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This Climate Strike Is Part of the  
Disruption We Need

Bill McKibben

Business as usual is what’s doing 
us in.

We live on a planet that finds 
itself rather suddenly in the midst 
of an enormous physical crisis. 
Because we burn so much coal 
and gas and oil, the atmosphere 
of our world is changing rapidly, 
and that atmospheric change is 
producing record heat. July was the 
hottest month we’ve ever recorded. 
Scientists predict with confidence 
that we stand on the edge of the 
sixth great extinction event of the 
last billion years. People are dying 
in large numbers and being left 
homeless; millions are already  
on the move because they have no 
choice.

And yet we continue on with 
our usual patterns. We get up 
each morning and do pretty much  
what we did the day before. It’s 
not like the last time we were in an 
existential crisis, when Americans 
signed up for the Army and crossed 
the Atlantic to face down fascism 
and when the people back home 
signed up for new jobs and changed 
their daily lives.

That’s why it’s such good news 
that the climate movement has a 
new tactic. Pioneered last August 
by Greta Thunberg of Sweden, it 

involves disrupting business as 
usual. It began, of course, in schools: 
Within months, millions of young 
people around the world were 
striking for days at a time from their 
classes. Their logic was impeccable: 
If the institutions of our planet can’t 
be bothered to prepare for a world 
we can live in, why must we spend 
years preparing ourselves? If you 
break the social contract, why are 
we bound by it?

And now those young people 
have asked the rest of us to join in. 
After the last great school strike in 
May, they asked adults to take part 
next time. The date is September 
20, and the location is absolutely 
everywhere. Big trade unions in 
South Africa and Germany are 
telling workers to take the day 
off. Ben and Jerry’s is closing 
down its headquarters (stock up in 
advance), and if you want to buy 
Lush cosmetics, you’re going to 
be out of luck. The largest rally 
will likely be in New York City, 
where the U.N. General Assembly 
begins debating climate change that 
week—but there will be gatherings 
in every state and every country. It 
will almost certainly be the biggest 
day of climate action in the planet’s 
history. (If you want to be a part—
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and you do want to be a part—go to 
globalclimatestrike.net.)

I t’s  not  a “str ike” in the 
traditional sense, of course—no 
one is demanding better wages. But 
we are demanding better conditions. 
In the most literal sense, the world 
isn’t working as it should (studies 
say that increased heat and humidity 
have already reduced human work 
capacity as much as 10%, a figure 
that will double by midcentury). 
And what we’re saying is, disrupting 

business as usual is the way to get 
there.

This strike will not be the 
last such action. And activists are 
flooding into the electoral battles now 
underway and taking on the financial 
community, too. It’s starting to add 
up: The polling shows that for young 
Americans, climate change is far and 
away the most important issue.

But it can’t be just young people. 
It needs to be all of us—especially, 
perhaps, those of us who have been 

placidly operating on a business-
as-usual basis for most of our lives, 
who have rarely faced truly serious 
disruptions in our careers and our 
plans. Our job is precisely to disrupt 
business as usual. When the planet 
leaves its comfort zone, we need to 
do the same. See you on the streets 
on Sept. 20!

(Bill McKibben is the Schumann 
Distinguished Scholar at Middlebury 
College and co-founder of 350.org.)

I saw Greta Thunberg for the first 
time in Poland at the end of last year. 
It was during the early days of the 
Katowice UNclimate negotiations. 
She was sitting in a makeshift TV 
studio, having her pigtails re-tied. 
I was in a hurry, chasing too many 
stories down at once, and paid little 
attention to this 15-year-old girl.

Of course, I’d heard of Greta by 
that point. I’d received several emails 
inviting me to press conferences 
where she was speaking, but I hadn’t 
taken the bait. 

I had recently written about the 
Juliana v United States litigation, 
where a group of young people sued 
the government for failing to protect 
them against climate change, and 
profiled the Zero Hour campaign 
led by 16-year-old Seattleite Jamie 
Margolin. I assumed Greta was the 
next star of climate youth activism. 
What I didn’t realise was that she 
would catalyse a shift in how climate 
activism works altogether.

Parliament
Climate activism isn’t new, but 

the last year has seen a resurgence in 
attention devoted to the subject. For 

many campaigners, who have grown 
weary of watching their warnings 
fall on deaf ears, it has felt like hope 
has arrived at last. 

Greta’s rise to fame was swift. 
Most people already know the 

story. She began striking outside the 
Swedish Parliament in August 2018, 
which garnered a certain amount of 
interest from journalists and fellow 
activists – in November, she gave a 
talk at TedxStockholm. But it was 
her explosive speech at the UN talks 
in Katowice that catapulted her into 
the limelight. 

“We have not come here to beg 
world leaders to care. You have 
ignored us in the past and you will 
ignore us again,” she said. “We have 
run out of excuses and we are running 
out of time. We have come here to 
let you know that change is coming, 
whether you like it or not. The real 
power belongs to the people.”

