very simple—
that a religion must be judged in terms of the morality it 
fosters among its followers. On those terms, Hinduism 
is clearly wanting, because it sanctifies hierarchy, 
inequality and untouchability. Buddhism, on the other 
hand, is a moral religion because it does not discriminate 
on grounds of caste, gender and species—it historically 
admitted low-castes and women into the sangha and 
critiqued the sacrifice of innocent animals in the Vedic 
fire. But Ambedkar, clearly, is making a far more complex 
move here than just valorising morality in the name 
of religion. In The Buddha and his Dhamma, written 
just before his death, Ambedkar offers us a conception 
of religion in its purest and barest form, i.e. a religion 
without the mediation of gods and prophets and without 
grounding in any notion of an eternal inner being such 
as soul or atman. For him, the religious subject and the 
subject of religion is not god, not soul, but the ordinary, 
mortal, finite human being in his or her everyday life. 
He distinguished Buddha from Krishna, Christ and 
Muhammad based on the fact the Buddha never claimed 
to be either god or god’s messenger. Neither were his 
words of the nature of revelations or god’s words. Nor did 
Buddha claim any miraculous powers or special insights 
into extra-worldly questions (such as what happens after 
life, what is the nature of the self and so on). Buddhist 
texts were simply meditations on the human condition, 
no more and no less—centred around the philosophical 
concepts of shunyata (emptiness), dukkha (suffering, 
both social and personal), impermanence of the world, 
“dependent origination” (i.e. the interconnected and 
inessential nature of all things) and ahimsa or non-
violence. Based on this understanding of the world as 
ephemeral and ever-changing, without the guarantees 
of god’s grace and of an afterlife of the soul, but for that 
very same reason, imbued with the infinite possibility of 
transformation, Ambedkar proposed new Buddhism as a 
religion of the world, meant to change lives for the better 
right here right now, by inspiring responsible action and 
moral conduct among its followers. Hence his emphasis 
on sila (virtue)—without which even knowledge 
was futile. And hence Ambedkar’s statement that in 
navayana, religion is morality and morality religion.

Revision of the karma theory
As we know, Ambedkar was a trenchant critic of 

the traditional, brahmanical conception of karma—
which said that sufferings in this life were the result of 
sins in a previous life. He was also a sharp critic of the 
modern nationalist theory of karma—which said that 
one should undertake action as sacrifice, without either 
fear of or desire for the fruits of action. According to 
Ambedkar, the former justified the current plight of the 
Untouchables as caused by their own prior failings and 
the latter denied political status to the Untouchables’ 
efforts at liberation, because it was evidently desirous and 
interested action. Through a critique of the Bhagavadgita 
in his Revolution and Counter-Revolution in India 
and through a reframing of Buddhist texts, Ambedkar 
proposed a revised theory of karma to imply that every 
action had an inescapable consequence, however delayed 
or deferred it might be, which fructified right here in the 
world and affected collective lives. In other words, every 
actor was ultimately responsible for his or her actions 
because it came to bear not only upon themself but upon 
the world in general. To own up responsibility was thus 
to be moral. Through this revision of the karma theory, 
what Ambedkar did was to foreground ordinary, everyday 
activities of life as the critical site of moral judgments—
the realm of the quotidian, where caste really played out 
in all its violence and discrimination—thus denying the 
centrality ascribed by the nationalist elite to spectacular 
revolutionary, exceptional or sacrificial action.

But to be moral, Ambedkar further argued, was not 
simply to follow the right rules. In fact, morality was 
not about rules at all. It was about principles. Rules told 
us exactly what to do and how to do it. Rules called 
for conformity. Manusmriti was precisely such a set 
of elaborate rules that demanded faithful following. 
Principles however do not tell us what to do. They call for 
interpretation and judgment. Rules generate obedience, 
principles generate creativity. Rules determine, principles 
produce a responsible freedom. A true religion is a 
religion of principles rather than rules, because it fosters a 
creative, responsible and free religious subject. To quote 
from The Annihilation of Caste:

The principle may be wrong but the act is conscious 
and responsible. The rule may be right but the act is 
mechanical. A religious act may not be a correct act 
but must at least be a responsible act.

A remarkable and counter-intuitive statement if 
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anything—that an act qualifies to be a religious act when, 
wrong or right, it is undertaken in responsibility!

Religion for societal transformation
It could of course be asked that if Ambedkar’s real 

stake was in morality as responsible action, then why call 
it religion at all. The story becomes even more interesting 
here. It is clear that Ambedkar had quietly moved away 
from the modern Kant-ian sense of morality as a purely 
mentalist and rational judgment (Kant said that morality 
needed no religious backing). Ambedkar’s morality 
clearly called for a certain sanctity, which was beyond 
merely the sanctity of reason. It required a commitment 
that was akin to religious faith, inspiring, if necessary, 
a fight to the end, even sacrifice. This was not because 
Ambedkar was a traditionalist in the conventional sense 
(though he did take tradition quite seriously, both as 
an object of critique and as a source of new ideas, as 
proven by his lifelong engagement with Sanskrit and 
Pali texts). This was because, as Ambedkar said in his 
1950 essay Buddha and the Future of his Religion, “the 
new world needs a religion far more than the old world 
did”. That is, morality as religion is particularly the need 
of modernity. Harking back to his earlier distinction 
between rules and principles, Ambedkar said that the 
new world needed a religion because law (the regime of 
rules as it were), in which we as moderns put too much 
faith, was an ineffective and unreliable instrument for the 
transformation of society. To quote him again:

[The law] is intended to keep the minority within the 
range of social discipline. The majority is left and has 
to be left to sustain its social life by the postulates and 
sanction of morality. Religion in the sense of morality, 
must therefore, remain the governing principle in 
every society.

This, coming from the greatest constitutionalist and 
legal reformer of our times, unmistakably tells us that 
Ambedkar was rethinking religion here with reference 
to the limits of the modern state and modern liberalism’s 
“rule of law”. (It was not accidental that he finally 
converted to Buddhism after his resignation as law 
minister from Nehru’s cabinet, having experienced the 
impossibility of fully reforming the Hindu joint family, 
the crux of both caste and gender discrimination in India, 
by law.)

This then is the last important aspect of Ambedkar’s 
rethinking of religion that I want to emphasise—namely, 

that Ambedkar posits religion as a force that operates at 
the limits of state and law. The greatest testament to this 
fact is that on 2 December 1956, just four days before 
he died, Ambedkar wrote up Buddha or Marx! In this 
essay, he shows how Buddhism and Marxism share some 
basics—including the understanding that private property 
is the source of all inequalities (hence the Buddhist 
conception of the bhikshu and the Marxist conception 
of the proletariat, referring to those who have nothing to 
lose and therefore those who potentially are the real force 
of change). But Marxism parts ways with Buddhism, 
because having wished away religion as the “opium of 
the people”, it inevitably turns to the State as the primary 
instrument of social change (as did, in his times, both 
Soviet socialism and Nehruvian socialism). The result, as 
we know, is dictatorship and violence. To ensure equality, 
thus, Marxism sacrifices liberty. Ambedkar contrasts the 
“dictatorship of the proletariat” with the ancient Buddhist 
sangha, which, according to him, institutionalised 
democratic governance of those who voluntarily entered 
the community of the adept. Buddha, he said, was more 
flexible about the principle of non-violence than he was 
about the principle of democracy. Unlike Gandhi and 
the orthodox Jains, Buddha understood that in some 
cases violence was inevitable and even just. But Buddha 
never condoned dictatorship—for he believed that right 
conduct could never be enforced or coerced; it had to 
emerge from changed dispositions. The changing of 
disposition required not law but religion. The following 
is as clear a statement as can be, of Ambedkar’s argument 
that religion emerges where the jurisdiction of the state 
ends:

The Communists themselves admit that their theory of 
the State as a permanent dictatorship is a weakness 
in their political philosophy. They take shelter under 
the plea that the State will ultimately wither away. 
There are two questions, which they have to answer. 
When will it wither away? What will take the place of 
the State when it withers away? . . . The Communists 
have given no answer. At any rate no satisfactory 
answer to the question what would take the place of 
the State when it withers away, though this question 
is more important than the question when the State 
will wither away. Will it be succeeded by Anarchy? If 
so the building up of the Communist State is a useless 
effort... The only thing, which could sustain it after 
force is withdrawn, is Religion.

cont'd... on page no. 36
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The urge for identity as a basic human urge has 
received specific academic recognition in post-modern 
political thought. People have sought a sense of 
belonging and security in groups throughout human 
history, starting from the primitive tribal life. The forms 
and basis of groups have changed from time to time and 
people were not always free, until democratic systems 
emerged, to belong to a group of their choice.

In the case of Kashmir Valley, Kashmiri identity has 
been the most persistent and dominating urge of people. 
It is the most homogeneous and in some respects the 
most crucial part of what is officially called the state 
of Jammu and Kashmir. Jammu and Ladakh are its two 
other regions. The Kashmiris have always perceived their 
identity as distinct and separate within the subcontinent. 
This identity was uniquely Kashmiri, which encompassed 
Muslims, Hindus and Buddhists. The purpose of this 
paper is to examine and explain the distinctiveness of 
the Kashmiri identity.

Kashmir was the largest state of the British Indian 
empire ruled by a prince or Maharaja. At the time of 
its independence and partition into the dominions of 
India and Pakistan in 1947, the Maharaja aspired to 
an independent status for his state. But the attempt by 
Pakistan to annex the state through a tribal raid sponsored 
by it, forced him to seek the help of the Indian army 
after exercising his constitutional right to accede to the 
Indian Union on 26 October 1947. The way people of 
the valley acclaimed, through large rallies, the decision 
of the popular National Conference party led by its 
charismatic leader, Sheikh Mohammad Abdullah, to 
support the state’s accession to India, and the way they 
cooperated with the Indian army in expelling the raiders 
from the valley, added political and moral legitimacy to 
the decision of the ruler to accede to the Indian Union.

The armed clash between India and Pakistan (the 
latter had reinforced the tribal raid with regulars of its 
army) in the state terminated in a ceasefire on 1 January 
1949. The ceasefire line, later rationalised and renamed 
the Line of Control after the Indo-Pak war of 1971, 
divided the state into two parts; 84,112 square kilometres 
of territory remained under the control of Pakistan, 
including Gilgit and the northern dependencies of the 

state, Skardu in the former Ladakh district, the Pothoari-
speaking western tract of the district of Muzaftarabad 
in the former Kashmir province, and Poonch Jagir 
and Mirpur district in Jammu province. None of these 
areas were originally inhabited by Kashmiris. The Azad 
Kashmir or POK (Pakistan Occupied Kashmir), as 
the Pak-held part of the state is called in Pakistan and 
India respectively, is, therefore, a misnomer. The entire 
Kashmiri-speaking area, i.e. the valley of Kashmir, is 
within the Indian part of the state and comprises just 
over 11% of its area. About 47% of the people in the 
state speak Kashmiri as their mother tongue, including 
a small percentage in the Jammu region.

If the Pakistan-held part is also included, the 
percentage of area and population of the valley will 
shrink further. But the importance of Kashmir is due to 
the fact that it is the real bone of contention between India 
and Pakistan. The rest of the state could have been easily 
parcelled out between the two neighbouring countries. 
India is, for instance, almost reconciled to the present 
division of the state except for occasionally laying a 
formal legal claim to the Pak-held part as a bargaining 
counter. Pakistan, on the other hand, has often indicated 
its willingness to concede Jammu and Ladakh, at any 
rate their non-Muslim parts, to India. What created the 
Kashmir problem was the accession of a Muslim majority 
state in 1947 and the apparent fluctuations in the mind 
of Kashmiri Muslims thereafter.

Why did Kashmiris remain aloof from the mainstream 
pre-independent Muslim politics in the subcontinent? 
Why did they, instead, overwhelmingly opt for India 
in 1947? Why were they alienated from the Indian 
mainstream from 1953 to 1975? Yet why did they not 
respond to Pak-sponsored liberation attempts during the 
period? Why were they again reconciled to remaining a 
part of India from 1975, following the Indira–Abdullah 
Accord, to, say, 1987? Why did a sudden insurgency 
overtake the valley a little later? Why have non-Kashmiri 
Muslims of the Indian part of the state not joined the 
ongoing insurgency? Why, despite the dependence 
on arms supply from, as also the political, moral and 
diplomatic support of Pakistan, is the rallying slogan 
of insurgent Kashmir ‘azadi’—freedom—and not 

Kashmiriyat: The Vitality of Kashmiri Identity
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‘Pakistan’?
The only way this zig-zagging of Kashmir politics 

can be explained is in terms of the assertion of the 
Kashmiri identity. The Kashmiri Muslims have reacted 
against the threat perceived by them to their identity from 
diverse directions. They do react like any other Muslim 
community when their religious interests are endangered. 
But they are unlikely to submerge their Kashmiri identity 
in the name of Islam.

The beginning of the modern political movement 
in Kashmir is traced to a religious issue—as a protest 
by the Muslims of the state against the desecration of 
the holy Quran by a police officer in 1931. It acquired 
an organised form with the formation of the Muslim 
Conference a year later, fully supported by the Indian 
Muslim League. But as the movement culminated in the 
demand for the transfer of power from a non-Kashmiri 
ruler (who belonged to the Dogra community of Jammu) 
to the people, and the transfer of land from landlords, 
mostly non-Kashmiri or non-Muslim to the tillers, a 
contradiction emerged between the interests of Kashmiris 
and those of the Muslim League, because the latter was 
patronised by Muslim princes and landlords. The support 
lent by Indian nationalist leaders of the Congress party to 
Kashmiri interests and aspirations led to the conversion 
of the Muslim Conference into the National Conference 
in 1939.

Alliance of Kashmiri nationalists with Indian 
nationalism

The assertion of Kashmiri identity led to the split in 
the Muslim leadership of the state along regional lines. 
The anti-Maharaja and anti-feudal plank of the National 
Conference did not get the same emotional response from 
the Muslims of Jammu as the Maharaja and most of the 
landlords belonged to Jammu and the latter also included 
Muslims. The National Conference thus essentially 
represented a movement of Kashmiri nationalism which 
became an ally of the Indian nationalist movement.

By 1947, the Muslim League had established its 
sway throughout the subcontinent. Almost all dissenting 
Muslim stalwarts collapsed one after the other. Confident 
in the belief that as the J&K state was a Muslim majority 
state, its Muslims would not behave differently from 
Muslims elsewhere, Mohammad Ali Jinnah, the supreme 
leader of the League and founder of Pakistan, declared 
that the state was in his pocket. He conceded the right 
of the ruler to take a decision about the future affiliation 

of the state with either of the two newly independent 
dominions of India and Pakistan and started negotiations 
with him. But he also sent tribal raiders to take Kashmir 
by force, believing that the Muslims of the valley would 
not resist the opportunity of joining a Muslim country.

Indian leaders, in contrast, had put their bet on the 
sentiment of Kashmiri patriotism. They proclaimed 
that sovereignty belonged to the people and not to the 
ruler. Gandhi’s personal visit to the valley to convey 
this assurance acted as a magnetic pull on the Kashmiri 
mind which was outraged by the policy of the Pakistan 
government to recognise the Maharaja’s sovereignty 
on one hand, and on the other to decide the issue of 
accession of the state by force. Leaders of Kashmir thus 
would claim, after the state’s accession to India, that 
Indian forces had come to Kashmir to defend their azadi 
(freedom) which Pakistan had threatened. The insurgency 
which started around 1990 also proclaimed azadi as its 
objective, except that the roles were now reversed. Now 
India is projected as the enemy of azadi while support is 
sought from Pakistan to defend it.

The alliance between Kashmiri and Indian nationality 
developed strains as the government of India started 
pressurising the Kashmiri leadership to cede more 
subjects to the Centre than those, i.e. Defence, Foreign 
Affairs and Communications which were stipulated in 
the instrument of accession. This was what other princely 
states had to do, under the pressure of their people.

However, while the Kashmiri leaders tried to resist 
these encroachments by the Centre on the autonomy of 
the state, they did not concede the demand for regional 
autonomy within the state of Jammu and Ladakh. These 
regions, therefore, had no interest in supporting the 
autonomy of the state. Tensions in inter-regional relations 
and in Centre-state relations eventually led to the crisis 
of August 1953 when Sheikh Abdullah was dismissed 
as Prime Minister and put under detention, even though 
all the 75 members of the state assembly were members 
of his National Conference. This treatment of the hero 
of Kashmiri nationalism and the architect of the state’s 
accession to India was a big blow to the self-respect and 
identity of Kashmir. Further blows were struck by the 
measures taken to force the constitutional integration of 
the state with the Indian Union. This was accomplished 
with the connivance of pliable governments imposed 
upon the state through rigged elections.

However, Pakistan’s military regime and centralised 
polity did not satisfy Kashmir’s urge for autonomy 
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and identity either. Moreover, as an ally of Indian 
nationalism, Kashmir’s political movement had come 
to share a common political ideology broadly expressed 
in slogans like secularism, democracy and socialism. 
Despite the emotional break with the Centre in 1953, 
these ideological links were not completely snapped. 
In addition, Sheikh Abdullah and his colleagues had 
intimate personal associations with many government 
and non-government national leaders.

It was thus possible for the present writer to play 
a mediational role and assist the two sides to evolve 
a formula for the preservation of Kashmiri identity 
within India and of the regions within the state. The 
split of Pakistan and emergence of Bangladesh in 1971 
improved the prospects of a settlement. For it not only 
weakened the bargaining capacity of Pakistan, and hence 
of the Kashmiri leaders as well, but it also reiterated 
the validity of ethnic identities. The assertion of Bangla 
identity against Pak–Muslim identity strengthened the 
case for Kashmiri identity against Pakistani claims. Thus 
when Sheikh Abdullah returned to power in 1975 after 
an accord with India’s Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, 
he received a tumultuous welcome in the valley. For the 
government of India conceded, inter alia, that Article 
370 of the Indian Constitution, which accorded the J&K 
state special status within India, would continue, and 
that the state could review the central laws extended to 
the state after 1953 and request the Centre to amend or 
repeal them. That the hero of Kashmiri nationalism was 
again at the helm was considered by many Kashmiris as 
an added guarantee for the defence of Kashmiri identity.