At the same time as Greta was 
standing outside Parliament by 
herself, then without the eyes of the 
world on her, another group was 
travelling around the UK, testing the 
waters for another new movement. 
Between March and October 2018, 

they held around 60 discussions 
across the country. These events 
were called Heading for Extinction. 
Then, on the last day of October, the 
group declared a rebellion:

“Humanity finds itself embroiled 
in an event unprecedented in its 
history,” reads their Declaration. “We, 
in alignment with our consciences 
and our reasoning, declare ourselves 
in rebellion against our Government 
and the corrupted, inept institutions 
that threaten our future.”

In the following months, these 
two movements exploded into 
the mainstream. In April 2019, 
Extinction Rebellion forced London 
to a standstill with a ten day protest, 
with more than 1,100 people 
arrested. More than a million pupils 
participated in a Greta-inspired 
school strike in March, and many 
have continued to strike weekly 
as part of the #FridaysForFuture 
movement.

People  involved  in  bo th 
Extinction Rebellion and the school 
strikes put the startling success 
of the movements down to one 
factor in particular: they have given 
individuals the power to act. 

The Rise and Rise of the Global Climate Movement
Sophie Yeo
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School
With Extinction Rebellion, 

this wasn’t an accident. With the 
concentrated media attention that it 
receives today, people tend to forget 
that the movement stemmed from 
extensive outreach, research and 
experimentation, says Liam Geary 
Baulch, who has been involved since 
the early days of the movement.

“We really grew this through 
talking to people and training people 
in person, not just from media 
attention or Facebook. People really 
need to sit in a room with each other 
and feel the grief of the climate 
emergency.”

Its tactics have instilled in people 
the idea that they, personally, can 
force politicians to listen. Baulch 
says, “What we’ve done is say, look, 
all of us can make a difference. Some 
of us can do that through making 
creative artwork or feeding people 
on the streets. We can all be part of 
this and do it together, and that’s 
really powerful.”

The school strikes movement 
has also provided an outlet to people 
who had previously struggled to 
get seriously involved in climate 
activism, partly because it overcame 
the most severe time constraint: 
school. 

Activist
“It’s very difficult to get involved 

when you’re young,” says Izzy 
Warren, a 15-year-old based in 
London who has been striking since 
January. “You can’t travel around as 
much, which is why we’ve put such 
an emphasis on decentralisation. 
We’ve been trying to make sure that 
it’s accessible to everyone.”

Warren has been involved in 
climate activism since she was eight, 
she says, but didn’t feel like she was 
taken seriously until this year. 

“I always got the sympathy 
voice because people were like, ‘Oh, 
it’s the young person talking,’ but no 
one took my view seriously. I was 
always overshadowed by the adults 
in the room. We don’t have the same 
political and economic power that 
adults have.”

Tindra Jällhage Said is striking 
outside the Swedish Parliament 
when I speak to her on the phone. 
The 14-year-old has been stood 
alongside Greta since the beginning, 
and has watched the movement 
grow. Today, there’s just a small 
group, and it’s a strike only in name, 
given it’s the school holidays. 

“I’d been frustrated about how 
no one did anything, no one really 
acted,” she says. When she saw 

pictures of Greta on social media, 
she saw the chance to do something 
herself. “When there’s a lot of youth 
together, it can be a lot easier and 
less scary than if you go to another 
activist event, where there can be a 
lot of adults.”

The viral nature of the movement, 
where young people can broadcast 
their concerns to millions, highlights 
the potency of a concoction both 
timeless and modern: the anger of 
youth and the organising power of 
social media.

“We have the most to lose out 
of all the generations, so when 
we see those older generations 
who are responsible for causing 
the problem not doing anything, 
knowing they’re not going to be the 
ones to experience it, that makes us 
really angry,” says Warren. “It’s that 
anger that motivates us.”

When Greta told the UN that 
“real power belongs to the people”, 
she couldn’t have known the extent 
to which that sentiment would define 
the next year of climate activism. 
What we don’t know yet is whether 
it’s enough. Enough power. Enough 
people.

(Sophie is  an environmental 
journalist.)

A draft United Nations report 
warns “the same oceans that 
nourished human evolution are 
poised to unleash misery on a global 
scale unless the carbon pollution 
destabil izing Earth’s  marine 
environment is brought to heel,” 
according to Agence France-Presse, 
which reported on the 900-page 

scientific assessment on August 29. 
The forthcoming report from 

a UN body that assesses science 
related to the human-caused 
planetary emergency is due to be 
released to the public on September 
25, after diplomats and experts 
meet in Monaco to approve the final 
Summary for Policymakers.

AFP, which obtained a draft of 
the UN assessment, reported:

Destructive changes already set 
in motion could see a steady decline 
in fish stocks, a hundred-fold or more 
increase in the damages caused 
by superstorms, and hundreds 
of millions of people displaced 
by rising seas, according to the 

UN Report: Warming Oceans ‘Poised to Unleash Misery’ Worldwide
Jessica Corbett 
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Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) “special report” 
on oceans and Earth’s frozen zones, 
known as the cryosphere.

As the 21st century unfolds, 
melting glaciers will first give too 
much and then too little to billions 
who depend on them for fresh water, 
it finds.

Without deep cuts to manmade 
emissions, at least 30 percent of 
the northern hemisphere’s surface 
permafrost could melt by century’s 
end, unleashing billions of tonnes 
of carbon and accelerating global 
warming even more.

The Special Report on the Ocean 
and Cryosphere in a Changing 
Climate will follow the IPCC’s 
recent reports about what the 
world would look like with 1.5°C 
of warming above pre-industrial 
levels—the lower target of the global 
Paris climate agreement—and the 
need for transformative changes to 
land use to address both planetary 
heating and hunger.

Detailing some of the impacts of 
rising oceans due to warming, based 
on the IPCC draft, AFP continued:

By 2050,  many low-lying 
megacities and small island nations 
will experience “extreme sea level 
events” every year, even under the 
most optimistic emissions reduction 
scenarios, the report concludes.

By 2100, “annual flood damages 
are expected to increase by two to 
three orders of magnitude,” or 100 
to 1,000 fold, the draft summary for 
policymakers says.

Even if the world manages to cap 
global warming at 2°C, the global 
ocean waterline will rise enough to 
displace more than a quarter of a 
billion people.

In an op-ed published on 
August 29 by Reuters, Greenpeace 
International executive director 

Jennifer Morgan declared that 
“tackling the climate emergency 
and protecting our oceans go hand-
in-hand,” noting that “the oceans 
naturally take in huge amounts of 
carbon dioxide and are a key defense 
against the worsening impacts of 
climate change.” 

Morgan called on world leaders 
who will be attending the UN summit 
convened by UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres in September to 
discuss the worsening climate crisis 
to “commit to adopting a strong 
Global Ocean Treaty in 2020.” She 
wrote:

The scope of this new global 
agreement could be huge: almost 
half of the planet. The High Seas, 
oceans beyond borders, cover 
more space on our planet than 
all continents combined. Sadly, 
today these international waters 
are being ruthlessly exploited. 
In addition to climate change, 

pressures from overfishing, deep sea 
mining exploration, oil drilling, and 
plastic pollution are pushing our 
oceans to the verge of collapse. Only 
around 1 percent of the global seas 
are properly protected. There is no 
effective legal instrument that allows 
the creation of ocean sanctuaries—
areas off-limits to harmful human 
activities—on international waters.

“Scientists are clear that we 
need to protect at least 30 percent 
of our global oceans by 2030 if 
we are to safeguard wildlife and to 
help mitigate the impacts of climate 
change,” Morgan added. “But that 
will only happen if an ambitious 
ocean treaty is adopted fast and 
opens the door to creating effective 
ocean sanctuaries in international 
waters.”

(Jessica Corbett is a staff writer 
for Common Dreams, a non-profit 
newsportal in USA.)

Gandhian Model of Economy and  
the Post Globalisation Scenario

Sandeep Pandey

On 20th August, 2019 Indian 
Express e-paper carried an unusual 
advertisement by the Northern India 
Textiles Mills Association about 
Indian Spinning Industry facing a 
huge crisis. The spinning mills are 
incurring huge loses, they are not 
in a position to buy Indian cotton, 
livelihood of 10 crores people, 
directly or indirectly, dependent on 
textile industry and a larger number 
of farmers who produce cotton are 
in jeopardy. Another advertisement 
which appeared earlier on 1st August 
in The Economic Times on behalf of 
Indian Tea Association talks about 
tea industry in crisis. Because of 

increasing losses to Tea Gardens, 
livelihood of over 10 lakhs workers 
is threatened. The 21st August 
edition of Outlook magazine reports 
that Parle Products Private Limited, 
the largest biscuit manufacturer 
in the country, may slash the jobs 
of 10 thousand employees if the 
government doesn't reduce Goods 
and Services Tax.

On the other  hand,  af ter 
Narendra Modi has become Prime 
Minister for the second time with a 
thumping majority, the government 
is on a hundred day spree, and 
has announced so-called big-bang 
economic reforms as part of which 
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public assets belonging to Public 
Sectors Units or even government 
departments like Ordnance Factories 
have either been put up for sale or 
corporatisation. The government has 
set a target of mopping up Rs 90,000 
crore through this process under the 
euphemism of  'asset monetisation'. 
Last year it exceeded its target of 
Rs 80,000 crore, a proof of how 
aggressively it is selling public 
assets to private or other government 
companies, to meet its fiscal deficit.

Are these healthy signs for 
a country's economy? A crisis is 
looming large, even though the 
government is pretending that 
everything is hunky-dory. The PM 
has a vision of making India a $5 
trillion economy by 2025. In his 
previous term as PM, his high profile 
skill development programme meant 
for generating employment ended up 
with offering 10% reservation in jobs 
to economically weaker sections 
among the general category of 
population just before the elections.

M a h a t m a  G a n d h i  h a d  a 
completely different view of the 
economy. He clarified that he was 
not opposed to machinery per se but 
was against the craze of machinery 
as labour saving contraptions. 
The culmination of labour saving 
process is that thousands become 
unemployed. Gandhi said he wanted 
to save time and labour not for a 
fraction of mankind but for all. He 
wanted concentration of wealth not 
in hands of few but in the hands of 
all. He believed that the real reason 
behind the labour saving argument 
is greed for more profit. Mahatma 
Gandhi kept human beings at the 
centre of his economic thinking. He 
believed that machines should not 
atrophy the limbs of human beings.