The dismissal of Farooq Abdullah, son and successor 
of Sheikh Abdullah, from chief ministership in 1984 
and his reinstatement, after humiliating parleys for over 
two years, with his agreement to share power with the 
Congress, offended the self-respect and dignity of the 
people of Kashmir. The offence was compounded by 
the manipulation of the elections in 1987 in a number 
of constituencies and by denying popular discontent any 
constitutional expression. Kashmiris were thus forced to 
seek non-constitutional militant and secessionist outlets. 
Pakistan provided the wherewithal in the form of arms 
and training facilities to the militants. Significantly, this 
time Pakistan used the Kashmiri card instead of the 
Islamic card it had been using so far. The initiative for 
the militant movement in Kashmir around 1989 was 
entrusted to the JKLF (Jammu and Kashmir Liberation 
Front) which swore by Kashmiriat. Later, similar strains 

developed between Pakistan’s interests and the claims 
of Kashmiriat as had developed between the latter and 
Indian nationalism after 1947.

Uniqueness of Kashmiri Identity
Events in Kashmir from 1931 to the early 1990s 

thus eloquently demonstrate the vitality of the Kashmiri 
identity. It acquired this vitality due among others to 
geographical, historical and ethnic factors. Enclosed by 
mountain ranges from 10,000 feet to 18,000 feet high, 
“Kashmir is the largest valley in the lap of the largest 
mountains in the world.” They enclose a plain of around 
1900 square miles almost uniformly at a height of 5,000 
feet; some 84 miles long and 20 to 25 miles wide. Though 
geographically isolated, the valley is internally well 
connected. Every place in it is within a few hours ride by 
car. The fabled beauty of Kashmir, which poets, writers 
and travellers from all over the world have described as 
incomparable, further inspires a deep love for the land 
in its closely knit society.

Kashmir has a homogeneous culture as 94% of its 
population are Muslims, while over 89% speak Kashmiri 
as their mother tongue. Kashur—as the language is called 
by the Kashmiris—is one of the oldest spoken and literary 
languages of modern India. It has a more than 600-year-
old recorded literary heritage if Lai Ded is considered 
the earliest Kashmiri poetess. According to Sir George 
Grierson, the pioneering authority on Indian languages, 
it is not of Sanskrit, but of Dardic origin. If this view 
is correct, Kashmiri does not belong to the Indo-Aryan 
family of languages spoken from Dhaka (Bangladesh) 
to Peshawar (Pakistan). However, G.M.D. Sufi, author 
of a monumental work, Kashir, concedes that although 
the Kashmiri language has a Dardic base, it has been 
influenced by the Indo-Aryan languages spoken in 
its southern parts. He observes: “The original Dardic 
language has supplied the skeleton, Sanskrit has given it 
flesh, but Islam has given it life” (G.M.D. Sufi, Kashir). 
He also adds that it is the only Dardic language that has 
a written literature. 

Again, Kashmir is a unique civilisational experiment 
which can claim, as observed by Sir Aurel Stein, 
the translator of the celebrated history of Kashmir, 
Rajatarangani, “the distinction of being the only region 
of India which posseses an uninterrupted series of written 
records of its history” (Aurel Stein, Introduction to River 
of Kings). The archaeological excavations at Bourzahama, 
15 kilometres from Srinagar, establish its antiquity 
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to before 3000 BC. Though it was contemporaneous 
to the Mohenjodaro civilisation, perhaps it has some 
independent features also. The widespread prevalence 
of Naga-worship before and even after the Buddhist 
period indicate that the Naga and indigenous tribes 
lived in Kashmir before the advent of the Aryans in the 
subcontinent. According to James Ferguson, the Nagas 
were serpent worshippers, an aboriginal race of Turanian 
stock inhabiting North India, who were conquered by 
the Aryans (James Ferguson, Tree and Serpent Worship, 
1873). Durbbavardhna, who ruled Kashmir from AD 
627 to 663, is stated to have been the son of a Naga 
(G.M.D. Sufi, Kashir). Abhinava Gupta (AD 915–1009), 
the eminent Kashmiri philosopher, claims the primacy 
of agamas—religious texts of ancient Kashmir dating 
between the first to the fifth-sixth century AD—over the 
Vedas both in point of time and performance of rituals 
(Abhinava Gupta, Tantraloka). 

The interaction between Vedic and Kashmiri 
traditions did develop in the course of time. But in 
Kashmir’s religious literature, the supremacy of Shiva 
over the Vedic god Indra, has often been asserted. 
Margendre Tantra, for instance, refers to a legend in 
which Shiva is regarded as the supreme deity from whom 
Indra brings the sacred knowledge of Tantra to the world, 
thereby reducing him to a mere communicator of Shiva’s 
knowledge (V.N. Drabu, Saivagamas, p 50). According 
to V.N. Drabu, the pre-Vedic people of Kashmir were 
admitted to Vedic society “with distinctive characteristics 
of their own life at different periods” (ibid., p. 31).

The transition from Naga cults to Buddhism, too, 
was smooth. According to legend, some Nagas attended 
the religious seminars of Nagarjuna at Nalanda and, 
impressed by the way he contradicted the Vedic doctrines, 
invited him to Kashmir. According to Sufi, “on account 
of his connections with the Nagas, he received the name 
of Nagarjuna.” (Some scholars claim that he was a 
Kashmiri.) He was elevated to the status of Bodhisatava. 
It was under his leadership that the fourth council of 
Buddhism was held at Haryvan, near Srinagar in Kashmir 
in AD 100, where the Mahayan school of Buddhism was 
founded. Influenced by the Shaivite–Tantric thought of 
Kashmir, Buddhism got transformed into its Kashmiri 
version. Eventually indigenous religious beliefs, Vedic 
thought and Buddhism were synthesised by the great 
Kashmiri philosopher Vasugupta (ninth century AD) 
and Abhinava Gupta (tenth century AD) into Kashmiri 
version of Shaivism called Trikka philosophy.

According to G.M.D. Sufi, the monastic theism of 
“Kashmir Shaivism is very near to Islam”. He particularly 
compares it with the celebrated Muslim mystic Mansur 
al Hallaj (858–922 AD) who proclaimed “An’l Haq” 
(I am creative truth). Kashmir thus accepted Islam not 
as a negation but as a culmination of a proud spiritual 
heritage. It did not surrender to Islam as a spiritually 
exhausted personality but greeted it in a friendly 
embrace. Islam did not come to Kashmir as a faith 
of the conquerors and therefore did not humiliate or 
hurt its pride. Muslim rule was not an outside import 
but followed the conversion of a local ruler. The mass 
conversion of the people of Kashmir to Islam owes to the 
unique character that emerged from the soil in the person 
of Alamdar-i-Kashmir, Shaikh Nooruddin Noorani, 
popularly called Nund Rishi (14th century) who became 
the patron-saint of Kashmir. He translated Islam into 
Kashmir’s spiritual and cultural idiom and converted it 
into a massive emotional upsurge. Farooq Nazki calls 
him a Muslim Shaivite. According to Dr B.N. Pandit, his 
poetry is a mixture of Shaivism and Sufism.

Proclaiming himself to be the spiritual son of Lai 
Ded, who represented the acme of the pre-Islamic 
spiritual heritage of Kashmir, Nund Rishi carried the 
heritage forward as a part of its Rishi order. Thus, in 
Kashmir, Islamic beliefs and practices enjoyed as much 
autonomy within wider Islamic traditions as pre-Islamic 
belief during Vedic and post-Vedic times. It “neither 
affected the independence of Kashmir nor, at first, did it 
materially changed its cultural and political conditions” 
(G.M.D. Sufi, Kashir). 

Many scholars have noted pre-Islamic influences in 
Kashmiri Islam. Abdullah Yusuf Ali traces the practice 
of relic worship—as in the Hazaratbal Shrine where 
the prophet’s hair is preserved—to Buddhist influence 
[O’Molley (ed), Modern India and the West, 1941, p. 
391). Dr Arthur Neve observes that, “The Kashmiri 
Muslim has transferred reverence from Hindu stones to 
Muslim relics” (The Tourist Guide to Kashmir, Ladakh, 
Skardo, etc., 1938, p. 103). Similarly, “Muslim saints are 
worshipped like Hindu gods and godlings” (O’Molley, 
op. cit.).

Islam in Sufi form thus came to Kashmir not as a 
destroyer of tradition, as was the case in many other 
lands, but as its preserver, consolidator and perpetuator. 
The fact that Islam is rooted in Kashmiri tradition and 
that tradition is permeated with the Islamic spirit has 
enabled Kashmiris to reconcile cosmopolitan affiliations 
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with territorial nationalism. The Kashmiri Muslim has 
remained a Kashmiri as well as a Muslim and rarely 
suffers from the schizophrenic pangs which Islamic 
links and local patriotism often generate among Muslims 
elsewhere in India.

Kashmir has been a melting pot of ideas and races. 
It received every new creed with discrimination and 
enriched it with its own contribution, without throwing 
away its earlier acquisitions. As Sufi observes, “The cult 
of Buddha, the teaching of Vedanta, the mysticism of 
Islam have one after another found a congenial home in 
Kashmir.” He adds, “It has imbibed the best of Buddhism, 
the best of Hinduism and the best of Islam.” Similarly, 
on account of its cultural homogeneity and geographical 
compactness, all admixtures of races who emigrated to 
Kashmir from ancient times merged their identities into 
one whole. According to the renowned Kashmiri scholar 
and historian Mohammad Din Fauq, even the people who 
came from Arabia, Iran, Afghanistan and Turkastan as 
late as 600 or 700 years ago were so mixed with Kashmiri 
Muslims in culture, civilisation and matrimonial relations 
that “all non-Kashmiri traces are completely absent from 
their life” (cited in Sufi, op. cit.).

Monumental achievements
Kashmir was, at one period, “the clearing house of 

several civilisations and the influences of these found 
into this natural retreat” [Elphistone, History of India 
(London: 1866), p 515]. It had also made a monumental 
contribution to Indian culture. Its position within India 
was similar to that of ancient Greece in European 
civilisation. It has been one of the biggest seats of Indian 
culture and learning which, in the words of Jawharlal 
Nehru, “dominated the intellectual scene of the country 
for almost 2000 years”. There is no branch of human 
knowledge to which ancient Kashmir did not make a 
pioneering and a substantial contribution. G.T. Vigne 
had hoped, “Kashmir will (again) become the focus of 
Asiatic civilisation—a miniature England in the heart of 
Asia” (G. T. Vigne, Travel Vol II, p. 68).

Among the political achievements of Kashmir, 
mention may be made of Lalitaditya-Muktapida (AD 
725–753) whom the great Kashmiri historian Kalhana 
describes as the universal monarch moving round the 
earth like the sun. According to Sufi, “He is the most 
conspicuous figure in Kashmir history. He raised his 
country to a pitch of glory it had never reached before.” 
He, writes Mohibbul Hasan, defeated forces led by 

Junaid, Mohammed Bin Qasim’s successor in Sindh, 
and overran his territory (Kashmir Under Sultans, p. 35). 
He collected a galaxy of scholars from all over India in 
his Durbar.

Kashmiris similarly recall another golden period of 
their history during the reign of the Muslim king Zain-ul-
Abdin, popularly called Bud Shah (the great king) from 
1420 to 1470. It “constituted a climax never attained 
by any other independent king in Kashmir” (Sufi, op. 
cit.). He invited artisans, craftsmen, scholars and men of 
letters from far off foreign countries as a result of which 
Kashmir flourished materially and culturally. He laid the 
lasting basis of a truly secular polity.

The watershed in the history of Kashmir is not Islam, 
as generally thought in the rest of the subcontinent, but 
the changeover from a Kashmiri to non-Kashmiri rule. 
Indigenous Muslim rule lasted for just 250 years after 
which Kashmir was annexed by the Mughal Emperor 
Akbar in 1586. For the next 250 years, Kashmir was 
ruled by Muslim kings (Mughal followed by Afghan). 
But since they were non-Kashmiris, their rule, along with 
111 years of rule by a Punjabi Sikh and a Dogra Hindu, 
is regarded by most Kashmiris as a period of slavery. 
When the organised movement against autocracy started 
in 1931, its leaders linked it with the four-centuries-old 
urge for freedom of the people of Kashmir. It culminated 
in the Quit Kashmir movement in 1946 which, though 
addressed to the last ruler (a Dogra Hindu), Maharaja 
Hari Singh, promised to undo Akbar’s act of enslaving 
Kashmir in 1586.

The identity of Kashmir, that was confronted with the 
option of joining one of the two dominions into which the 
Indian subcontinent was divided in 1949, had acquired a 
unique character and vitality on account of 5000 years of 
its continuous history, its genius in reconciling claims of 
continuity and change, its leading role in the intellectual 
and spiritual life of the country, its ability to assimilate 
ideas and races, its splendid isolation and distinctness 
guarded by physical barriers, monumental achievements 
in every field of human activity and sense of pride in the 
rich heritage shared by Hindu and Muslims alike.

This identity was obviously a misfit in the monolithic 
structure of Pakistan which did not recognise any identity 
other than based on religion. The federal, democratic and 
secular framework of India, on the other hand, promised 
a better guarantee for the defence and growth of the 
Kashmiri identity. The accession of the Muslim majority 
state of Jammu and Kashmir to India, in which Kashmiri 
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leaders had played a key role, revitalised and revalidated 
Indian secularism which had been seriously undermined 
by partition. It enhanced India’s moral and political 
prestige in the world, including the Muslim part of it.

Alas, neither did Kashmir explore the potentialities of 
what it could achieve as a constituent part of the republic 
of India nor did the republic explore the potentialities 
of what it could achieve with such a region being a 
willing and contented part of it. If these potentialities 
had been realised, the whole subcontinent would have 
been more at peace with itself and might have played a 
greater role, befitting its size and cultural and intellectual 
endowments, in the affairs of the world. 

Kashmiri identity in the early 1990s was badly 

wounded and fractured. It split on religious lines with 
the exodus of the bulk of its small but vital minority of 
Kashmiri Pandits (all Kashmiri Hindus are Pandits). 
The physical distance between the two communities 
unfortunately also reflects the mental distance between 
them. Kashmir not only underwent colossal physical 
suffering; its soul also suffocated.

Why a wonderful experiment came to such a tragic 
end and what the prospects are of retrieving the situation, 
are beyond the purview of the present study.

[Balraj Puri (1928–2014) was an Indian political 
commentator and human rights activist.]

Let me end here by pointing out Ambedkar’s 
unmatched originality in the rethinking of religion. As 
opposed to the modern secularisation thesis, which sees 
pure politics emerging after the cessation of religion, 
Ambedkar’s proposition is that religion comes into play 
precisely when secular politics fails or is exhausted. 
It is therefore a mistake to believe, as many do, that 
Ambedkar conceptualised religion as a subordinate 
instrument for politics. It is true that he named “Liberty, 
Equality, Fraternity”—the unmistakably political slogan 
of the French Revolution—as ideals of his religion. 
But it must not be forgotten that unlike anybody else, 
he made Fraternity the basis on which Equality and 
Liberty became possible. Fraternity was a community 
of understanding and compassion (karuna in Buddhist 
terms), which could only be ensured by good faith and 
silata towards others, i.e. by a religious disposition and 
not by mere disciplined or rule-governed behaviour, nor 
by pure political rationality. In other words, Ambedkar’s 
rethinking of religion cannot be understood within 
liberalism’s framework of secularism and religious 
tolerance. It cannot also be understood, as some seek to 
do, within the framework of “civil religion”, as proposed 
by Jean Jacques Rousseau in The Social Contract. For 
one, civil religion is a religion, shorn of the church and of 
theological elaboration, clearly in service of the modern 
state. For the other, civil religion is based on a concept 
of a natural and originary equality of all humans—as 
Rousseau famously said, “all men are born equal”—thus 
making possible the imagination of a primordial and 

pre-given political community. But as Ambedkar never 
failed to remind us, all men, rather humans, are not born 
equal. There is no prior political community that gets 
corrupted in later times and can therefore be recovered 
from an earlier pristine and primitive state. Political 
community has to be built, painstakingly, against all odds 
and for the first time ever, from an ancient condition of 
hierarchy and exploitation. Hence, the need for a new 
and unprecedented religion, because nothing short of or 
less than religion will do.

(Prathama Banerjee is a historian, trained at Jawaharlal 
Nehru University, New Delhi and the School of Oriental 
and African Studies, University of London.)
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The princely states comprised almost half of the 
Indian territories in the subcontinent at the time of  the 
proclamation of 1858 by the British colonial powers 
and their princes enjoyed full sovereignty in the internal 
matters subject only to the paramountcy of the British 
Crown. These territories together were referred to as 
“Indian India” in contrast to the rest of India, which 
by now had come to be known as “British India”—the 
territories directly administered by the British Crown.

The princely state of Jammu and Kashmir was one 
such state of the “Indian India” ruled by the Dogra lineage 
of kings under British paramountcy. Maharaja Hari Singh 
of this lineage was the ruler of “Jammu and Kashmir” 
during the turning point of the state’s history in 1947.

The Cabinet Mission of 1946 through their 
memorandum articulated clearly the policy of the new 
government towards the native princes on the withdrawal 
of British Rule from India. It affirmed that the rights 
surrendered by the Indian states to the British Crown 
would revert to the rulers of the states when the new 
dominions of India and Pakistan came into existence 
following the withdrawal of the British from India. The 
Cabinet Mission, however, advised the native states to 
evolve their relationship with the successor governments 
as the British would no longer be in a position to extend 
to them any protection. Legally speaking, the princely 
states of Indian India became fully independent with the 
lapse of British paramountcy on the coming into force of 
the Indian Independence Act, 1947 passed by the British 
Parliament, creating two dominions out of British India, 
namely, India and Pakistan.

The native Indian states numbering 565 at that 
time, of which Jammu and Kashmir was one, were 
now left with three choices: (i) to remain completely 
independent; (ii) to accede to India; or (iii) to accede 
to Pakistan. The power to make the choice was vested 
in the ruler of the state concerned. Jammu and Kashmir 
state which bordered both India and Pakistan and was 
ruled by Hari Singh, the then Dogra king, vacillated in 

making a prompt choice and did not sign the instrument 
of accession in favour of either India or Pakistan on 
the date of transfer of power by the British in August 
1947. Perhaps, he harboured an ambition of keeping an 
independent existence, free from both India and Pakistan 
which eventually proved to be a costly political blunder 
for him and his people. 

Accession to India
Peace in Kashmir was not to last long after the 

withdrawal of the British. Barely two months after 
independence, on 20 October 1947, a large number of 
armed tribesmen invaded Kashmir from the side of the 
border with Pakistan causing grave devastation and 
carrying out killings, rapes, loot and plunder in the Valley 
of Kashmir. Hari Singh was unable to meet the situation 
with his own forces. So, he had to give up  his ambition 
of remaining independent, and decided to accede to India 
by an Instrument of Accession on October 26, 1947. The 
Governor General of India signed his acceptance on 
the instrument the very next day. The execution of the 
Instrument of Accession by the maharaja of Jammu and 
Kashmir and its due acceptance by the Governor General 
of India made the accession of Jammu and Kashmir to 
India final, complete and legally unassailable. For, the 
power to accede to any successor dominion of British 
India was vested in the ruler of the native state concerned 
and none else. 

Under the Instrument of Accession signed by the 
ruler of Jammu and Kashmir, the state had acceded to 
India in respect of only three subjects—defence, foreign 
affairs and communications. A schedule listed precisely 
16 topics under these heads plus four others (e lections 
to Union legislature and the like). The other subjects 
were retained by the ruler of the state of Jammu and 
Kashmir, to be governed in accordance with the Jammu 
and Kashmir Constitution Act 1939. Kashmir was then 
governed internally by its own Constitution of 1939. 

Genesis of Article 370 of the Constitution

A.G. Noorani,  Jai Shankar Agarwala

This article has been extracted by us from two articles: Jai Shankar Agarwala, “Article 370 of the Constitution: A 
Genesis”, Economic and Political Weekly, April 18, 2015; and “A.G. Noorani, “Article 370: Law and Politics”, 
Frontline, September 16-29, 2000.
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Clause 5 said that the Instrument could not be altered 
without the State's consent. Clause 7 read: "Nothing in 
this Instrument shall be deemed to commit me in any 
way to acceptance of any future Constitution of India or 
fetter my discretion to enter into arrangements with the 
Government of India under any such future Constitution." 

The Drafting of Article 370
The Maharaja made an Order on October 30, 1947 

appointing Sheikh Abdullah the Head of the Emergency 
Administration, replacing it, on March 5, 1948, with an 
Interim Government with the Sheikh as Prime Minister. 
It was enjoined to convene a National Assembly based 
on adult franchise "to frame a Constitution" for the State.

Negotiations were held on May 15 and 16, 1949 
at Vallabhbhai Patel's residence in New Delhi on 
Kashmir's future set-up. Nehru and Abdullah were 
present. Foremost among the topics were “the framing 
of a Constitution for the State” and “the subjects in 
respect of which the State should accede to the Union 
of India.” On the first, Nehru recorded in a letter to the 
Sheikh (on May 18) that both Patel and he agreed that 
it was a matter for the State's Constituent Assembly. “In 
regard to (ii) the Jammu and Kashmir State now stands 
acceded to the Indian Union in respect of three subjects; 
namely, foreign affairs, defence and communications. It 
will be for the Constituent Assembly of the State when 
convened, to determine in respect of which other subjects 
the State may accede”. 

During this period of time, the Constituent Assembly 
of India was engaged in the gigantic task of drafting 
the constitution, which was finally adopted and enacted 
on 26 November 1949 and put to effect on 26 January 
1950 when India became a democratic republic in 
accordance with the Constitution of India. Unlike the 
560 and odd states which took part in the deliberations 
and decided to fully integrate as states of the Union of 
India treaties, Jammu and Kashmir was not represented 
in the Constituent Assembly engaged in the drafting of 
the Constitution of India.

It was only in June 1949 that the Maharaja of 
Kashmir, advised by his council of ministers, nominated 
four representatives—Sheikh Abdullah, Mirza Mammad 
Afzal Beg, Maulana Mohammed Saeed Masoodi and 
Moti Ram Bagda—to the Constituent Assembly who 
also made it clear that the relationship between India and 
the state of Jammu and Kashmir was to be guided by the 
Instrument of Accesssion only. 

As already stated, the Instrument of Accession with 
India conferred powers on the Union of India in matters 
of only external affairs, defence and communications. 
Internal administration was retained by the state as 
is evident from the Clause 8 of the instrument. The 
instrument was a standard text as engaged into by 
other native states as well. But while other native 
states voluntarily lost their independence in internal 
administration by signing supplementary treaties with 
India and by accepting in totality the Constitution of 
India, it was not so with Jammu and Kashmir. This 
special legal status of the state of Jammu and Kashmir 
was upheld by the Supreme Court in Premnath Kaul 
vs State of Jammu and Kashmir (A 1959 SC 749) and 
was again reaffirmed by the Supreme Court in Rehman 
Shagoo vs State of Jammu and Kashmir (A 1960 SC 1).

It therefore became necessary to accommodate 
Kashmir in the Constitution of India by providing a 
special provision. With the joining of representatives of 
J&K in the deliberations of the Constituent Assembly, 
negotiations began on this special provision, then called 
Article 306A, that later became Article 370. Article 370 
was necessitated to accommodate the then prevailing 
legal status of the Jammu and Kashmir state in the body of 
the Constitution of India. It was only after all differences 
in the text of the resolution were resolved between Patel 
and Abdullah on October 16, that it was moved in the 
Constituent Assembly the next day (unilaterally altered 
by Ayyangar; in its original form, the draft would have 
made the Sheikh's ouster in 1953 impossible).

Ayyangar's exposition of Article 370 in the Constituent 
Assembly on October 17, 1949 is authoritative. "We 
have also agreed that the will of the people through the 
instrument of the Constituent Assembly will determine 
the Constitution of the State as well as the sphere of 
Union jurisdiction over the State... You will remember 
that several of these clauses provide for the concurrence 
of the Government of Jammu and Kashmir State. 
Now, these relate particularly to matters which are not 
mentioned in the Instrument of Accession, and it is one 
of our commitments to the people and Government of 
Kashmir that no such additions should be made except 
with the consent of the Constituent Assembly which 
may be called in the State for the purpose of framing its 
Constitution."

It is now part of undisputed history that the 
Constituent Assembly of Jammu and Kashmir was 
duly convened. While providing a constitution for 

cont'd... on page no. 56
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The Sangh Parivar’s chauvisim and ignorance feed 
on each other. Nowhere is this more evident than on the 
distinct identity of the State of Jammu and Kashmir. The 
State’s autonomy was guaranteed by Article 370 of the 
Constitution. Its people’s ancient rights are guaranteed 
by Article 35A. 

We discuss Article 35A in this article. It reads thus: 
“35A. Saving of laws with respect to permanent residents 
and their rights:– Notwithstanding anything contained in 
this Constitution, no existing law in force in the State of 
Jammu and Kashmir, and no law hereafter enacted by 
the Legislature of the State, – (a) defining the classes of 
persons who are, or shall be, permanent residents of the 
State of Jammu and Kashmir; or (b) conferring on such 
permanent residents any special rights and privileges 
or imposing upon other persons any restrictions as 
respects:– (i) employment under the State Government; 
(ii) acquisition of immovable property in the State; (iii) 
settlement in the State; or (iv) right to scholarships and 
such other forms of aid as the State Government may 
provide, shall be void on the ground that it is inconsistent 
with or takes away or abridges any rights conferred on 
the other citizens of India by any provision of this Part.”

Special provisions
Compare this with Article 371A on Nagaland, which 

reads thus: “371-A. Special provision with respect to the 
State of Nagaland:– (1) Notwithstanding anything in 
this Constitution, (a) No Act of Parliament in respect of 
– (i) religious or social practices of the Nagas, (ii) Naga 
customary law and procedure, (iii) administration of 
civil and criminal justice involving decisions according 
to Naga customary law, (iv) ownership and transfer 
of land and its resources, shall apply to the State of 
Nagaland unless the Legislative Assembly of Nagaland 
by a resolution so decides.”

Article 371A is, if anything, much wider than Article 
35A. Article 371G in respect of Mizoram is identical to 
Article 371A. Speaking of special provisions there are 
other special provisions in respect of Maharashtra and 
Gujarat (Article 371), Assam (371B), Manipur (371C), 
Andhra Pradesh (371D), Sikkim (371F) and Arunachal 
Pradesh (371H).

Article 35A was inserted by the President by an order 
under Article 370 on May 14, 1954, but on the explicit 
recommendation of Kashmir’s Constituent Assembly 
on February 15, 1954, while adopting the report of 
its drafting committee. The President cannot delete it 
because the Constituent Assembly is gone. Without its 
concurrence, Article 35A can neither be amended nor 
deleted. The other “special provisions” were enacted 
by Parliament as amendments to the Constitution. Will 
Parliament dare to repeal them?

Article 35A cannot be amended or deleted by 
Parliament. For, Clause (2) to Article 368 on constitutional 
amendments says that “no such amendment shall have 
effect in relation to the State of Jammu and Kashmir 
unless by order of the President under clause (1) of 
Article 370”.

For this, the approval of the State’s Constituent 
Assembly is necessary. Any concurrence of the State 
government is always subject to the Assembly’s final 
approval. When the State is under Governor’s Rule or 
President’s Rule, neither can accord that concurrence as if 
he was the State government. The Centre cannot acquire 
“concurrence” from its own handpicked appointee 
removable at will. Yet, on February 28, 2019, the Union 
Cabinet decided to amend the Jammu and Kashmir 
Reservation Act to extend benefits of reservation to 
those near the international border in Jammu. It will 
extend the Constitution (77th Amendment) Act, 1995, 
and the Constitution (103rd Amendment) Act, 2019, to 
Kashmir by an order by the President under Article 370 
of the Constitution.

That will be a nullity for such an order could have 
been passed only on the recommendation of the State 
government and then also subject to its ratification by the 
State’s Constituent Assembly which vanished in 1956. 
There is no elected government now, and an Explanation 
to clause 1 of Article 370 explicitly defines the State 
government to mean a Council of Ministers in the State. 
There is no such Council of Ministers now.

There is a clear ruling of the highly respected and 
truly independent Supreme Court of Sri Lanka on this. It 
was delivered on November 1, 2012, and was extensively 
reported by Puneeth Nagaraj in The Hindu on December 

What Article 35A Implies
A.G. Noorani
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7, 2012. It concerned the Divineguma Bill. He reported: 
“The Bill was challenged before the Supreme Court 
through several petitions. As per Article 154G (3) of 
the Constitution, the Supreme Court sent it back to the 
government saying it had to be ratified by the Provincial 
Councils. There has never been a provincial council in 
Northern Sri Lanka (not counting the short-lived North-
Eastern provincial council), and the province is run by 
Colombo through the Governor. It was the Governor who 
ratified the Divineguma Bill on behalf of the Northern 
Province. This was immediately challenged by the Tamil 
National Alliance before the Supreme Court through 
two petitions. On November 1, the Supreme Court held 
that the Governor cannot ratify the Bill in place of the 
Provincial Council.”

But the law will not suffice, for Article 35A is 
embedded in Kashmir’s history and psyche. Talk of 
repeal poses an existential threat. The Maharaja’s order 
of June 27, 1932, imposed a ban on “foreign nationals” 
in respect of citizenship and purchase of immoveable 
property. Even the British dared not to flout it. Hence 
the houseboats on which they lived for years. Earlier, a 
notification of April 20, 1927, defined “State Subjects”. 
In 1950, Section 6 of the State’s Constitution defined 
“permanent residents”. Even in the 19th century such 
protection was granted. The Dogras of Jammu demanded 
it as much as the Kashmiri Pandits of the Valley. Both 
feared that Punjabis would grab lands and jobs.

Permanent occupants
Pandit Prem Nath Bazaz dealt with this topic in 

his books, Inside Kashmir (The Kashmir Publishing 
Co., Srinagar, 1941) and in The History of Struggle for 
Freedom in Kashmir (Pamposh Publications, 1954). In 
Inside Kashmir he recorded: “The Maharaja owned the 
lands. Chekdars or tenants-at-will could occupy them 
so long as they paid the revenue but could neither sell 
nor mortgage his land. At the beginning of the 20th 
Century ‘a new problem confronted the people’—the 
outsider occupying posts in the administration. In 1912 
a definition of the ‘State Subject’ was formulated for 
the first time. ‘The cry of “down with the outsider” was 
raised mostly by the Hindus.’” Muslims were excluded 
from State jobs by the Dogra ruler and were too poor to 
own lands.

In 1922 a State Council of Ministers was formed. 
Hari Singh, the heir apparent to the throne and Senior 
Member of the Council, issued a circular which said: 

The Maharaja Sahib Bahadur has been pleased to 
direct that in future no non-State subject shall be 
appointed to any position without the express orders 
of His Highness-in-Council in each case. Each such 
proposal shall be accompanied by a full statement 
of reasons in writing as to why it is considered 
necessary to appoint a non-State subject, it being 
definitely stated whether there is no State subject 
qualified and available for the appointment proposed. 
In like manner no scholarships or training expenses 
of any kind should be granted to non-State subjects. 
His Highness has also directed that any infringement 
of this order will be very seriously dealt with.

His Highness the Maharaja Sahib has been 
pleased to inform you that in future all grants of 
land for agricultural and house-building purpose 
and grant of houses and other State property shall 
be made to State subjects only...

A State Subject Definition Committee was set up. It 
submitted its report in 1925, the year Hari Singh became 
Maharaja. He readily accepted its recommendations. A 
definition of “Hereditary State Subject” was formulated 
and it became law from January 31, 1927, in the form 
of a notification dated April 20, 1927.

Bazaz pursued the topic in his History showing how 
Muslims were outside the entire debate. “The poverty of 
the Muslim masses was appalling. Dressed in rags which 
could hardly hide his body and barefooted, a Muslim 
peasant presented the appearance rather of a starving 
beggar than of one who filled the coffers of the State. He 
worked laboriously in the fields during the six months of 
the summer to pay the State its revenues and taxes, the 
officials their rasum and the money-lender his interest. 
Most of them were landless labourers working as serfs 
of the absentee landlord.... In the countryside the Muslim 
was synonymous with the hewer of wood and drawer of 
water. All sort of dirty and menial work was to be done by 
him. A Hindu was respectable in the eyes of the society, 
and the Muslim, because he was a Muslim, was looked 
down upon as belonging to an inferior class.” It was 
the Kashmiri Pandits who had launched the movement 
“Kashmir for Kashmiris”.

Bazaz wrote that the 1927 “definition all at once 
stopped the recruitment of the Punjabis in the services. 
But it did not equally benefit all the communities residing 
in the State. With Hari Singh’s pro-Dogra policy in 
operation, the people of Jammu, particularly Rajputs, got 
the most of the big jobs while the Pandits were recruited 
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as clerks in offices vacated by the Punjabis. Needless 
to say that the Muslims were as yet out of the picture.”

Thus, Article 35A is purely “clarificatory”. It is based 
on the Maharaja’s notification of April 20, 1927, which 
was issued at the instance of Kashmiri Pandits, who 
feared an influx from Punjab.

Delhi Agreement
The matter came up in 1952 when the Delhi 

Agreement was under negotiation. On July 20, 1952, 
Jawaharlal Nehru met a Kashmiri delegation comprising 
Sheikh Abdullah, Mirza Afzal Beg, Bakshi Ghulam 
Mohammed, Girdhari Lal Dogra and D.P. Dhar. Nehru’s 
record of the talks reads:

The Kashmir delegation were anxious that the rights 
and privileges given to ‘State subjects’ (Jammu and 
Kashmir notification dated 20th April 1927) should 
be preserved, subject to such variations as the 
Constituent Assembly of the State might decide upon. 
These rights and privileges relate more specially to 
the acquisition and holding of immovable property, 
appointment to services, etc.

It was pointed out that under Article 19(5) of 
the Constitution this was clearly permissible both 
in regard to the existing law or any subsequent 
legislation on the subject... It was agreed therefore 
that: ‘The State Legislature shall have power to 
define and regulate the rights and privileges of the 
permanent residents of the State, more especially 
in regard to the acquisition of immovable property, 
appointments to service and like matters. Till then, 
the existing State law would apply.’

Article 35A is based on a solemn pact between 
the Union and the State in 1952. It cannot be altered 
unilaterally.

Nehru’s statement
Speaking in the Rajya Sabha on August 7, 1952 on 

the Delhi Accord, Nehru said: 

Honourable Members know that Kashmir is supposed 
to be one of the beauty spots of the world. And apart 
from its being a beauty spot, there are many other 
things which attract people there. And from olden 
times the old Maharajas, who succumbed to many 
things that came from the then British Government, 
did not succumb to one thing. They were afraid 
that the climate of Kashmir and its other attractive 

features being what they are, that Kashmir might 
become a kind of colony of the British if they came 
and settled down there in large numbers. They were 
afraid of that. So they stuck to one thing—that no 
foreigner could acquire property in Kashmir. And 
they did keep them out. They made rules to the effect 
that only State subjects could acquire property except 
by special permission, and so on. . . .