According to his own admission, 
he did make intelligent exceptions. 
For example, he thought that the 

sewing machine was a useful device. 
Similarly, he was for a machine 
which could straighten crooked 
spindles, even though spindles 
themselves would be made by the 
blacksmiths in his scheme of things. 
When questioned as to where would 
he draw the line, he said where they 
would cease to help the individual 
and encroach upon the individuality. 
He didn't believe that rapidity of 
motor cars was needed as it was not 
the primary wants of human beings.

Gandhi thought that machinery 
had impoverished India and was 
symbolic of sin because the workers 
had become slaves and mill owners 
had become immorally rich at the 
expense of workers. He had the 
conviction that poor could fight the 
British but the rich would always 
support them. When asked whether 
the mills should be closed down, 
he said that would be a difficult 
decision but they should definitely 
not expand. It is interesting to note 
that in the above mentioned present 
crisis faced by tea industry, the 
Indian Tea Association has urged 
the government to ban expansion 
of tea areas to contain over-supply 
for 5 years.

In the context of the question 
about what we should do with 
all the industrial products around 
us, Mahatma Gandhi advised to 
follow the policy of Swadeshi and 
promote use of articles that were 
used before modern products arrived 
in the market. He admitted that it 
may not be possible for all human 
beings to give up all machine made 
things at once but they could find 
out what they could give up and 
gradually cease to use it. He also 
advocated that we should not wait 
for others to give up and should 
take the initiative. A good recent 
example is that of Greta Thunberg, 
the child climate change activist 

from Sweden who spearheads an 
ongoing movement called ‘Flight 
Shame and Train Brag’, where she, 
her mother (opera singer Malena 
Ernman) and a number of other 
European citizens have stopped 
flying and started travelling by trains 
as there is less carbon emission 
in the latter as compared to the 
former. There is a significant spike 
in rail travel and drop in air travel in 
Sweden because of this movement. 
Similarly, a Lucknow based health 
activist Bobby Ramakant has given 
up ownership and driving of the 
car, preferring to walk, cycle and 
use public transport. Bengaluru 
based ac t iv is t  Gurumoorthy 
Mathrubootham has given up 
domestic flying and uses trains 
instead. We could find examples 
like these individuals around us who 
have taken an initiative to reduce 
their dependence on machines.

It appears that the ultimate 
challenge to the modern paradigm 
o f  d e v e l o p m e n t  b a s e d  o n 
industrialisation will come from the 
climate change crisis.

But the most  astonishing 
validation of Gandhian thinking was 
when National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act was introduced 
in this country in 2006, which 
was later renamed as MNREGA 
prefixing Mahatma Gandhi's name 
to it, which banned machines and 
contractors, both anathema to 
Gandhi, in the interest of workers. 
The basic argument of this scheme, 
conceptualised by the famous 
Belgian-origin Indian economist 
Jean Dreze, was that if providing 
employment to masses was the 
objective, then machines would 
have to be kept out of the work to 
be offered under MNREGA.

(Sandeep Pandey is a social activist 
and Magsaysay Award recipient.)
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What Next For Those Left Out of the NRC?
Teesta Setalvad 

The National Register of Citizens 
(NRC) is a process that is complex 
and not so easy to understand. So far, 
it has been unique to Assam. It was 
a consensual process arrived at after 
the tumultuous years that preceded 
the Assam Accord, when aggression, 
strife and violence marred a politics 
that was driven by real or imagined 
fears of the outsider.

Today, forty-one years later, in 
a much-changed India where an 
ultra-right government is firmly in 
the political saddle, the discourse 
has been twisted cleverly now to 
mean ‘foreigner’ and ‘infiltrator’. 
It is these peculiar and seemingly 
parochial preconditions that have 
to be factored in to understand 
how and why a wide consensus 
developed around the process of 
a ‘free and fair’ NRC. Terms like 
‘genuine Indian citizens’ have now 
emerged to form an integral part of 
the wider humanitarian discourse 
within Assam. (Setalvad, Telegraph, 
July 22, 2019)

The process of finalisation of the 
NRC has been closely monitored 
by the SC since 2009. It actively 
began since 2013. On August 31, 
under this monitoring, the NRC 
Coordinator declared the final list. 
What lies ahead for the 19,06,657 
persons excluded? What is likely to 
be their plight in the coming months 
and what of their fate eventually?

At a hearing on July 23, 2019 this 
court monitored process was thrown 
open to groups working on the 
ground, for ‘suggestions.’ The Court, 
in its wisdom did not interfere with a 
flawed conclusion arrived at by the 
NRC Coordinator, Prateek Hajela. 
In a deeply problematic order, he 

had suggested the exclusions of 
countless persons born in India 
prior to June 30, 1987 on the ground 
that one parent of such person is 
either a “doubtful voter (DV)”, or 
a “declared foreigner (DF)”, or a 
“person whose claim for citizenship 
is pending before a Foreigner’s 
Tribunal (PFT)”. This was clearly 
violative of Section 3(1)(a) of the 
Indian Citizenship Act, 1955.