These rules in regard to property still subsist. 
Those are the rules in regard to property in Kashmir 
and everybody in Kashmir, to whatever group or 
community or religion he belongs, wants to uphold 
these rules, naturally, because they are for the 
benefit of the residents of Kashmir, whether Hindus 
or Muslims. They are afraid that people from India 
or elsewhere, rich people and others, might come 
and buy up property there, and thereby gradually all 
kinds of vested interests would grow up in property 
in Kashmir on behalf of people from outside....

We thought it was a perfectly justifiable feeling 
on their part, and that acquisition of property in 
Kashmir State should be protected on behalf of the 
people there....

The House will perhaps remember that we have 
given protection in this regard in various parts of the 
territories of India. For instance, in the north-east of 
Assam tribal areas we have given them protection. 
Nobody from outside can go and take possession 
of property there, because if we once give them 
permission, there is no doubt that these tribal people 
will be exploited by outsiders who will go there and 
buy up their lands and use them for making money 
while the people of those areas will go to the wall. 
So we agreed that to avoid exploitation of the (J&K) 
State territory it was desirable that these rights and 
privileges should continue. As a matter of fact, under 
Article 19(5) of our Constitution this was clearly 
permissible—and that is our view even now—both in 
regard to existing law or any subsequent legislation.

It is highly significant that even New Delhi’s stooges, 
who staged the coup of August 8, 1953, at Nehru’s 
instance, did not dare to renege on the understandings 
of 1952 in 1956. The Drafting Committee, now 
radically changed, presented its report to Kashmir’s 
Constituent Assembly on February 11, 1954. The Report 
recommended certain amendments to the Constitution of 
India in its application to Kashmir. Article 35A was one  
 cont'd... on page no. 45
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One of the abiding myths of the right-wing in Indian 
politics has been that Jammu and Kashmir enjoys some 
sort of unwarranted constitutional status and that the 
problems there stem from the special treatment Kashmiris 
receive thanks to Article 370 of the constitution.

From now on, at least, that complaint will no longer 
apply—with the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh and 
Bharatiya Janata Party calling their own bluff by doing 
away with this troublesome article.

Not only has Union home minister Amit Shah 
stripped Article 370 of its essence, he has gone one 
step further and abolished the entire state as well, 
replacing it with two ‘Bantustans’ – grandly called 
‘union territories’—in which key decisions on a range 
of issues like law and order and land will be taken not 
by the people and their elected representatives, but by 
bureaucrats from New Delhi.

So after being pampered and appeased, the poor 
Kashmiris—whose ‘special status’ brought them benefits 
such as ‘human shields’, ‘half-widows’, pellet blindings, 
fake encounters like Pathribal and Machhil, torture and 
disappearances—need to brace themselves for a bout of 
tough love.

That Shah’s bombshells were accompanied by the 
kind of measures one normally associates with a police 
state—the stealthy introduction of major constitutional 
changes, the lack of adequate time for debate, the late 
night arrest of mainstream political leaders in Kashmir, 
the prohibition of public gatherings, the shutdown of 
internet services and even landlines—adds the sort of 
odour one normally associates with coups. The message 
is clear: there will be no room in Kashmir for free politics 
of the kind every integral part of India takes for granted.

But as I said, the RSS’s old bluff has now been 
called—bifurcation and trifurcation of the state has 
been their old demand, as has the scrapping of Article 
370—and those people in the rest of India who are now 
dreaming of buying plots of land there will soon get to 
see just how magical a solution to the problems of the 
state this will be.

Except, J&K has already enjoyed the rigours of 
Central rule for nearly 10 of the past 45 years, and has 
turned out none the better for it. The last 12 months have 

seen Prime Minister Narendra Modi himself calling 
the shots, through the president and governor, but the 
situation there continues to be even worse than it was 
when the BJP helped run the state government along 
with the People’s Democratic Party from 2015 to 2018.

Modi’s five-year raj has seen higher levels of 
violence as his policies have led to increased alienation 
and, consequently, greater local appeal for the ongoing 
insurgency. The graph below, based on data the 
government gave parliament in February 2019 about the 
number of terrorist incidents in Kashmir and the number 
of security personnel killed, tells its own story:

Table: Jammu and Kashmir 

 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
Terrorist incidents 222 208 322 342 614
Terrorists killed 110 108 150 213 257
Security force 47 39 82 80 91 
personnel killed

All those celebrating the adventurist two-step of 
abolishing Article 370 and ending the statehood of 
Jammu and Kashmir need to explain how this will change 
the security scenario when all it means is that the same 
folks who have been in charge till now, with the power to 
do whatever they wanted, are going to remain in charge, 
with the power to do whatever they want.

Article 370: Correcting the record
In response to opposition objections, Amit Shah told 

the Rajya Sabha it was a myth that Article 370 was what 
tied Jammu and Kashmir to India. “It is the Instrument of 
Accession which made Kashmir a part of India and that 
was signed in 1947,” he said, two years before Article 
370 was adopted.

What Shah did not say was that Article 370 did not 
drop from mid-air. It was the direct product of a solemn 
bargain the Union of India struck with Maharaja Hari 
Singh of Jammu and Kashmir in the very same Instrument 
of Accession he praised. India became independent from 
the British on August 15, 1947 but the princely state of 

Constitution Torn to Shreds
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J&K, which wanted to be independent, did not accede to 
India till after it was attacked by Pakistani ‘tribesmen’. 
Under the terms of the October 1947 Instrument, the 
Maharaja said—and India agreed—that Kashmir would 
primarily be acceding in respect of defence, foreign 
affairs and communications. All other areas were to be 
subject to the state’s subsequent concurrence.

Shah needs to be reminded of what Article 7 of the 
Instrument of Accession actually says:

Nothing in this instrument shall be deemed to 
commit me in any way to acceptance of any future 
Constitution of India or to fetter my discretion to 
enter into arrangements with the Government of 
India under any such future Constitution.

Article 370 was a carefully drafted and negotiated 
provision that was intended to cement Jammu and 
Kashmir’s place in the Union on the basis of the 
conditions under which it acceded to India. For this 
purpose, Sheikh Abdullah and three others joined the 
constituent assembly as members and their exchanges 
with Gopalswami Ayyangar and Vallabhbhai Patel on 
the drafting committee were sometimes acrimonious. 
While lots of other states have special provisions in the 
constitution—there is 371A for Nagaland, for example, 
which allows legal mechanisms under Naga customary 
law—none of these flowed from a legal compact like an 
Instrument of Accession.

From ‘temporary’ to permanent
Article 370 came into being on January 26, 1950 

and allowed for the president of India to extend certain 
sections of the Indian Constitution to J&K with the 
concurrence of the state government. Article 370 also 
said these would have to be placed before the state’s 
constituent assembly “for such decision as it may take 
thereon,” implying that the state’s constituent assembly 
was actually the final authority as far as presidential 
orders were concerned.

Since Article 370 is listed as a “temporary provision”, 
some people imagine it is not a basic structure of the 
constitution and can thus be done away with. The fact is 
that yes, it could have been done away with—but only 
by the J&K constituent assembly, which chose not to do 
so, thus rendering it permanent.

Of course, Article 370 does have a provision for 
amendment, but this is what it says:

Art. 370 (3)—Notwithstanding anything in the 
foregoing provisions of this article, the President 
may, by public notification, declare that this article 
shall cease to be operative or shall be operative only 
with such exceptions and modifications and from such 
date as he may specify:

Provided that the recommendation of the 
Constituent Assembly of the State... shall be necessary 
before the President issues such a notification.

Amit Shah has tried to get around this hurdle with 
a two-step process. First, he asserts the power of the 
president to issue an order that can amend the manner in 
which another article of the constitution—Article 367—
applies to J&K, and has used this to redefine the term 
‘constituent assembly of Jammu and Kashmir’ in Article 
370 to mean the state’s legislative assembly. Having 
resorted to this unconstitutional sleight—something 
preceding governments, including Congress ones, have 
also done though not with such lethal intent—Shah 
then claimed that since the J&K assembly is currently 
dissolved and the state is under Central rule, parliament 
can act as a substitute for the legislative assembly and 
the defunct J&K constituent assembly as well.

This is a truly breathtaking assertion.
The J&K constituent assembly adopted the J&K 

constitution in 1956 and formally dissolved itself with 
effect from January 26, 1957. As the constitutional expert 
A.G. Noorani notes, the language the assembly chose was 
deliberate. On January 24, 1950, the constituent assembly 
of India meeting for the last time had merely adjourned 
itself sine-die, i.e. with no set date for its next meeting. 
By contrast, the J&K constituent assembly resolution in 
its last sitting was:

Today this historic session ends and with this the 
Constituent Assembly is dissolved according to the 
resolution passed on 17th November, 1956.

The idea behind saying so was to ensure that with 
the dissolution of the J&K constituent assembly, the 
‘temporary’ nature of Article 370 would be rendered 
permanent—since the only body capable of effacing or 
amending it would no longer exist.

This interpretation was upheld by a constitution 
bench of the Supreme Court in 1959 in Prem Nath Kaul vs 
State of J&K. However, first Jawaharlal Nehru and then 
subsequent governments whittled away at the autonomy 
of the state—including the abhorrent practice of issuing 
presidential orders that extended additional parts of the 
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constitution to the state—with the backing, regrettably, 
of two subsequent rulings by the Supreme Court.

While those judgments weakened Article 370, they 
did not question its permanence. Indeed, in a more recent 
judgment, Justice Rohinton Nariman has reiterated the 
impossibility of its abrogation, writing in 2016:

Despite the fact that it is . . . stated to be temporary 
in nature, sub-clause (3) of Article 370 makes it clear 
that this Article shall cease to be operative only from 
such date as the President may by public notification 
declare. And this cannot be done under the proviso 
to Article 370 (3) unless there is a recommendation 
of the Constituent Assembly of the State so to do.

For these reasons, and especially for the fiction 
of trying to pass off the concurrence of parliament as 
a substitute for the concurrence of the state assembly 
(even if we accept the ‘redefinition’ of the state’s defunct 
constituent assembly as its extant legislature) when the 
latter stands conveniently dissolved, the Shah–Modi 
formula of gutting Article 370 by simply pushing 
through a presidential order will not pass the test of 
constitutionality.

The disappearance of a state
Along with its ‘special status’, Amit Shah has also 

‘disappeared’ the state. By what legal right can the 
government, or parliament, unilaterally convert the state 
of Jammu and Kashmir into a Centrally-administered 
union territory, and then also order its bifurcation?

Under Article 3 of the constitution, this is surely not 
permissible.

Article 3 says that before parliament can consider 
a Bill that diminishes the area of a state or changes its 
name, the Bill must be “referred by the president to the 
legislature of that state for expressing its views thereon”.

This is an essential safeguard of India’s federal 
system and has clearly not been followed in this case. 
In parliament, Shah invoked the legal fiction that since 
the J&K assembly was dissolved and the state is under 
Central rule, it is parliament which gets to exercise the 
prerogatives of the assembly. But think about just how 
dangerous this logic is. The next time a state like, say 
Tamil Nadu or West Bengal is under president’s rule, can 
parliament simply go ahead and vote to abolish that state?

I find it astonishing that regional parties like the YSR 
Congress and Telugu Desam Party of Andhra Pradesh, the 
Biju Janata Dal of Odisha and the Aam Aadmi Party have 

declared their support for this kind of unconstitutional, 
anti-federal package.

Make no mistake about this—what Amit Shah and 
Narendra Modi have unveiled on Monday is not just an 
assault on the unique place that Jammu and Kashmir 
enjoys in India but on the very federal structure of the 
Indian constitution. If they spent their first term in office 
undermining a whole host of institutions, Modi 2.0 
will target the one institution that was still somewhat 
intact—federalism.

Kashmir is a whipping boy to be used to accelerate 
the Hinduisation of the Indian polity and bring in votes 
from the rest of the country even if the political and 
security situation in the state deteriorates. The next goal 
of the party, and the RSS, is a centralised rashtra in which 
all states of the Union know their place. Sangh is the 
word for Union and the Sangh is now clearly supreme.

(Siddharth Varadarajan is journalist, political analyst 
and academic. He is a Founding Editor of The Wire. He 
was earlier the Editor of The Hindu.)

of them. It was adopted by the Assembly on February 
15, 1954, and the amendments were incorporated in 
the President’s Order of May 14, 1954, entitled The 
Constitution (Application to Jammu & Kashmir) Order 
1954; it added Article 35A.

Article 35A is thus part of a compact between 
Kashmir and the Union. However, the fact is commonly 
overlooked: that even repeal of Article 35A—which is 
constitutionally impossible—will not alter the situation. 
For, the notification of 1927 is part of the Constitution of 
Jammu and Kashmir. Thus, independently of Article 35A, 
the definition in Section 6 of the State’s Constitution will 
still apply. All that Article 35A does is to protect laws on 
permanent residents from challenge on the ground that 
they violate fundamental rights. Article 35A is part of 
the Delhi Agreement between two governments, of India 
and of Jammu and Kashmir, concluded 65 years ago. No 
court can or should ignore this fact.

(A.G. Noorani is a Supreme Court lawyer, constitutional 
expert and political commentator.)

cont'd... from page no. 41
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The Terrible Truth of Climate Change
Joëlle Gergis

In June, I delivered a keynote presentation on 
Australia’s vulnerability to climate change and our 
policy challenges at the annual meeting of the Australian 
Meteorological and Oceanographic Society, the main 
conference for those working in the climate science 
community. I saw it as an opportunity to summarise the 
post-election political and scientific reality we now face.

As one of the dozen or so Australian lead authors on 
the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change’s (IPCC) sixth assessment report, currently 
underway, I have a deep appreciation of the speed and 
severity of climate change unfolding across the planet. 
Last year I was also appointed as one of the scientific 
advisers to the Climate Council, Australia’s leading 
independent body providing expert advice to the public 
on climate science and policy. In short, I am in the 
confronting position of being one of the few Australians 
who sees the terrifying reality of the climate crisis.

Preparing for this talk I experienced something 
gut-wrenching. It was the realisation that there is now 
nowhere to hide from the terrible truth.

The last time this happened to me, I was visiting 
my father in hospital following emergency surgery for 
a massive brain haemorrhage. As he lay unconscious in 
intensive care, I examined his CT scan with one of the 
attending surgeons who gently explained that the dark 
patch covering nearly a quarter of the image of his brain 
was a pool of blood. Although they had done their best 
to drain the area and stem the bleeding, the catastrophic 
nature of the damage was undeniable. The brutality of 
the evidence was clear—the full weight of it sent my 
stomach into freefall.

The results coming out of the climate science 
community at the moment are, even for experts, similarly 
alarming.

One common metric used to investigate the effects 
of global warming is known as “equilibrium climate 
sensitivity”, defined as the full amount of global surface 
warming that will eventually occur in response to a 
doubling of atmospheric CO2 concentrations compared 
to pre-industrial times. It’s sometimes referred to as the 
holy grail of climate science because it helps quantify 
the specific risks posed to human society as the planet 

continues to warm.
We know that CO2 concentrations have risen from 

pre-industrial levels of 280 parts per million (ppm) to 
approximately 410 ppm today, the highest recorded in 
at least three million years. Without major mitigation 
efforts, we are likely to reach 560 ppm by around 2060.

When the IPCC’s fifth assessment report was 
published in 2013, it estimated that such a doubling of 
CO2 was likely to produce warming within the range 
of 1.5 to 4.5°C as the Earth reaches a new equilibrium. 
However, preliminary estimates calculated from the 
latest global climate models (being used in the current 
IPCC assessment, due out in 2021) are far higher than 
with the previous generation of models. Early reports are 
predicting that a doubling of CO2 may in fact produce 
between 2.8 and 5.8°C of warming. Incredibly, at least 
eight of the latest models produced by leading research 
centres in the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada 
and France are showing climate sensitivity of 5°C or 
warmer.

When these results were first released at a climate 
modelling workshop in March this year, a flurry of 
panicked emails from my IPCC colleagues flooded my 
inbox. What if the models are right? Has the Earth already 
crossed some kind of tipping point? Are we experiencing 
abrupt climate change right now?

The model runs aren’t all available yet, but when 
many of the most advanced models in the world are 
independently reproducing the same disturbing results, 
it’s hard not to worry.

When the UN’s Paris Agreement was adopted in 
December 2015, it defined a specific goal: to keep global 
warming to well below 2°C and as close as possible to 
1.5°C above pre-industrial levels (defined as the climate 
conditions experienced during the 1850–1900 period). 
While admirable in intent, the agreement did not impose 
legally binding limits on signatory nations and contained 
no enforcement mechanisms. Instead, each country 
committed to publicly disclosed Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) to reduce emissions. In essence, 
it is up to each nation to act in the public interest.

Even achieving the most ambitious goal of 1.5°C 
will see the further destruction of between 70 and 90 per 
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cent of reef-building corals compared to today, according 
to the IPCC’s “Special Report on Global Warming of 
1.5°C”, released last October. With 2°C of warming, a 
staggering 99 per cent of tropical coral reefs disappear. 
An entire component of the Earth’s biosphere—our 
planetary life support system—would be eliminated. 
The knock-on effects on the 25 per cent of all marine 
life that depends on coral reefs would be profound and 
immeasurable.

So how is the Paris Agreement actually panning out?
In 2017, we reached 1°C of warming above 

global pre-industrial conditions. According to the UN 
Environment Programme’s “Emissions Gap Report”, 
released in November 2018, current unconditional NDCs 
will see global average temperature rise by 2.9 to 3.4°C 
above pre-industrial levels by the end of this century.

To restrict warming to 2°C above pre-industrial 
levels, the world needs to triple its current emission 
reduction pledges. If that’s not bad enough, to restrict 
global warming to 1.5°C, global ambition needs to 
increase fivefold.

Meanwhile, the Australian federal government has 
a target of reducing emissions by 26 to 28 per cent 
below 2005 levels by 2030, which experts believe is 
more aligned with global warming of 3 to 4°C. Despite 
Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s claim that we will meet 
our Paris Agreement commitments “in a canter”, the 
UNEP report clearly identifies Australia as one of the 
G20 nations that will fall short of achieving its already 
inadequate NDCs by 2030.

Even with the 1°C of warming we’ve already 
experienced, 50 percent of the Great Barrier Reef is 
dead. We are witnessing catastrophic ecosystem collapse 
of the largest living organism on the planet. As I share 
this horrifying information with audiences around the 
country, I often pause to allow people to try and really 
take that information in.

Increasingly after my speaking events, I catch 
myself unexpectedly weeping in my hotel room or on 
flights home. Every now and then, the reality of what the 
science is saying manages to thaw the emotionally frozen 
part of myself I need to maintain to do my job. In those 
moments, what surfaces is pure grief. It’s the only feeling 
that comes close to the pain I felt processing the severity 
of my dad’s brain injury. Being willing to acknowledge 
the arrival of the point of no return is an act of bravery.

But these days my grief is rapidly being superseded 
by rage. Volcanically explosive rage. Because in the 

very same IPCC report that outlines the details of the 
impending apocalypse, the climate science community 
clearly stated that limiting warming to 1.5°C is 
geophysically possible.

Past emissions alone are unlikely to raise global 
average temperatures to 1.5°C above pre-industrial 
levels. The IPCC report states that any further warming 
beyond the 1°C already recorded would likely be 
less than 0.5°C over the next 20 to 30 years, if all 
anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions were reduced 
to zero immediately. That is, if we act urgently, it is 
technically feasible to turn things around. The only thing 
missing is strong global policy.

Although the very foundation of human civilisation is 
at stake, the world is on track to seriously overshoot our 
UN targets. Worse still, global carbon emissions are still 
rising. In response, scientists are prioritising research on 
how the planet has responded during other warm periods 
in the Earth’s history.

The most comprehensive summary of conditions 
experienced during past warm periods in the Earth’s 
recent history was published in June 2018 in one of 
our leading journals, Nature Geoscience, by 59 leading 
experts from 17 countries. The report concluded that 
warming of between 1.5 and 2°C in the past was enough 
to see significant shifts in climate zones, and land and 
aquatic ecosystems “spatially reorganise”.

These changes triggered substantial long-term 
melting of ice in Greenland and Antarctica, unleashing 
6 to 13 metres of global sea-level rise lasting thousands 
of years.

Examining the Earth’s climatic past tells us that 
even between 1.5 and 2°C of warming sees the world 
reconfigure in ways that people don’t yet appreciate. All 
bets are off between 3 and 4°C, where we are currently 
headed. Parts of Australia will become uninhabitable, as 
other areas of our country become increasingly ravaged 
by extreme weather events.

This year the Australian Meteorological and 
Oceanographic Society’s annual conference was held 
in Darwin, where the infamous Cyclone Tracy struck 
on Christmas Day in 1974, virtually demolishing the 
entire city. More than 70 per cent of the city’s buildings, 
including 80 per cent of its houses, were destroyed. 
Seventy-one people were killed and most of the 48,000 
residents made homeless. Conditions were so dire that 
around 36,000 people were evacuated, many by military 
aircraft. It was a disaster of monumental proportions.

cont'd... on page no. 54
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Twenty-first-century capitalist production can no 
longer be understood as a mere aggregation of national 
economies, to be analysed simply in terms of the gross 
national products (GDPs) of the separate economies and 
the trade and capital exchanges occurring between them. 
Rather, it is increasingly organised in global commodity 
chains (also known as global supply chains or global 
value chains), governed by multinational corporations 
straddling the planet, in which production is fragmented 
into numerous links, each representing the transfer of 
economic value. With more than 80 percent of world 
trade controlled by multinationals, the annual sales 
of which now equal around half of global GDP, these 
commodity chains can be seen as fastened at the center 
of the world economy, connecting production, located 
primarily in the global South, to final consumption and 
the financial coffers of monopolistic multinational firms, 
located primarily in the global North.

The commodity chain of General Motors includes 
twenty thousand businesses worldwide, mostly in the 
form of parts suppliers. No US automobile manufacturer 
imports less than around 20 percent of its parts from 
abroad for any of its vehicles, with imported parts 
sometimes amounting to around 50 percent or more 
of the assembled vehicle. Likewise, Boeing purchases 
from abroad about a third of the parts it uses for its 
aircraft. Other US companies, such as Nike and Apple, 
offshore their production to subcontractors, mainly in the 
periphery, with production carried out according to their 
exact, digital specifications—a phenomenon known as 
arm’s length contracting, or what is sometimes referred 
to as non-equity modes of production. This offshoring 
of production by today’s multinational corporations in 
the center of the world economy has led to a vast shift 
in the predominant location of industrial employment, 
from the global North up through the 1970s to the global 
South this century.

Studies have found that the accelerating pace of 
offshoring is closely related to foreign direct investment 
(FDI) in low-wage areas in the periphery, associated 
with intrafirm trade. In 2013, the global FDI inflows 
to “developing economies” reached a record high of 
52 percent of total FDI, exceeding flows to developed 

economies for the first time ever, by $142 billion. But 
of equal importance today is arm’s length contracting. 
The World Bank indicates that 57 percent of all US 
trade is arm’s length trade, while a rapidly growing part 
of this is taking the form of monopolistic arm’s length 
contracting, involving specified production carried out 
by subcontracting firms (such as the Taiwanese Foxconn 
operating in China) producing commodities (such as 
iPhones) for buyer-driven multinational corporations 
(such as Apple). In general, the lower the per-capita 
income of a US trading partner, the higher the share of 
US arm’s length trade, indicating that this is all about 
low wages. Even multinationals with high levels of FDI 
are heavily involved in arm’s length trade, moving in 
this way between direct and indirect exploitation. Arm’s 
length contracts generated about $2 trillion in sales in 
2010, much of it in developing countries. In 2010–14, 
the world economy grew at a 4.4 percent rate while arm’s 
length trading grew at a 6.6 percent rate, far exceeding 
the former.

Although these phenomena are not entirely new, 
the scale and sophistication of commodity chains today 
represent qualitative changes that are transforming the 
character of the entire global political economy. Twenty-
first-century imperialism therefore cannot be studied, as 
in earlier periods, mainly on the level of the nation-state, 
without a systematic investigation of the increasing 
global reach of multinational corporations or the role 
of the global labour arbitrage, sometimes referred to in 
business circles as low-cost country sourcing. At issue is 
the way in which today’s global monopolies in the center 
of the world economy have captured value generated 
by labour in the periphery within a process of unequal 
exchange, thus getting more labour in exchange for 
less. The result has been to change the global structure 
of industrial production while maintaining and often 
intensifying the global structure of exploitation and 
value transfer.

The complexity of the world employment situation 
generated by global commodity or supply chains is 
indicated in Table 1, which includes the countries with 
the largest shares of employment in global commodity 
chains in 2008 and/or 2013.

Global Commodity Chains and the New Imperialism
Intan Suwandi, R. Jamil Jonna
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As Table 1 shows, China and India provide by far the 
largest share of the total employment engaged in global 
commodity chains, while, for both countries, the United 
States is the primary export destination. This creates 
a situation where production and consumption in the 
world economy are increasingly severed from each other. 
Moreover, value added, associated with such commodity 
chains, as we shall see, is disproportionately attributed to 
economic activities in the wealthier countries at the center 
of the system, although the bulk of the labour occurs in 
the poorer nations of the periphery or the global South.

In this article, we seek to understand how the new 
imperialism of the global labour arbitrage works and how 
value, derived from low-wage labour in the periphery, 
is being captured globally. Utilising a publicly available 
database of world economic activity, we construct a 
series on unit labour costs incorporating both labour 
productivity and wage levels. 

Examination of unit labour costs of key countries in 
both the center and the periphery of the world economy 
demonstrates that, in twenty-first-century imperialism, 
multinational corporations are able to carry out a process 
of unequal exchange in which they get, in effect, more 
labour for less, while the excess surplus obtained is 
often misleadingly attributed to innovative, financial, 

and value-extractive economic activities taking place at 
the center of the system. Indeed, much of the immense 
value capture associated with the global labour arbitrage 
circumvents production in the center economies, at 
the expense of workers there who have seen their jobs 
offshored. This has contributed to the amassing of 
vast pyramids of wealth disconnected from economic 
growth in the center economies themselves. Much of 
this draining of value from the periphery takes the form 
of unrecorded illicit flows. According to one recent 
pioneering study of global financial flows by the Centre 
for Applied Economics of the Norwegian School of 
Economics and the United States-based Global Financial 
Integrity, net resource transfers from developing and 
emerging economies to rich countries were estimated at 
$2 trillion in 2012 alone.

Huge quantities of this loot captured from peripheral 
economies in the global South ends up being parked in 
the “treasure islands” of the Caribbean where trillions 
of dollars of money capital are now deposited, outside 
of the tax and accounting apparatuses of even the most 
powerful nation-states.

What is clear is that the globalisation of production 
is built around a vast chasm in unit labour costs between 
center and periphery economies, reflecting much higher 

Table 1. Countries with the Highest Proportion of Global Supply Chain Jobs (GSC Jobs),  
and their Primary Export Destination

2008 2013

Country
Share of all GSC

jobs

Primary Export

Destination

Share of all GSC

jobs

Primary Export

Destination

China 43.4% United States 39.2% United States

India 15.8% United States 16.8% United States

Indonesia 4.6% Japan 4.6% China

Russian Federation 4.1% Germany 4.1% China

Brazil 3.5% United States 4.1% China

Germany 3.4% France 3.6% China

United States 3.3% Canada 3.6% China

Japan 2.3% United States 1.9% China

Mexico 1.8% United States 2.2% United States

South Korea 1.7% United States 2.1% China

United Kingdom 1.7% United States 1.9% United States

Total 85.6% 84.2%
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rates of exploitation in the periphery. This reflects the fact 
that the difference in wages is greater than the difference 
in productivity between the global North and the global 
South. Our data shows that the gap in unit labour costs in 
manufacturing between key core (United States, United 
Kingdom, Germany, and Japan) and key periphery 
emerging states (China, India, Indonesia, and Mexico) 
has been on the order of 40–60 percent during most 
of the last three decades. This enormous gulf between 
global North and global South arises from a system that 
allows for the free international mobility of capital, while 
tightly restricting the international mobility of labour. 
The result is to hold wages down in the periphery and to 
make possible the enormous siphoning off of economic 
surplus from the countries of the South. 

Global Commodity Chains and Imperialist Value 
Capture

The term supply chain is often used to refer to “a 
sequence of production operations,” which begins at 
conception and development of the product or system, 
goes through the production process including acquisition 
of inputs (raw materials, tools, equipment), and finishes 
with distribution, maintenance and consumption. 

Global commodity chains are integrated global 
spaces created by financial groups with manufacturing 
activities. Such spaces are integrated in that they are 
made up of hundreds, even thousands, of subsidiaries 
(production, R&D [research and development], finance, 
etc.) whose activities are coordinated and controlled by a 
central body (the parent company or a holding company) 
that manages resources to ensure that the whole process 
is profitable both financially and economically.

The participation of countries in such global 
commodity chains has a profound impact on labour. 
This can be seen from the rapid increase in the number 
of jobs related to global commodity chains, from 296 
million workers in 1995 to 453 million in 2013. This 
growth in commodity-chain production is concentrated 
in “emerging economies” where such job growth reached 
an estimated 116 million from 1995 to 2013, with 
manufacturing as the predominant sector and directed 
at exporting to the global North. In 2010, 79 percent of 
the world’s industrial workers lived in the global South, 
compared to 34 percent in 1950 and 53 percent in 1980. 
Manufacturing has become the chief source of the third 
world’s dynamism both in exports and in production, 
especially in East and Southeast Asia, where, by 1990, 

the manufacturing share of GDP was higher than that of 
other regions. A report by the Asian Development Bank 
shows that most countries in Southeast Asia, particularly 
those that are considered developing, experienced an 
increase in their manufacturing output shares from the 
1970s to the 2000s.

The key driver in this ‘new wave’ of globalisation is 
a new corporate strategy. The strategy involves a search 
for lower costs and greater flexibility, as well as a desire 
to allocate more resources to financial activity and short-
run shareholder value while reducing commitments 
to long term employment and job security. Major 
multinational corporations today do not manufacture 
their own products. They have become large retailers 
and branded marketers, and they are the new drivers in 
the global chains that have become more prominent over 
the last couple of decades. Arm’s length production by 
multinational corporations—of which Nike and Apple 
are perhaps the best-known examples—is associated 
with governance structures in which corporations, 
usually situated at the center of the world economy, play 
a pivotal role in setting up dispersed production networks 
in exporting countries, typically in the third world. 
They are actually not real manufacturers, but merely 
merchandisers, that is, companies that ‘design and/or 
market, but do not make, the branded products they sell.’

Economists often highlight arm’s length corporate 
contracting as a new decentralised system of production. 
But there is actually no decentralisation; the ‘dispersed’ 
commodity chains associated with a given multinational 
with no equity in the various production segments 
that it has subcontracted out are crucially governed 
by its centralised financial headquarters. The financial 
headquarters of a multinational retains monopolies over 
information technology and markets, and appropriates 
the larger portion of the value added in each link in the 
chain. Despite China’s reputation as the largest exporter 
of high-technology goods, economist Martin Hart-
Landsberg points out that 85 percent of the country’s 
high-technology exports are mere links or nodes in 
the global commodity chains of multinationals. As 
Hymer said a few decades ago: the headquarters of 
multinationals “rule from the tops of skyscrapers; on a 
clear day, they can almost see the world.”

Arm’s length contracts actually allow firms to capture 
extremely high profit margins through their international 
operations and exert strategic control over their supply 
lines—regardless of their relative lack of actual FDI. But 
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this is profit flow is difficult to identify, as there are no 
visible flows of profits from these foreign subcontractors 
to their global North customers—multinationals. 
Thus, not a single cent of H&M’s, Apple’s or General 
Motors’ profits can be traced back to the super-exploited 
Bangladeshi, Chinese and Mexican workers who toil for 
these MNCs’ independent suppliers, and it is this “arm’s 
length” relationship which increasingly prevails in the 
global value chains that connect MNCs and citizens 
in imperialist countries to the low-wage workers who 
produce more and more of their intermediate inputs and 
consumption goods.

However, a closer look at the logic behind these 
forms of offshoring will allow us to see the labour-
value commodity chains and power relations embedded 
in them. The question is not merely about how the 
multinationals govern commodity chains, but also how 
they facilitate the extraction of surplus from the global 
South. This is captured in the concept of the global 
labour arbitrage, defined as the replacement of high-wage 
workers in the United States and other rich economies 
with like-quality, low-wage workers abroad—taking 
advantage of the difference in wages—based on the 
unequal freedom of movement of capital and labour. 
Although labour is still largely constrained within 
national borders due to immigration policies, global 
capital and commodities have far more freedom to move 
around, further heightened in recent years due to trade 
liberalisation. The global labour arbitrage thus serves as 
a means for multinationals to benefit from the enormous 
international differences in the price of labour.

The global labour arbitrage is thus the overexploitation 
of labour in the global South by international capital. It 
extracts more out of workers through various means, 
including repressive work environments in periphery-
economy factories, state-enforced bans on unionisation, 
and quota systems or piece-rate work. It constitutes 
unequal exchange, understood as the exchange of more 
labour for less, in which monopoly-finance capital at 
the center of the system benefits from high markups 
on low-cost labour in the global South. The process of 
unequal exchange at the same time marks the further 
incorporation of the global South countries into the 
global economy.

The global labour arbitrage is made possible in part 
by what Marx refers to as the industrial reserve army of 
the unemployed—which in this case is on a global scale, 
thus a global reserve army of labour. The creation over 

the last few decades of a much larger global reserve army 
is partly connected to the “great doubling” phenomenon, 
which refers to the integration of the workforce of former 
socialist countries (including China) and formerly 
heavily protectionist countries (such as India) into 
the global economy, with the resulting expansion of 
the size of both the global labour force and its reserve 
army. Also central to the creation of this reserve army 
is the depeasantisation of a large portion of the global 
periphery through the spread of agribusiness. This forced 
movement of peasants from the land has resulted in the 
growth of urban slum populations.

Making use of the global reserve army of labour not 
only serves to increase shorter-term profits; it serves 
as a divide-and-rule approach to labour on a global 
scale in the interest of long-term accumulation by 
multinationals and the state structures aligned with them. 
Although competition among corporations is limited to 
oligopolistic rivalry, competition among workers of the 
world (especially those in the global South) is greatly 
intensified by increasing the relative surplus population. 
This divide-and-rule strategy serves to integrate disparate 
labour surpluses, ensuring a constant and growing supply 
of recruits to the global reserve army who are made less 
recalcitrant by insecure employment and the continual 
threat of unemployment.

It follows from the above discussion that the freely 
competitive model has been made obsolete. Nevertheless, 
the “traditional” rule of fighting for low-cost production 
is still alive and well. Indeed, one may argue that it is 
intensified in the age of monopoly-finance capital. The 
goal of multinationals is always the creation and the 
perpetuation of monopoly power and monopoly rents, 
that is, the power to generate persistent, high economic 
profits through a mark-up on prime production costs. As 
production becomes globalised, the leading oligopolies in 
the Triad of the United States and Canada, Europe, and 
Japan compete to reduce labour and raw materials costs. 
They export capital to the underdeveloped countries 
in order to secure a high return on the exploitation of 
abundant cheap labour and the control of economically 
pivotal natural resources. 