These are persons who have 
lived in the country for several 
decades, and now, thanks to this, 
risk being declared stateless because 
of a deeply flawed process. Section 
3(1)(a) of the Citizenship Act, 1955 
mandates that every person born 
in India between Republic Day 
1950 and June 30, 1987 shall be 
a citizen of India by birth, yet the 
Coordinator, and thereafter, even the 
Supreme Court decreed that it would 
‘exclude’ such persons despite the 
existence of Section 3. (Thus lakhs 
of persons born in this category, that 
is between 1950–1987, have been 
today excluded simply because one 
parent of such a person is either 
a “doubtful voter” or a declared 
foreigner” or a person whose claim 
is pending before a Foreigners 
Tribunal. This order was passed 
by the Supreme Court on August 
13. The matter will now be finally 
decided by a Constitution Bench). 
Initial reports suggest that, among 
40–60 per cent of those excluded 
include those from such an above 
mentioned category whom the latest 
directives of the SC had signed a 
death knell to.

Appeals
Appeals of all the 19 lakh 

excluded will now have to be 
filed under the stipulated 120 days 
before the Foreigners Tribunals 
(FTs) set up for the persons. To 
file such an appeal, each person 
will need to access a certified  
copy of the exclusion order and 
list of documents submitted by 
her or him to the NRC.  Will the  
deadline of 120 days start ticking 
after these documents are accessed 
as is just and fair? Clarifications are 
awaited.

Details of the modalities and 
nitty-gritties of filing the appeals 
are eagerly awaited. Of special 
concern will be the issue of areas of 
jurisdiction.  Of particular concern 
is where a victim of exclusion 
will have to go, which district of 
jurisdiction, and to which Foreigner 
Tribunal, to file her or his appeal. 
Through the NRC process, and the 
claims and corrections process, 
marginalised and unlettered sections 
of the population have been subject 
to inhuman procedural hassles, not 
least being sent to Nagrik Seva 
Kendras, sometimes 200–400 
kilometres away! It took repeated 
complaints to the Supreme Court 
to get this issue somewhat clarified 
through an order of April 10, 2019. 
However, even during the ‘re-
verification process’ this torture 
continued.

Discussions are rife in Assam 
about how de-centralised the 
locations of these FTs will be given 
the vast distances in the state. 
Already the state government is 
trying to overtly centralise the 
process by locating these tribunals 
in ‘six zonal areas’ of the state. All 
these logistical issues will remain 
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crucial in the accessibility to justice 
for all those excluded.

Background
The  backg round  t o  t h i s 

humanitarian crisis is complex. In 
Assam, there has been, apart from 
the NRC process, the ‘D’ voter 
process initiated by the Election 
Commission of India (ECI) in the 
mid-1990s. In 1997, more than 
3 lakh people were marked as 
“doubtful voters” overnight, without 
even the pretence of any prior 
investigation whatsoever. (This 
is violative of judgments of both 
the Supreme Court of India and 
the Guwahati High Court, most 
especially Sarbananda Sonowal, 
2007, Moslem Mondal, 2012 where 
fair investigation is emphasised as 
a pre-requisite for anyone being 
served such a notice). Some more 
‘D Voters’ were added in later years. 
A study shows that a majority of 
those declared “doubtful voters” 
were women, some newly-wed. 
Some have subsequently been 
able to prove their citizenship, 
others not. However, many people 
marked as “doubtful voters” are 
still disenfranchised and have, to 
date, not received any notice from 
Foreigners Tribunal to prove their 
citizenship. The children of such 
persons, following the SC Order of 
August 13, 2019 (and in apparent 
violation of Section 3(1) (a) of the 
Citizenship Act, 1955), have now 
been excluded from the final NRC 
list.

What next?
As I have said above, all those 

excluded from the NRC list have 
to appear before the Foreigners 
Tribunals. These Tribunals have 
already been in existence dealing 
with those cases of  persons 

declared ‘D’ voters (by the Election 
Commission) or those ‘referral cases 
by the Assam Border Police’ who are 
‘suspected foreigners’. We reported 
that, on July 19, 2019, in reply to 
an un-starred question No-3804, 
the minister of state of home affairs 
stated in the floor of Parliament that 
up to 31 March this year, 1.17 lakh 
people have been declared foreigners 
by the tribunal, 63,959 people have 
been declared foreigners by an ex 
parte order. Those who contested 
the case claimed themselves to 
be Indian, very often people are 
declared foreigners because of 
minor anomalies or variations in 
names, age and place of residence 
in documents. Any contradictory 
statement or not proving documents 
as per evidence law could cost them 
their citizenship.

Given the high human stakes 
involved and the balance of power 
against the marginalised and 
unlettered, it is crucial that these 
tribunals function transparently, 
f o l l o w i n g  a c c e p t a b l e  a n d 
standardised processes of allowing 
appeals and evidence, precluding 
existing complaints of the sheer 
arbitrariness in their dealings. 
Open, fair and judicious trial is the 
fundamental guarantor of every 
citizen living under the rule of law, 
apart from being a fundamental 
right guaranteed under Article 21 
of the Constitution. India’s claim to 
these fundamentals will, once again 
be put to test in every case before 
the Foreigners Tribunal given that 
citizenship is the very basic of rights 
and to be arbitrarily being declared 
‘non-Indian’ is akin to a ‘civil death’.

Exclusion, then Detention and 
Deportation?