Estimating the Value Captured by MNCs through 
Global Labour Arbitrage

To get an idea about the value captured by MNCs from 
labour in the global South through offshoring practices, 
we make a comparison of national differences in unit 
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labour cost—a measurement of the labour cost to produce 
one unit of a product. Unit labour cost is a composite 
measure, combining data on labour productivity and 
wages to assess the price competitiveness of a given 
set of countries. It is typically presented as the average 
cost of labour per unit of real output, or the ratio of total 
hourly compensation to output per hour worked (labour 
productivity). We are interested in determining how 
changes in unit labour costs over time relate to countries’ 
participation in global commodity chains, and how this 
relationship can help explain the extraction of surplus 
from the global South.

For this, it is useful to look first at a comparison of 
hourly compensation in dollar terms, which points to the 
vast discrepancies in wage levels internationally between 
the global North and the global South. 

Chart 1, which reports average hourly labour 
compensation in manufacturing industries in 2017 US 
dollars, illustrates the wage chasm that exists between 
economies of the global North and global South. The 
data show that there is a massive discrepancy in wage 
levels between center (global North) and periphery 
(global South). Here, hourly compensation is converted 
into actual dollars.

Chart 2 presents an index of unit labour costs in a 
number of key core developed and periphery emerging 
countries accounting for significant shares of global 
supply chain jobs in the global economy between 1995 
and 2014—a period stretching from the development of 

the high-tech bubble of the 1990s to the Great Financial 
Crisis of 2007–09 to the early years of recovery from 
the crisis. The chart shows the huge gap that exists 
between unit labour costs in manufacturing in the 
advanced industrial economies in the global North 
and the emerging economies in the global South. The 
four advanced industrial economies (United States, 
United Kingdom, Germany, and Japan) are fairly tightly 
clustered together, while all four have much higher unit 
labour costs than the four emerging economies (China, 
India, Indonesia, and Mexico).

It is obvious that other factors besides unit labour 
costs, such as infrastructure, taxes, primary export 
country, shipping costs, and finance affect location of 
critical nodes in commodity chains. Nevertheless, with 
China’s unit labour costs rising relative to the United 
States and India’s remaining flat, it is hardly surprising 
that Apple through its Foxconn subcontractor has 
recently decided to assemble its top-end iPhones as well 
as cheaper models in India beginning this year. While 
in 2009 Apple’s gross profit margins on its iPhones 
assembled in China were 64 percent, rising unit labour 
costs have clearly cut into these margins.

The conclusion that much higher profit margins can 
be obtained through outsourcing production to poorer, 
emerging economies—when compared to profit margins 
to be obtained through labour in the wealthy economies 
at the center—is inescapable. All four of the global South 
countries depicted in this study (China, India, Indonesia, 

Chart 1: Average Hourly Compensation in Manufacturing, 2017 USD
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and Mexico) have seen generally flat or declining unit 
labour costs relative to the United States.

Altogether, the above data shows clearly why it 
has been so beneficial—indeed, necessary from the 
standpoint of profitability—for economies of the global 
North to maintain substantial parts of their labour-value 
commodity chains in poor emerging economies. By 
means of these commodity chains, corporations in the 
North are able to secure low-cost positions essential to 
their global competitiveness, based on much higher rates 
of labour exploitation. Here it is important to underscore 
that a given product, such as an iPod or an iPhone, often 
has its parts manufactured in a number of different 
countries, for example, Germany, Korea, and Taiwan, 
but the assembly occurs in China—a country that has 
among the lowest unit labour costs and offers developed 
infrastructure, scale effects, etc.—so it is marked as made 
in China. In other words, while the commodity chain 
is complex and extended, the country with the lowest 
unit labour costs tends to be the site of final production/
assembly and becomes the most critical node for the 
enlargement of gross profit margins.

The way in which the labour-value commodity chains 
work at the ground level is best illustrated by looking 
at a particular example, like the Apple iPhone hitherto 
manufactured in China, which has become the global 
assembly center for much of modern manufacturing. 
Most production for export via multinational corporations 

in China is assembly work, with Chinese factories relying 
heavily on cheap migrant labour from the countryside to 
assemble products. The main technological components 
of this final assembly are manufactured elsewhere 
and then imported into China. Apple subcontracts the 
production of the component parts of its iPhones to a 
number of countries, with Foxconn subcontracting the 
final assembly in China. Due in large part to low-end 
wages paid for labour-intensive assembly operations, 
Apple’s gross profit margin on its iPhone 4 in 2010 was 
found to be 59 percent of the final sales price. The share of 
the final sales price actually going to labour in mainland 
China itself was only a fraction of the whole. For each 
iPhone 4 imported to the United States from China in 
2010, retailing at $549, only about $10, or 1.8 percent of 
the final sales price, went to labour costs for production 
of components and assembly in China.

Similar conditions of globalised exploitation pertain 
to other countries, particularly where multinational 
corporations rely on subcontractors (or arm’s length 
production). In the international garment industry, in 
which production now takes place almost exclusively 
in the global South, direct labour cost per garment is 
typically around 1–3 percent of the final retail price, 
according to senior World Bank economist Zahid 
Hussain.

In 1996, a year for which data on the labour-value 
component of Nike’s commodity chain for its shoes 

Chart 2: Index of Average Unit labour Costs in Manufacturing, Selected Countries, 
1995–2014 (US 1995 = 100)
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is available, a single Nike shoe consisting of fifty-two 
components was manufactured in five different countries. 
The entire direct labour cost for the production of a pair 
of Nike basketball shoes in Vietnam in the late 1990s, 
retailing for $149.50 in the United States, was $1.50, or 
1 percent. 

A 2019 study published by the Blum Center for 
Developing Economies at the University of California, 
which interviewed 1,452 Indian women and girls 
(including children 17 years old or younger)—85 percent 
of whom did home-based work “bound for export to 
major brands in the United States and the European 
Union”—determined that these workers earn as little 
as fifteen cents per hour. They “consist almost entirely” 
of female workers from “historically oppressed ethnic 
communities” in India, and their work typically involves 
“finishing touches” like embroidery and beadwork.

These extremely exploitative economic relations 
help us understand the reality of labour-value commodity 
chains and how they relate to the global labour arbitrage. 
In essence, each node or link within a labour-value chain 
represents a point of profitability. In effect, labour values 
generated by production are “captured” and not registered 
as arising in the peripheral countries due to asymmetries 
in power relations, in which multinational corporations 
are the key conduits.

Hidden in the pricing and international exchange 
processes of the global capitalist economy is an enormous 
gross markup on labour costs (rate of surplus value) 
amounting to superexploitation, both in the relative 
sense of above-average rates of exploitation and also, 
frequently, in the absolute sense of workers paid less 
than the cost of the reproduction of their labour power. 
So extreme is this overaccumulation that the twenty-six 
wealthiest individuals in the world, most of whom are 
Americans, now own as much wealth as the bottom half 
of the world’s population, 3.8 billion people. Structurally, 
this level of inequality has become possible as a result of 
a globalised commodity-chain system of exploitation—a 
new imperialist division of labour associated with global 
monopoly-finance capital.

The world capitalist economy, judged in terms of the 
amassing of financial wealth and asset concentration, 
is becoming in many ways more centralised and 
hierarchical than ever. What we are seeing is the 
emergence of a global wealth pyramid in which the 
fabled wealth hierarchy of the pharaohs pales into 

insignificance in comparison. Inequality is increasing 
in almost all nations as well as between the richest and 
poorest countries. As Oxfam indicates, the issue before 
us is the question of “an economy for the 99%.” In the 
meantime, imperialism continues to cast its long shadow 
over the global economy.

(Intan Suwandi has written for various publications on 
the political economy of imperialism. R. Jamil Jonna 
is associate editor for communications and production 
at Monthly Review, the renowned American socialist 
magazine.)

As I collated this information for my presentation, 
it became clear to me that Cyclone Tracy is a warning. 
Without major action, we will see tropical cyclones 
drifting into areas on the southern edge of current cyclone 
zones, into places such as south-east Queensland and 
northern New South Wales, where infrastructure is not 
ready to cope with cyclonic conditions.

These areas currently house more than 3.6 million 
people; we simply aren’t prepared for what is upon us.

There is a very rational reason why Australian 
schoolkids are now taking to the streets—the immensity 
of what is at stake is truly staggering. Staying silent about 
this planetary emergency no longer feels like an option 
for me either. Given how disconnected policy is from 
scientific reality in this country, an urgent and pragmatic 
national conversation is now essential. Otherwise, living 
on a destabilised planet is the terrible truth that we will 
all face.

As a climate scientist at this fraught point in our 
history, the most helpful thing I can offer is the same 
professionalism that the doctor displayed late that 
night in Dad’s intensive-care ward. A clear-eyed and 
compassionate look at the facts.

We still have time to try and avert the scale of 
the disaster, but we must respond as we would in an 
emergency. The question is, can we muster the best of 
our humanity in time?

(Joëlle Gergis is an award-winning climate scientist 
and writer based at the Australian National University.)

cont'd... from page no. 47
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Democracy evolved as an integral part of the world’s 
project of “modernity”, even as some of its early forms 
had been practiced in different civilisations of the 
ancient world. The “modern” democracy evolved as 
part of a package of the individual’s rights in opposition 
to the absolute, divine right of the medieval monarch 
legitimised by theology. A new economic regime, centred 
on the factory in lieu of land which released human labour 
from being tied to land and made it mobile, was another 
facet of evolving individual freedoms, which took 
centuries and varied enormously from region to region 
and time to time. But it ended up becoming a universal 
aspiration. This is Democracy in brief.

The most developed form of democracy thus far is the 
practice of regular multi-party “free and fair” elections 
which has come to be accepted as its sine qua non. The 
underlying assumption is that each person exercises her 
franchise by her individual will and the majority of such 
“wills” exercised in favour of one of competing parties 
gives it the right to rule over the entire population on 
behalf of the “majority”. 

Simple. But that is also one of its major flaws. To 
begin with 50 percent + 1 vote is not weighty enough to 
give it such dominance over its rival with 50 percent – 1 
vote as to give it the monopoly of state power until the 
next round. But even this majority of 50 percent +1 is 
an extreme rarity in the world around us. Most elected 
majorities have been brought in place through most of the 
history of franchise in the “democratic” world by a small 
or large minority of those who actually cast their vote. For 
instance, the BJP’s own majority in the 2014 elections 
was the making of 31 percent of the votes cast, which 
makes it about 20 or 22 percent of the total electorate 
or about 14 percent of the populace; 69 percent or an 
overwhelming majority did not favour it. In 2019 again, 
a bigger majority for the BJP has been elected by under 
38 percent; 62 percent did not elect it. But this has been 
true throughout the past 67 years of the elections since 
Independence. The Congress under Rajiv Gandhi touched 
the highest ever score of MPs in 1984, yet without 50 
percent +1 vote. Indeed, perhaps barring the first two or 
three elections in South Africa where universal franchise 
was still very new and the African National Congress 

won power by a majority of votes (which ultimately gave 
them a Jacob Zuma!), no “free and fair” elections have 
ever led to governments with a majority of popular vote 
anywhere. In the universal role model of democracy, the 
USA, Donald Trump has been elected President by 2.5 
million fewer votes than his main competitor, Hillary 
Clinton. The French Constitution requires the President 
to be elected by 50 percent +1 vote, but the rule is not 
binding on the rest of the government. Indeed, the rule 
is not binding on any of the elected representatives, 
members of Parliament or any other body anywhere 
where such democracy is practiced. How does this 
then square with Democracy’s claim to be the rule of 
the majority, much less the rule of the “people”? And 
“free and fair” elections come at the end of enormous 
manipulations and incessant falsehoods of every sort 
which distort genuinely free and fair electoral choices.

Another problem: “Modernity” creates its self-image 
by announcing a definitive break from its medieval past 
which it equates with religion, religiosity and superstition, 
collectively characterised by it as the Dark Age. The 
basic claim of medieval Christian or Islamic theology 
was the monopoly of the single Truth; written in it was 
universal validity and its inevitable ultimate universal 
triumph over all “falsehoods”. Much as the rationality 
of “modernity” denounces the superstitions of the Dark 
Age, it has unreservedly imbibed the assumption of the 
single Truth of democracy from theology and therefore 
the inevitability of its ultimate universal triumph. In the 
process of achieving it by the use of persuasion or force, 
it reinforces the theological logic in a new garb. Theology 
too was not averse to using immense amount of violence, 
besides persuasion, to conquer the world. 

If Democracy asserts the equality of human beings on 
the principle of individual freedoms, its practice through 
the single medium of elections eliminates all other 
anterior egalitarian assertions through history whether 
in religious or non-religious forms. Paradoxically, 
if theology had legitimised divine right of rulers, 
the underlying principle of monotheism, forcefully 
articulated in human history several times through 
Christianity, Islam and Sikhism, is the notion of social 
equality, even if its descent into practice did not coincide 

Democracy’s Inherent Flaws 
Harbans Mukhia
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with the theory. Marxian socialism too asserted the same 
principle, though it largely failed in practice. But the 
aspiration for social equality has kept erupting repeatedly 
in different civilisations and different times, its failures 
notwithstanding. By substituting elections as the single 
expression of the assertion of equality, Democracy has 
put an end to the great diversity of humanity’s endeavours 
to realise its dream. 

Yet, what is the alternative to it? Well, that is 
truly hard to visualise. Ironically, if Democracy had 
challenged the unbridled power and authority of one 
ruler and created a structure for its percolation down to 
the last voter, the working of the structure has practically 
reinvested all power and authority in one individual at 

the head of government. Elections are mostly contested 
around individuals, the very anti-thesis of democracy. 
Clearly, evolving structures ensuring decentralisation of 
power is the fundamental premise of a genuine departure 
from autocracy, whether medieval or modern. But then 
evolution is a long historical process and even our 
present day democracy took over three or four centuries 
to arrive at its present state. Perhaps before the present 
century comes to a close, humanity might devise some 
new modes to overcome its present flaws. 

(The author taught history at Jawaharlal Nehru 
University, Delhi.)

itself, it also ratified the state’s accession to India on 15 
February 1954. But the state of Jammu and Kashmir 
has a distinct status different from other Indian states 
inasmuch as it has reserved to itself all subjects relating 
to internal administration of the state transferring only 
the defence, external affairs and communications as per 
the Instrument of Accession and no more.

Betrayal
Unfortunately, events took a tragic course. The 

Sheikh was dismissed from office and imprisoned on 
August 9, 1953. (This sordid saga of manipulations 
and betrayal of the Kashmiri people is exposed in A.G. 
Noorani’s articles in Frontline, “The Legacy of 1953”, 
August 16–29, 2008 and “Brought to Heel”, August 
30–September 12, 2008). On May 14, 1954 came a 
comprehensive Presidential Order under Article 370. 
Although it was purported to have been made with 
the "concurrence" of the State government it drew 
validity from a resolution of the Constituent Assembly 
on February 15, 1954 which approved extension to the 
State of some provisions of the Constitution of India. It 
certainly paved the way for more such Orders—all with 
"the concurrence of the State Government", each elected 
moreover in a rigged poll. Ninetyfour of the 97 Entries 
in the Union List and 26 of the 47 in the Concurrent List 
were extended to Kashmir as were 260 of the 395 Articles 
of the Constitution. 

Worse, the State's Constitution was overridden by 
the Centre's orders. Its basic structure was altered. The 
head of State elected by the State legislature was replaced 

by a Governor nominated by the Centre. Article 356 
(imposition of President's Rule) was applied despite 
provision in the State's Constitution for Governor's rule 
(Section 92). This was done on November 21, 1964. On 
November 24, 1966, the Governor replaced the Sadar-i-
Riyasat after the State's Constitution had been amended 
on April 10, 1965 by the 6th Amendment in violation of 
Section 147 of the Constitution. 

Article 370 was used freely not only to amend the 
Constitution of India but also of the State. On July 23, 
1975 an Order was made debarring the State legislature 
from amending the State Constitution on matters in 
respect of the Governor, the Election Commission 
and even "the composition" of the Upper House, the 
Legislative Council. 

Article 370 had thus already been emaciated; all that 
had remained was the husk! Now, even the husk has been 
dumped into the dustbin. 

(A.G. Noorani is an Indian lawyer, constitutional expert 
and political commentator. Jai Shankar Agarwala is an 
advocate at the Supreme Court of India.)
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On October 20, 2012, less than two weeks after being 
reelected to his fourth term as Venezuelan president and 
only months before his death, Hugo Chávez delivered 
his crucial El Golpe de Timón (“Strike at the Helm”) 
speech to the first meeting of his ministers in the new 
revolutionary cycle. Chávez surprised even some of his 
strongest supporters by his insistence on the need for 
changes at the top in order to promote an immediate 
leap forward in the creation of what is referred to as 
“the communal state.” This was to accelerate the shift 
of power to the population that had begun with the 
formation of the communal councils (groupings of 
families involved in self-governance projects—in densely 
populated urban areas, 200–400 families; in rural areas, 
50–100 families). The main aim in the new revolutionary 
cycle, he insisted, was to speed up the registration of 
communes, the key structure of the communal state. In 
the communes, residents in geographical areas smaller 
than a city unite in a number of community councils 
with the object of self-governance through a communal 
parliament, constructed on participatory principles. The 
communes are political-economic-cultural structures 
engaged in such areas as food production, food security, 
housing, communications, culture, communal exchange, 
community banking, and justice systems. All of this had 
been legally constituted by the passage of the Organic 
Laws of Popular Power in 2010, including, most notably, 
the Organic Law of the Communes and the Organic Law 
of the Communal Economic System.

Chávez’s “Strike at the Helm” speech, which insisted 
on the rapid construction of communes, was to be one 
of the most important and memorable speeches of his 
career. It offers the key to the past, present, and future of 
the Venezuelan revolution. More than that, it presents us 
with new insights into the whole question of the transition 
to socialism in the twenty-first century.