In July this year, CJP undertook a 
rather depressing task. We compiled 

a list of citizenship and NRC related 
deaths in Assam: 60 people who 
had lost their lives and whose 
deaths are connected to citizenship 
related issues. Today the number 
is higher. While some committed 
suicide due to frustration, anxiety 
and helplessness related to the NRC, 
some reportedly took their own lives 
fearing the deadly detention camps.

Although those excluded from 
the final NRC will not be detained 
immediately, the Sword of Damocles 
will be an ever-present peril. 
Once declared as “foreigner” by a 
Tribunal—whose functioning(s) 
have hitherto been marked by 
arbitrary and ad hoc functioning—
he or she may be detained in such 
camps, with an intent to deport. 
There are already around 1,100 
detainees in six detention centres 
across Assam. Reports of pathetic 
conditions abound. As of now, Assam 
has six detention camps. These 
operate out of makeshift facilities 
in prison compounds located in 
Goalpara, Kokrajhar, Silchar, Jorhat, 
Tezpur and Dibrugarh. There are 
also reports that new facilities have 
been planned in other parts of the 
state.

The government has admitted 
to 25 deaths within these camps 
between 2013 and now. Our film, 
Behind Shadows—Tales of Injustice 
from Assam’s Detention Camps 
makes for chilling viewing and 
the fear of detention has driven 
women and men to despair, and 
even death in the state. Only last 
year, on May 10, 2018, the SC 
has directed the release of those 
detenues who have completed more 
than three years in detention. While 
this order has rightly put an end 
to indefinite detention, questions 
around the initial three years of 
arbitrary confinement remain.
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On the contentious deportation 
issue, there is little clarity. The state 
of Assam in its affidavit before the 
Supreme Court in on-going matters 
filed in February 2019 admitted 
to only four declared foreigners 
being deported since 2013! On 
a recent visit to Dhaka, external 
affairs minister S. Jaishankar has 
even said that the NRC is India’s 
internal problem. To date, India has 
not spoken to Bangladesh about 
deporting “declared foreigners”.

Under these unclear political 
circumstances, will the option 
be indefinite detention? A person 
declared “foreigner” has of course 
the right to appeal, to the higher 
courts, also an onerous and resource 
consuming process. Detained, she or 
he is denied a dignified life, and also 
a dignified death.

At least 15 lakh plus cases will 
now be heard by Foreigners Tribunals 
(3,70,000 did not file for registration 
before the NRC). The number is 
high and the limitation of 120 days 
may seem inappropriate and need 
extension. What is needed foremost 
is some clarity and commitment on 
the status of such persons who will 
be compelled to undergo a legal 
process, not just at the initial stage, 
in Foreigners Tribunal through their 
appeals, but also in subsequent 
appellate forums like the High Court 
and the Supreme Court.

Will the state ensure their basic 
rights remain intact until then? Will 
political expediency not snatch these 
away as the media glare dies down?

The spectre of statelessness is 
what haunts the populace. Denied 
the right to a nationality by a state, 
stateless persons are particularly 
vulnerable to abuse. We have seen 
this with the Rohingyas. India 
has not signed either of these 
international proclamations that 

bind the signatory country to norms 
and procedure: the 1954 Convention 
on Status of Stateless Persons nor the 
1961 Convention on the Reduction 
of Statelessness. However, as 
judgements of the higher courts 
have so far asserted, Articles 14 and 
21 of the Constitution apply to both 
citizens and non-citizens in India.

Two judgements are worthy 
of mention. In NHRC vs. State 
of Arunachal Pradesh, 1996, the 
Supreme Court has held that rights 
under Article 21 are as much available 
to non-citizens as to citizens, and to 
those whose citizenship is unknown. 
Or else, stateless persons are at the 
risk of being deprived of access to 
basic rights, including access to 
education, health care, employment, 
the right to buy or sell property, open 
bank accounts, or even get married.  
In 1981, in Francis Coralie vs The 
Admn, Union Territory of Delhi, the 
Supreme Court has held that it is the 
fundamental right of everyone in this 

country to live with human dignity, 
free from exploitation.

Our Constitutional foundations 
and the fundamental freedoms 
guaranteed under Article 14 and 21 
should be the guiding principles to 
mitigate the NRC and citizenship-
related crisis affecting Assam, 
hereafter. The institutions created 
and the measures put in place to 
redress grievances of the 15 lakh 
plus excluded must pass this litmus 
test. Turmoil, trauma and a vicious 
targeting have dogged an otherwise 
consensual process for over four 
years in the state while the wounds 
have festered for decades. It is time 
the process forward is constructive 
and provides some healing.

(Teesta Setalvad is secretary of 
Citizens for Justice and Peace – an 
organisation that has stood for the 
defence of rights and dignity of the 
voiceless and most marginalised 
sections of Indian society.)

The age of citizenship is nearing 
its close.

The idea of citizenship was 
linked, in its Latin derivation, to the 
city (civitas), civility (civilis) and to 
other related words which implied 
urbanity, civic norms and hospitality. 
In the age of liberal democracy, born 
from the constitutions of France 
and the United States in the late 
18th century, citizenship as an idea 
anchored the rights of citizens to 
participate freely, fully and equally 
in political life.

The developments  of  the 
subsequent centuries saw the birth 
of the idea of representation, of 
elections and of political parties, 

all seen as ways to further express 
the rights of citizens in large 
countries. The problem was that in 
this view, the city was the boundary 
of citizenship and in modern times 
this boundary morphed into the 
boundary of the modern nation-state. 
As Michel Foucault showed, the era 
of the nation-state was also the era 
of censuses, territorial sovereignty, 
panoptical incarceration and a 
general rise in governmentality, by 
which he meant the penetration of 
state power into every aspect of 
human life.

Still ,  the original idea of 
citizenship retained a kind of spectral 
life, as it became the legal basis of 

Goodbye Citizenship, Hello 'Statizenship'
Arjun Appadurai
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national identity (as formalised in 
the universality of passports, for 
example). In the course of the last 
three decades, we have witnessed 
the rise of extreme nationalism, 
and national citizenship was no 
longer sufficient as a credible basis  
for belonging in the political 
community.

Citizenship was no longer 
sufficient. The nation-state now 
needs what I call ‘statizens’. 

What is a statizen?
Here, India is the pioneer, 

notably with the National Register 
of Citizens mechanism in Assam, 
which already seems to have become 
an example for other states in India. 
The violence of the NRC policy has 
many dimensions, which include 
anti-Muslim violence, anti-migrant 
policies, extraordinarily cruelty 
towards marginal populations, 
impossible demands for proof of 
citizenship and efforts to consolidate 
Hindutva control of all regions which 
adjoin other (Muslim) nations. 

The dimension which concerns 
me here is the new centrality of 
bureaucratic documentation as the 
sole and over-riding criterion of 
citizenship.

The statizen is one who belongs 
because he has been granted a 
state-certified document. All his or 
her rights flow from that fact alone. 
There is a complex history here. We 
could go back to the census and its 
workings in colonial India as well 
as to various forms of registration 
for property, security or social 
benefits, both during colonial rule 
and after Independence in 1947. 
But throughout the century and 
a half of this prior history, state 
documentation was seen as proof 
of an identity which had other 
roots, whether territorial, familial, 
religious or natural.

This extra-state source of 
citizenship has been withering 
for some time in India and the 
decisive moment of its demise was 
the success of the Aadhaar card. 
Many activists protested against the 
Aadhaar card on the grounds that it 
would become a basis for controlling 
dissent and identifying political 
enemies rather than serving as a tool 
for social entitlement. They were 
not wrong.

The real innovation of Aadhaar 
was not its bio-metric infrastructure 
but its success in defining a state-
issued document as the basis of all of 
life—voting, rations, loans, taxation 
and more. Aadhaar was the midwife 
of the birth of the statizen in India.

The NRC policy is simply a 
weaponisation of the logic behind 
Aadhaar. And it will surely spread 
to other states. The new forms of 
documentation mark a troubling new 
moment in the rise of statism over 
nationalism.

When the nation-state was born 
as a political form, the state was seen 
as the guarantor and bureaucratic tool 
for ensuring the proper allocation of 
rights, protections and freedoms to 
national citizens, but nationality 
was the justification for state power. 
Now, a little more than two centuries 
after the birth of the nation-state, the 
state and its powers have become the 
primary source of value, normativity 
and legitimacy, and the nation 
is a flexible concept which is a 
secondary attribute of citizens.

Thus, extreme nationalism is 
simply the alibi and trojan horse 
for something far more dangerous, 
which is extreme statism. And 
extreme statism requires a population 
of statizens, that is, inhabitants 
whose very right to life (as well as 
to liberty, dignity and well-being) 
depends on their documented status 
as statizens.

It is true that the first victims 
of this process are the poor, the 
marginal, the displaced, the occupied 
and the minor. But we—erstwhile 
bourgeois citizens—are next in line. 
All of us will have to endure the 
price of being turned from citizens 
into statizens. And the price for some 
of us will be exclusion, expulsion or 
extermination. 

This is not a minor or incremental 
change. It is a potentially major 
change in the logic of political 
sovereignty in India and elsewhere. 
It is a tectonic shift which explains 
what has puzzled many of us in 
trying to account for the global shift 
to right-wing populist authoritarian 
regimes.

Nationalism—white, brown or 
yellow—is no longer an end but a 
means, a means to the democratic 
installation of anti-democratic 
regimes. Right wing rulers win 
elections, but their aim is not so 
much ethno-national purity as the 
absolute power of states to define 
affiliation, belonging and legal 
existence. The electoral blocs which 
voted for Modi, Trump, Erdoğan, 
Bolsonaro and many other dictators, 
may have been motivated by racism, 
anti-globalism, fear of economic 
displacement or the like, but they 
were electoral fodder for a bigger 
project which is the eclipse of the 
nation by the state.

The process of making the state 
sacred is not without precedent. 
The Soviet Union and Mao’s China 
are major examples of state-defined 
nationalism, in which ideas about the 
ethnic uniqueness of Han Chinese 
or of ethnic Russians were not an 
end but a means to establish the 
overarching power of the state.

Going further back in time, many 
of the great empires of the world, 
such as the Roman, the Ottoman, the 
Mughal and the British were also not 
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about ethnos but about the sacrality 
of the ruling royal house.