In March 2011, when I was the sole US participant in 
a small group of socialist intellectuals from the Americas 
and Europe invited to Caracas to confer with the country’s 
top ministers on the future of the Bolivarian Revolution, 
it was already apparent that the full implementation of 
Venezuela’s 2010 “Organic Law of the Commons,” the 
most crucial enactment of the revolution, faced major 
obstacles. Although there were thousands of communal 

councils, there were as yet no registered communes—
the larger territorial organisations of which communal 
councils were to form a part, and which would represent 
the real basis for popular power. Nor at that point, during 
a presidential election cycle that was to determine the 
future of the Bolivarian Revolution, was it easy to 
move forward in this respect. Indeed, there was clearly 
considerable confusion at the ministerial level around 
the question of how the establishment of the communes, 
the most important element in the revolutionary process, 
would be accomplished, if at all.

Hence, it was a historic moment when Chávez in his 
October 2012 speech crossed this Rubicon. He insisted 
on a full-scale socialist political transformation, with 
the intention of decisively shifting political power to 
the people, and by that means making the revolution 
irreversible. In addressing the communes in his “Strike 
at the Helm” speech, Chávez commenced by referring to 
István Mészáros’s Beyond Capital, not only in order to 
lay down certain basic principles, but also with the aim 
of once again urging those engaged in the Bolivarian 
Revolution to study Mészáros’s analysis, as the most 
developed and strategic theory of socialist transition:

Here I have a [book written by] István Mészáros, 
chapter XIX called “The Communal System and the 
Law of Value.” There is a sentence that I underlined a 
while ago, I am going to read it to you, ministers and 
vice president, speaking of the economy, of economic 
development, speaking of the social impulses of the 
revolution: “The yardstick,” says Mészáros, “of 
socialist achievements is the extent to which the 
adopted measures and policies actively contribute 
to the constitution and deep-rooted consolidation of 
a substantively democratic…mode of overall social 
control and self-management.”

Therefore we arrive at the issue of democracy. 
Socialism is in its essence truly democratic, while, on 
the other hand, there is capitalism: quintessentially 
anti-democratic and exclusive, the imposition of 
capital by the capitalist elite. But socialism is none 
of these things, socialism liberates; socialism is 
democracy and democracy is socialism, in politics, 
the social sphere, and in economics.

Chávez and the Communal State
John Bellamy Foster
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Presenting an age-old principle of revolutionary 
theory, associated most famously with Marx, Chávez 
argued: “It must always be this way: first the political 
revolution, political liberation and then economic 
revolution. We must maintain political liberation and 
from that point the political battle is a permanent one, 
the cultural battle, the social battle.” The problem of a 
transition to socialism was then, first of all, a political 
one: creating an alternative popular, participatory, 
protagonist base. Only then could changes in economics, 
production, and property take place. This new popular 
base of power had to have equivalent power in the 
organisation of what Mészáros called the necessary 
“social metabolic reproduction” to that of capital itself, 
displacing the latter. It needed, in Chávez’s words, to 
“form part of a systematic plan, of something new, like 
a network... a network that works like a gigantic spider’s 
web covering the new territory.” Indeed, “if it didn’t 
work this way,” he insisted, “it would all be doomed 
to fail; it would be absorbed by the old system, which 
would swallow it up, because capitalism is an enormous 
amoeba, it is a monster.”

Chávez’s analysis was clearly rooted in Mészáros’s 
concept of “social metabolic reproduction.” The 
capital system, in this view, was an overall system of 
reproduction, a kind of organic metabolism, albeit in 
a form that alienated human beings from themselves, 
each other, their communities, and external nature. To 
create a genuine socialist political economy thus required 
instituting an alternative communal state, as the basis of 
social production and exchange; one that would have an 
organic metabolism that was as vital (indeed more vital 
since unalienated) as capitalism itself, basing itself on 
the power of protagonist democracy. As Chávez insisted 
in his “Strike at the Helm” speech, such a democratic–
communal political organisation, as an absolute necessity 
of socialism, stood in sharp contrast to the practice that 
emerged in the Soviet Union where “there was never 
democracy, there wasn’t socialism, it was diverted.” 
Hence, the goal in the transition to twenty-first-century 
socialism, he said, was to create “a new democratic 
hegemony which obliges us not to impose, but rather 
to convince.”

Chávez went on to suggest that for all of the 
achievements of the Bolivarian Revolution it had not 
yet taken the decisive step: the real transfer of power to 
the people, the creation of the communes. Although the 
first commune had been registered in August 2012, the 

process had been slow, not conforming to the necessary 
acceleration of revolutionary progress. Without the 
communes, the communal state (“the commune”) could 
not be built. Chávez asked “Where is the commune?” 
Turning to Vice President Nicholás Maduro, he said: 
“Nicholás I entrust you with this task as I would entrust 
my life to you: the communes... There is already a Law of 
the Communes, of communal economy. Therefore, how 
will we make it happen?” The communes of the people 
that were already in the making, Chávez stated, “dictate 
that we search out the Law of the Communes, that we 
read it, and study it. Many people, I am sure, and I am 
not necessarily speaking about those of you here, haven’t 
read it, because it is believed that it isn’t important to 
us.” In answer, Chávez declared, the principles should 
be “either independence or nothing, either the commune 
or nothing.”

What made the communes so important was that 
“Socialism Cannot Be Made By Decree.” The formation 
of socialism, Chávez stated, “is about creating, as 
Mészáros says, a coordinated combination of parallel 
systems and from there the regionalisation, the initiative 
districts. But we still haven’t created a single one, and we 
have the law, we have our decree, but it was just a decree, 
and inside the initiative districts are the communes.” How 
then to create the communes?

A similar, integrated approach was to be directed 
at other areas of the Bolivarian Revolution. Chávez 
insisted “we must implant social property with the spirit 
of socialism.” This meant that parallel, interconnected 
developments should take place, social housing should 
be coupled with social production, social property in land 
should support “small producers,” transportation and 
highways would need to be geared to communities and 
their cultural and economic needs. Efficiency in meeting 
all these needs demanded “a level of communication, of 
coordination, a crossing, or an intersection of plans, of 
diagnosis, of problems, of coordinated action. It’s like 
a war... We are nothing without integrating our vision, 
in our work, in everything, it will be hard but we will 
persevere.” Likewise there was a need for “Reinforcing 
the National Public Media System.” Speaking especially 
to Ernesto Villegas, Minister of Popular Power for 
Communication and Information, Chávez asked 
Villegas to convert himself “into the leader of this 
system” and demanded greater popular involvement 
and communication at every level. “Why not,” he asked, 
“have [television] programs with workers? Where we 
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can voice our self-criticisms, we should not be afraid 
to criticise, nor to self-criticise. We need it, it gives us 
nourishment.”

The creation of the communes demanded also the 
furthering of social property, of communication, and of a 
national media system, so that all of these developments 
in the formation of a protagonist democracy could 
feed on each other, generating an entirely different 
social metabolism. But the core of the new cycle of 
revolutionary transition, Chávez insisted, was to be the 
creation of the communes upon which the future of the 
Bolivarian Revolution depended: “either the commune 
or nothing.”

The Political Theory of the Communal State
Despite the extraordinary role he played in the 

liberation struggles in South America against Spain, 
resulting in his being given the unique title El Libertador 
in Venezuela, Simón Bolívar famously described himself 
as “a weak piece of straw caught up in the revolutionary 
hurricane,” thereby dramatising how he had been swept 
along by the force of the revolution of the people. 
There is no doubt that Chávez viewed the part that he 
himself had played in the revolutionary hurricane of the 
Bolivarian Revolution in these same terms, even quoting 
Bolívar in this respect. Chávez constantly stressed the 
role of the people as the protagonist of the revolution, 
and tied the Bolivarian struggle to the larger insurgent 
tradition in Venezuela, represented by the heroic triad 
of: Bolívar, El Libertador himself; Simón Rodríguez, 
Bolívar’s teacher and mentor; and Ezequiel Zamora, 
the leader of the peasant revolt of the 1850s and ’60s. In 
this way Chávez depicted as the historical antecedents 
of the Bolivarian Revolution: (1) the great struggle for 
liberation from Spain, legal equality, and the freeing of 
the slaves via Bolívar; (2) Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the 
French Revolution, and utopian socialism via Rodríguez; 
and (3) the continual struggles for freedom on the part 
of Venezuela’s peasants via Zamora.

Chávez portrayed the Bolivarian Revolution as the 
outcome of a historical process with deep, centuries-
long roots, arising out of interconnected liberation 
struggles in Europe and the Americas: marking a long 
struggle for freedom. This conception was later extended 
through the critical incorporation of Marxian theory and 
a thoroughgoing reexamination of the question of the 
state, as it had presented itself in the revolutions of the 
twentieth century.

All  of  this  contr ibuted to a view of the 
institutionalisation of popular power as the main 
revolutionary objective in a socialist transition, and to 
a critique in this respect of the Soviet model. The new, 
emerging synthesis was what Chávez called the new 
model of “twenty-first-century socialism.” The key 
strategic element in Chávez’s overall conception was 
Mészáros’s notion of capital as an alienated system of 
social metabolic reproduction and the need to replace this 
with an organic system of social metabolic reproduction 
emanating from below.

Writing from Yare prison in 1993—where he had 
been confined for his role in the abortive military coup 
unleashed by the Movimiento Bolivariano Revolucionário 
(MBR-200) following the Caracazo uprising and 
subsequent state repression—Chávez insisted that “the 
sovereign people must transform itself into the object 
and the subject of power. This option is not negotiable 
for revolutionaries.” He argued on this basis for a vast 
structural change in the political system:

a veritable polycentric distribution of power, 
displacing power from the centre towards the 
periphery, increasing the effective power of the 
decision making and the autonomy of the particular 
communities and municipalities. The Electoral 
Assemblies of each municipality and state will elect 
Electoral Councils which will possess a permanent 
character and will function in absolute independence 
from the political parties. They will be able to 
establish and direct the most diverse mechanisms of 
Direct Democracy: popular assemblies, referenda, 
plebiscites, popular initiatives, vetoes, revocation, 
etc.... Thus the concept of participatory democracy 
will be changed into a form in which democracy 
based on popular sovereignty constitutes itself as 
the protagonist of power. It is precisely at such 
borders that we must draw the limits of advance of 
Bolivarian democracy. Then we shall be very near 
to the territory of utopia.

Chávez’s initial Bolivarian revolutionary strategy 
was thus envisioned as one that would promote a 
participatory and protagonist form of democracy. It 
would institute structures of direct democracy and 
popular power, retaining a relation to existing political 
structures but nonetheless constituting a revolutionary 
attack on capitalist representative democracy. It was this 
vision that Chávez was to promote as a “Third Way” 
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when he ran for and won election as president in 1998, 
followed by the election of a constituent assembly and 
codification of these principles into a new Constitution 
of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela in 1999. Yet, 
these changes were only made possible by a massive 
revolutionary popular mobilisation, which had its own 
logic, and revolutionary political thrust.

In political theory going back to the eighteenth 
century, the question of democratic popular power and its 
relation to the state is often treated as one of constituent 
versus constituted power. The best known contemporary 
work on this history is Antonio Negri’s Insurgencies: 
Constituent Power and the Modern State, which Chávez 
read in prison concurrently with Rousseau’s Social 
Contract. Constituent power, or direct democracy 
based on popular sovereignty, of the kind theorised by 
Rousseau, is generally considered by political theorists 
to be the rare exception, exercising its force in modern 
times mainly in periods of revolutionary ferment. From 
the standpoint of constituent power, the political is 
not a separate, superstructural realm alienated from 
the people, but must be rooted in popular sovereignty. 
Mexican philosopher Enrique Dussel writes in a similar 
vein of the “necessary institutionalisation of the power 
of the people,” which he calls potestas. This is the real 
delegation of power, which is democratic only insofar 
as it conforms with the potentia (constituent power) of 
the people.

In sharp contrast to constituent power, constituted 
power goes hand in hand with the subordination of labour 
to capital, for which such concentrated state power is 
essential. Here political representation, the mainstay of 
the capitalist liberal-democratic state, “presents itself,” in 
Negri’s words, as a “centralised mediation” between the 
people and the state apparatus. Edmund Burke penned the 
classic defense of limited democratic or representative 
government as a form of constituted power—whereby 
representatives, once they are elected, are free for their 
entire term of office to make decisions independent of 
and even in opposition to their constituencies—in his 
famous “Speech to the Electors of Bristol” in 1774. 
Political representatives, Burke argued, owe to their 
constituencies only their independent judgments. “Your 
representative... betrays instead of serving you, if he 
sacrifices it [his judgment] to your opinion.” In his 1791 
Letter to a Member of the National Assembly, one of 
his works in response to the French Revolution, Burke 
coupled a long, vituperative attack on Rousseau, with 
the contention that “the people at large, when once these 

miserable sheep have broken the field,” were ill fit to rule, 
representing a “retrograde order of society.”

Marx, in sharp contrast to such reigning liberal 
views, can be seen as arguing passionately for a system 
of constituent power in the first draft of The Civil War in 
France, defending the Paris Commune, when he stated:

The true antithesis to the Empire itself—that is to the 
state power, the centralised executive, of which the 
Second Empire was only the exhausting formula—
was the Commune... This was, therefore, a Revolution 
not against this or that, legitimate, constitutional, 
republican, or Imperialist form of State Power. It 
was a Revolution against the State itself, of this 
supernaturalist abortion of society, a resumption by 
the people for the people of its own social life. It was 
not a revolution to transfer it from one fraction of the 
ruling classes to the other, but a Revolution to break 
down this horrid machinery of Class domination 
itself. It was not one of those dwarfish struggles 
between the executive and the parliamentary forms 
of class domination, but a revolt against both these 
forms, integrating each other.

In the final version of The Civil War in France, Marx 
stated: “The Communal Constitution would have restored 
to the social body all the forces hitherto absorbed by 
the State parasite feeding upon, and clogging the free 
movement of, society... It was essentially a working-class 
government... the political form at last discovered under 
which to work out the economic emancipation of labour.”

Dario Azzellini, writing in 2013 on “The Communal 
State: Communal Councils, Communes, and Workplace 
Democracy,” presented the dynamic tension between 
dual—constituent and constituted—power as the secret 
of the entire Bolivarian Revolution. Venezuela, we are 
told, adopted “a two-track approach,” participatory and 
protagonistic democracy, on the one hand, constituted 
power within the state, on the other. The complex aspect 
of the revolution under Chávez, however, was that the 
constituted state power had as its main objective the 
creation of a communal state, the shifting of power to 
the populace through a myriad of structures: constituent 
assemblies, plebiscites, social missions, cooperatives, 
socialist workers councils, communal councils, 
communes, and communal cities. The emphasis on the 
promotion of constituent power was already underway 
by the time of the attempted coup against Chávez in 
2002 (defeated by the Venezuelan population who rose 
up against the coup). It was accelerated in 2005 with 
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Chávez’s declaration of the new strategy of “socialism 
in the twenty-first century” and his insistence that it was 
necessary to build a communal economy and state.

Chávez was to draw increasingly on Mészáros’s 
Beyond Capital as a source of theoretical and strategic 
insight and revolutionary inspiration. In 1993, when 
Mészáros was completing Beyond Capital, he read 
Chávez’s political pamphlet, Pueblo, Sufragio y 
Democracia, written while Chávez was confined in 
Yare prison (and quoted from above). Mészáros not 
only laid stress on the extraordinary revolutionary 
conception of Chávez, but connected it to the theory 
of constitutive power embedded in Rousseau’s Social 
Contract. Rousseau, Mészáros argued, had insisted, 
rightly, on the fact that the legislative power cannot 
be represented, and must rest directly on the people’s 
sovereignty, expressing the general will. However, 
Rousseau, in contrast to standard interpretations, had 
argued quite differently with respect to the executive 
power: that it could and must be delegated. A socialist 
revolution, building on this conception and recognising 
the failure of the Soviet model, would need to rely on 
a combination of direct and delegated power controlled 
by the associated producers: going against representative 
government and the separation of the state from the 
people. It would have to put political revolution, and 
the reabsorption of the state within society, before even 
economic emancipation, creating the cell structure for 
a socialist revolution. The division between political 
and civil society would have to be dissolved altogether. 
“For without the progressive and ultimately complete 
transfer of material reproductive and distributive decision 
making to the associated producers there can be no hope 
for the members of the postrevolutionary community 
of transforming themselves into the subject of power.” 
(Meszaros, citing Rousseau.)

Chávez was soon aware of Mészáros’s analysis. 
Beginning in 2001 with the appearance of the Spanish 
translation of Beyond Capital, Chávez began studying 
it voraciously, meeting on a number of occasions with 
Mészáros for extensive talks. Two strategic elements 
of Mészáros’s work were central for Chávez. The first 
of these, as we have seen, was Mészáros’s conception, 
drawn from Marx, of capital as a system of social 
metabolic reproduction, a self-reinforcing, integrated 
system of complex reproductive relations, which could 
not simply be abolished, but which had to be replaced with 
an alternative organic metabolism, based in communal 
relations. The second was Mészáros’s understanding of 

the necessary framework of “The Communal System 
and the Law of Value,” which provided the strategic 
foundation for the revolutionary institutionalisation of 
a system of “communal social relations,” whereby the 
population reabsorbed sovereign rule into itself: a new 
kind of communal state or system. Such shifting of power 
to the people was at the same time a way of making the 
revolution, in Mészáros’s terms, “irreversible,” since the 
people would defend what was their own. In the Organic 
Law of the Commune, passed in 2010, those elected by 
the communal assemblies are not representatives, as in 
bourgeois representative democracy, but delegates or 
spokespeople.

It was in 2005, as a key part of the building of 
twenty-first century socialism, that Chávez, rooting 
his analysis in Mészáros’s work, began to call for the 
immediate building of a communal economy and state: 
“The Point of Archimedes, this expression taken from the 
wonderful book of István Mészáros, a communal system 
of production and of consumption—that is what we are 
creating, we know we are building this. We have to create 
a communal system of production and consumption—a 
new system... Let us remember that Archimedes said: 
‘You give me an intervention point [a point on which 
to stand] and I will move the world.’ This is the point 
from which to move the world today.” Such a permanent 
political revolution was the means to the creation of new, 
creative, socialist human beings able to make their own 
culture, their own economy, their own history, and their 
own individual and collective needs. As Mészáros put it 
in 2007, in his article “Bolívar and Chávez: The Spirit 
of Radical Determination,” “it remains as true today as 
it was in Bolívar’s time that one cannot envisage the 
sustainable functioning of humanity’s social macrocosm 
without overcoming the internal antagonisms of its 
microcosms: the adversarial/conflictual constitutive cells 
of our society under capital’s mode of social metabolic 
control. For a cohesive and socially viable macrocosm is 
conceivable only on the basis of the corresponding and 
humanly rewarding constitutive cells of interpersonal 
relations.” This demanded substantive equality in the 
cell structure of society: the family, community, and 
communal structures.

The goal of twentieth-century socialism initiated by 
Chávez was to build “socialism as an organic system.” In 
January 2007, Chávez presented the general economic–
social objectives of the Bolivarian socialist revolution by 
introducing (once again on the basis of Mészáros) the 
notion of “‘the elementary triangle of socialism’—the 
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combination of social property, social production, and 
satisfaction of social needs.” For Lebowitz—who, at 
Chávez’s request, had played a key mediating role in 
the interpretation of the relevant passages of Mészáros’s 
Beyond Capital in this respect, leading to Chávez’s 
formulation of the elementary triangle of socialism—this 
represented a crucial theoretical turning point:

Once again, Chávez’s theoretical step can be traced 
back to Mészáros’s Beyond Capital. Drawing 
upon Marx, Mészáros had argued the necessity 
to understand capitalism as an organic system, a 
specific combination of production–distribution–
consumption, in which all the elements coexist 
simultaneously and support one another. The failure 
of the socialist experiments of the twentieth century, 
he proposed, occurred because of the failure to go 
beyond “the vicious circle of the capital relation,” 
the combination of circuits “all intertwined and 
mutually reinforcing one another” that thereby 
reinforced “the perverse dialectic of the incurably 
wasteful capital system.” In short, the lack of success 
(or effort) in superseding all parts of “the totality of 
existing reproductive relations” meant the failure to 
go “beyond capital.”

The goal of the creation of a communal system of 
production and exchange required first the formation of 
communal councils, proposed by Chávez in 2005, based 
on already existing revolutionary developments in this 
area. This was followed by his promotion of the larger 
communes, in 2007—territorial entities large enough to 
act as the basis of the new communal state. In a speech in 
2010 entitled “Onward Towards the Communal State!”—
the same year as the enactment of the Organic Law of 
the Commune—Chávez declared: “Símón Rodríguez 
was right when he said in his American Societies in 
1828: ‘You will see that there are two kinds of politics: 
popular and governmental; and that the people are more 
political than their governments.’” He also quoted the 
Venezuelan revolutionary, Kléber Ramírez, who said in 
1992, in what Chávez called “the purest Robinsonian 
spirit” (referring to the ideas of Simón Rodríguez): “The 
time has come for the communities to assume the powers 
of the state; which will lead administratively to the total 
transformation of the Venezuelan state and socially to the 
real exercise of sovereignty by society through communal 
powers.” As Chávez himself put it: “By socialism we 
mean unlimited democracy... From this comes our firm 
conviction that the best and most radically democratic 

of the options for defeating bureaucracy and corruption 
is the construction of a communal state which is able 
to test an alternative institutional structure at the same 
time as it permanently reinvents itself... Let’s go, with 
Zamora, Robinson [Rodríguez] and Bolívar, towards a 
Communal State! Towards Socialism!”

Indeed, what was most extraordinary about Chávez’s 
leadership in the Bolivarian revolutionary process was 
that at each new, successive phase over a fourteen-year 
period (during which Venezuela had sixteen nationwide 
votes), he sought to shift more and more power and 
responsibility to the population, encouraging their own 
self-organisation and the invention of new structures with 
which to direct and delegate power from below. Hence 
the Bolivarian Revolution under Chávez’s guidance and 
inspiration relentlessly sought to devolve the sovereign 
power, formerly constituted in the state, transferring it to 
the people themselves. His “Strike at the Helm” speech, 
insisting on “the commune or nothing,” was an attempt 
to fulfill the promise of twenty-first century socialism by 
bringing about the most urgent shift: the creation of an 
irreversible socialist revolution.

Maduro and the Communal State
In the two years since Chávez’s death, the Venezuelan 

opposition and the United States have stepped up the 
attempts to overturn the democratically established 
Bolivarian Republic through pressures exerted both 
within and without. New presidential elections were 
held in April 2013, and Nicolás Maduro—who as vice 
president under Chávez became interim president on the 
latter’s death, serving in that capacity for a month—was 
elected by a slim margin. From the moment of Maduro’s 
ascendance to the presidency, the political and economic 
pressures imposed on Venezuela have been relentless. 
A key factor threatening the Bolivarian Republic has 
been the 38 percent drop in oil prices between June and 
December 2014, caused by the increased supply of oil and 
natural gas from fracking—together with the decision of 
Saudi Arabia to maintain production rather than support 
prices and the slowdown in economic growth in China 
and Europe. The result has been a severe economic crisis 
in Venezuela. The crisis was complicated by the violent 
tactics of the Venezuelan opposition’s “exit now” strategy 
in spring 2014, aimed at bringing down the government, 
leaving forty-three people dead. The pressure on the 
Bolivarian Republic has been further intensified with 
widespread hoarding of imported goods—a form of 
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economic corruption introduced by vested interests of 
the rentier–importer economy, directed at thwarting price 
controls introduced to regulate the growing inflation. 
In addition, food purchased at relatively low prices in 
Venezuela has been transported over the border to sell 
for higher prices in Colombia.

Seeing Venezuela as vulnerable, Washington 
introduced sanctions (restricting visas and freezing 
assets of Venezuelan officials) under the name of the 
“Venezuela Defense of Human Rights and Civil Society 
Act of 2014.” In February 2015 (as the present article was 
being written), Venezuela thwarted a coup plot against 
the government, which would have taken the combined 
form of: (1) an economic assault on the country, (2) 
violent, opposition-led demonstrations, (3) the bribing 
of key officials, and (4) a series of coordinated bombings 
of government buildings and strategic sites throughout 
the country. The bombings, it was soon discovered, 
were to be carried out by a Brazilian-manufactured 
Super Tuscano attack aircraft, registered to Blackwater 
Worldwide—pointing to Washington’s involvement in 
the planned coup. Subsequent evidence (including a 
recorded Skype call) revealed that the coup was planned 
in the United States. On March 3, Maduro indicated that 
a member of the US Embassy in Venezuela had met with 
the opposition, handing over documents related to the 
preparation of the coup.

Yet even while these crises and attacks on the 
Bolivarian Revolution were occurring, Maduro’s 
government was pushing the revolution forward. The 
key slogan of Maduro’s presidential campaign was the 
“Commune or Nothing!” taken from Chávez’s “Strike 
at the Helm” speech. At the time that Chávez gave 
his speech to the ministry of the new revolutionary 
cycle in October 2012, there were almost no registered 
communes—although many were in formation (some 
of which had begun to emerge at the grassroots level 
as early as 2010). By September 2013 there were more 
than 40,000 registered communal councils (some going 
back to 2006), while the number of registered communes 
had topped a thousand, with substantial political power 
devolving to the emerging communal state. Despite 
cutbacks in government spending (starting with his 
own salary), Maduro increased the 2015 budget for the 
communes by 62 percent. He has called the communes 
“the maximum expression of democracy” and “pure 
socialism.” The goal, he declared at the National 
Communal Economy Conference in February 2014, was 
not just creating the communal state but the communal 

economy as well: “democratising property, generating 
new forms of social property such as communal 
ones, is necessary for strengthening participative and 
protagonistic democracy.”

Although the communes are at the heart of the 
Bolivarian Revolution, they do not stand alone. Venezuela 
has moved forward in promoting the elementary triangle of 
socialism. The Bolivarian Revolution has thus progressed 
on multiple fronts. Already by 2011, 3.6 million acres 
of land had been expropriated for distribution. By 2010, 
over 70,000 cooperatives had been formed with some 2 
million members. At the same time 26,000 agricultural 
units had been developed in the cities and suburbs aimed 
at food security and food sovereignty. Socialist workers 
councils have proliferated. “The most successful attempt 
at a democratisation of ownership and administration 
of the means of production,” Azzellini states, “is the 
model of Enterprises of Communal Social Property 
(ESPQ), promoted to create local production units and 
community service enterprises.” These enterprises “are 
collective property of the communities, which decide on 
the organisational structure of enterprises, the workers 
incorporated and the eventual use of profits.” The 
Bolivarian state has promoted these collective enterprises 
since 2009, and by 2013 there were several thousand.

Nevertheless it is the growth of the communes that 
occupies a central place, creating a system of dual power 
with regional and local governments, understood as a 
process of co-responsibility—but with the stipulation 
that local governments should be “obedient” to the 
communes and that more and more political power will 
devolve to the communal state. In September 2014, 
Maduro announced the program called the “Five Big 
Revolutions”: (1) the economic revolution, promoting 
social production; (2) the knowledge revolution, 
emphasising education, culture, and science; (3) the 
social missions, crucial to building socialism; (4) the 
creation of a new democratic and communal state, 
ending “what remains of the bourgeois state”; and (5) the 
“territorial socialism” revolution, requiring the creation 
of a “new ecosocialist model.”

One of the five “historical objectives” of Venezuela’s 
present national development plan, drawn up by Chávez, 
is to “contribute to the preservation of planetary life 
and to save the human species.” In May 2014, over a 
thousand Venezuelan environmental organisations met 
in a conference aimed at promoting “ecosocialism.” 
The primary goal of Bolivarian ecosocialism is to 
emphasise local, sustainable, communal, and diversified 
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production. The “ecosocialist model,” Maduro argues, is 
“not about environmentalism, it’s about ecosocialism, 
environmentalism is not enough.” As Chávez repeatedly 
warned, it was necessary for Venezuela to break with its 
dependence on the rentier-oil economy.

Lessons in the Transition to Socialism
“Transitions from one social order to another,” Paul 

Sweezy stated, “involve the most difficult and profound 
problems of historical materialism.” Such revolutionary 
historical transitions are never the same, occur over 
protracted periods, with all sorts of forward and backward 
motions, and arise within unique conditions and cultures. 
Nevertheless, broad conclusions can be drawn. The 
greatest difficulty, Sweezy emphasised, is posed by the 
fact “that the transition to socialism does not, and in 
the nature of the case cannot, take the same course as 
the transition from feudalism to capitalism.” Bourgeois 
society arose as a kind of alternative cell structure within 
feudal society, which was not immediately threatening or 
antagonistic to the latter. A “newly emergent ensemble of 
social relations” and with it a new kind of human nature, 
laws, and customs emerged, particularly in the urban 
centers of feudal society. As Sweezy stated: “Bourgeois 
relations grew up within the framework of feudal society 
and moulded bourgeois human nature over a period of 
several centuries.” This is not possible in the same way 
with respect to the transition of capitalism to socialism. 
There are no pores in bourgeois society in which socialist 
relations can readily emerge; rather capitalism is an 
aggressive social metabolic system of reproduction 
that constantly moves to incorporate everything within 
itself. This is what Mészáros means when he refers 
to the centrifugal tendencies that characterise capital 
as a system, constantly seeking to reproduce its own 
organic, if alienated, microcosms, integrating this with 
its destructive macrocosm.

Socialist and radical democratic strategies have 
thus generally focused by default on seizing the state 
and using the state apparatus or constituted power 
as the sole means of instituting socialism. But in the 
process the revolutionary, constituent power becomes 
first subordinated and then negated. The result is a new 
system of political alienation. The force of the people 
and the people’s sovereignty is lost. Indeed, in Chávez’s 
analysis, like that of Mészáros, the Soviet model of the 
state, standing above society, perpetuated the necessary 
element (the political alienation enforcing economic 

alienation) of the capital system, even with the formal 
abolition of capitalism and private ownership. The simple 
replacement of private property by state property (a 
change in social ownership) does not alter the essential 
relations. Rather, a “withering away of the state,” as 
Marx and Engels contended, is necessary in any socialist 
transition.

This has been the conundrum that all attempts at 
the transition to socialism have faced. The Venezuelan 
revolution, as a sui generis revolution arising out of roots 
in both Latin American and European revolutionary 
traditions, has sought, as we have seen, to cut this 
Gordian knot with a sword, through the promotion, 
growing in each new revolutionary cycle, of participatory 
and protagonist democracy, as a constitutive basis for 
what Marx called the absorption of the state by society. 
At the same time, more and more parts of the economy 
are removed—as Che insisted in his famous “Man and 
Socialism in Cuba” speech—from the domination of 
the law of value. The new social foundation is thus to 
be increasingly based on communal production and 
exchange—relying on the exchange of use values and 
of direct labor, a new social accountancy. The goal is 
to produce the communal cell structure for an organic 
socialist metabolism, nurturing new, creative, human–
social relations, in revolutionary opposition to capitalist 
class relations: the concrete constitutional construction 
at every level of the collective power of the people.

Whatever the final outcome of Venezuela’s Bolivarian 
Revolution, it has forever changed the debate on the 
transition to socialism, mapping a whole new terrain 
of struggle. The struggle is determined by the endless 
quest for the widest possible human fulfillment, and the 
satisfaction of people’s own needs. Twenty-first century 
socialism, Chávez insisted, is the active, relentless pursuit 
of the values always associated with socialism, namely, 
“love, solidarity, equality between men and women and 
equity among all”—the social institutionalisation of 
which becomes possible as the result of a practice that 
is uncompromising and irreversible. “When one sees a 
people voting for crazy things like the construction of 
Bolivarian socialism or the preservation of the planet,” 
Venezuela’s Minister for Communes, Reinaldo Iturriza, 
declares, “one knows that one is in the presence of a 
revolution.”

(John Bellamy Foster is professor of sociology at the 
University of Oregon and editor of the American socialist 
magazine, Monthly Review.)
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Letter to Editor

Some Suggestions for Promoting 
Communal Harmony 

Radhey Shiam

Communal harmony is of paramount component for 
the social, economic and cultural development of any 
country. If only the followers of different religions had 
the vision of Swami Vivekananda who had proclaimed: 
“Different religions are like the streams which lead 
to the same ocean”! If all people developed a deeper 
understanding of their separate religions, they will 
realise that all religions talk of love and internal bliss 
and prohibit harming all creatures—living as well as 
non-living. 

Unfortunately, in our society, communal divisions 
are deepening. The last general election of 2019 would 
be remembered for polarisation of votes on the basis 
of caste and religion while the real issues like poverty, 
unemployment, suicide of farmers and other economic & 
social problems receded in the background. Majority of 
political leaders openly canvassed on the basis of caste 
and religion. If this trend continues, we are heading for 
a serious social and political crisis. 

Some suggestions for promoting Communal 
Harmony:
1. Promoting the spirit of the Preamble of Indian 

Constitution: This reflects the spirit of national 
integration of our national leaders who fought against 
British empire, culminating in India becoming free 
in 1947. 

2. Political & Administrative measures: Each ethnic, 
tribal, religious and linguistic group should have 
freedom to protect their own culture and freedom, as 
also envisaged by the Constitution. At the same time, 
there is an urgent need to ban all communal parties 
and communal organisations by which the danger of 
communalism can be made less serious.

3. Involve NGOs as well as social, cultural and 
educational institutions in promoting National 
Integration.

4. Set up an Interfaith Dialogue Committee: This 
will help promote understanding between different 
religions. 

5. Promote Moral Education in Education institutions: 
This should include the basic teachings of all 
religions.

6. Exhort people to celebrate festivals of different 
religion together.

7. Organise exhibitions highlighting unity in diversity 
in the country.

8. Organise film festivals and screen films that depict 
our country’s rich diverse culture, and appreciation 
of this diversity. 

9. Promote intercaste & interreligious marriages: Dr 
B.R. Ambedkar was of the opinion that the most 
effective way to tackle with the problem of casteism 
is to promote intercaste marriage. Unfortunately, 
our society is moving in the opposite direction, and 
young couples are being killed for marrying across 
religion and caste. The government should openly 
promote inter-caste and inter-religious marriages, and 
publicly honour couples who have such marriages. 

10. Set up of Mohalla committees to promote peace 
communal harmony. 

11. Exhort the Media to promote Communal Harmony: 
The media should be mobilised to maintain and 
spread communal harmony and take the message of 
‘unity in diversity’ as well as teachings of different 
religions that emphasise the unity of mankind and 
the values of humanism to the people of India.

12. Promote social movements at the grassroot level for 
promoting communal harmony, and involve eminent 
intellectuals and social activists for this. 

13. Promote visits of people of different religions to 
each other’s religious places—not only will this have 
economic benefits for the locals, it will also enable a 
greater appreciation of different religions. 

14. Organise ‘Festivals of communal harmony’: Festivals 
like Delhi’s oldest secular festival, Phool Waloon Ki 
Sair, need to be organised throughout the country. 

15. Teachings of different religions should be compiled 
and distributed among the people of the country, 
including teachings of Saint Vivekananda and other 
saints who propagated religious harmony and respect 
for all religions. Such teachings also need to be 
integrated in the curriculum of schools and colleges.

(Radhey Shiam was formerly the General Secretary of 
Bharatiya Ekta Parishad.)

* * * 
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