But today’s statizens are the 
undesirables of failed democracies, 
of modern nation-states that have 
opted to drop the idea of “the people”, 
the “demos” or the “citizenry” in 
favour of the counted, documented, 
loyal and certified supporters of the 
state. In India, they can be Hindu or 
Muslim, Dalit or Brahmin, Kashmiri 
or Adivasi, as long as they line up 
with ruling regime. This is the sole 
requirement of a statizen.

Some of us have long recognised 
the need for a fundamental change 
in the universal acceptance of the 
architecture of the nation-state. Our 
hopes have been fulfilled but in a 
horrible way.

The sacrality of the nation is 
about to be democratically eclipsed 
by the sacrality of the state.

States will now define who 
belongs to them, they will war among 
each other for global resources, they 
will make cynical alliances, they 
will manipulate global capitalist 
possibilities—for resources, for 
technologies, for markets and for 
profits, all to advance themselves.

And  s ince  au tho r i t a r i an 
populism is the best way to assure 
compliant statizens, it is likely to 
be the hegemonic ideology of the 
coming decades.

India is committed to this new 
religion of the state, but it is not 
alone in this. Everywhere we see 
the transformation of the state into 
a new political form, which claims 
monopoly of both political means 
and moral ends.

Statizens will provide the 
“democratic” army of this new form.

(Arjun Appadurai teaches in New 
York and Berlin and has published 
widely on globalisation and South 
Asia.)

There is no longer any room 
for doubt on the parlous state of the 
Indian economy. The automobile 
industry, seen as a bellwether of 
activity in the post-liberalisation 
years, is in crisis, as automakers, 
parts manufacturers and dealers have 
laid off about 350,000 workers since 
April this year, with more job cuts 
likely. While this could still reflect 
falling demand only from higher 
income groups, recently, Parle 
Products, once the world’s largest 
selling biscuit brand, announced 
that it may have to lay off up to 
10,000 workers (around a tenth of 
its workforce). The company blamed 
falling sales due to the Goods and 
Services Tax (GST) that led to higher 
prices of the cheapest small packets 
of biscuits at a time of extreme 
price sensitivity because of reduced 
livelihood, especially among rural 
consumers. 

Home budgets under strain 
Sales  in  the fas t -moving 

consumer goods (FMCG) sector as a 
whole grew at only 10% in the April–
June quarter of this year, less than 
nominal GDP growth. The slowdown 
in sales is across food and non-food 
items, with the biggest reductions 
in salty snacks and biscuits, spices, 
soaps and packaged tea. These 
represent the more discretionary 
element of consumer spending 
even among the poor—the items 
more likely to be cut down when 
household budgets are under strain. 

Economists with the government 
who finally recognised that there 
is a problem have blamed the 
current situation on the “financial 
stress” inherited from the United 

Progressive Alliance government 
more than five years ago, which is 
apparently preventing investment 
because “no one trusts anyone 
else”. But this isolates only one 
factor in the current slowdown: the 
undoubted mess in the credit system, 
reflecting both the overhang of bad 
debts of banks (worse today than in 
2014) and the erosion of non-banks 
after the collapse of the aggressive 
lender, Infrastructure Leasing & 
Financial Services Limited. 

This is  a factor,  but  this 
explanation completely misses 
the demand side of the story. It is 
clear beyond doubt now that the 
slowdown in mass consumption, 
combined with falling and then 
subdued rates of investment over 
several years, have led to what is 
undeniably a crisis of inadequate 
effective demand in the economy. 

This scenario has been unfolding 
for a while because of a medium-
term trajectory in which the fruits 
of growth went disproportionately to 
a small elite of big capital and rich 
individuals without translating into 
broader economic improvement. 
The increasing inequality associated 
with jobless growth meant that mass 
consumption demand did not rise as 
expected with rapid GDP growth. 

Impact of demonetisation and 
GST

The hugely damaging impact of 
demonetisation in November 2016 
was further accentuated by the poor 
implementation of the GST barely 
seven months later. These badly 
managed policy measures served as 
body blows to informal economic 
activity, causing major declines in 

Hardly the Brick and Mortar of a Revival 
Jayati Ghosh
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employment and output. At first, 
they did not affect formal enterprises 
so much as they gained at the cost 
of informal ones. But the resulting 
loss in livelihoods and wage incomes 
eventually had an effect on demand 
for formal sector output, which has 
worsened over time because there 
have been no counterbalancing 
moves by the government. Total 
employment actually declined 
by more than 15 million workers 
between 2011–12 and 2017–18, 
even as unemployment rates reached 
their highest levels in nearly half a 
century. 

This operated in addition to 
a medium-term trend of wage 
suppression, something that was 
even celebrated by the late former 
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley as 
a means of combating inflation. 
Rural wages have been stagnant 
or declining in the recent period. 
Meanwhile, the continuing crisis of 
cultivation has obviously affected 
the purchasing power of the farming 
community. Urban wage incomes 
are also apparently not keeping 
pace with inflation, even as informal 
activity and “start-ups” in urban 
areas have faltered. 

The government could have 
countered this adverse impact 
of declining employment and 
consumption demand, which in 
turn reduced the profit expectations 
of producers in formal enterprises, 
by providing a fiscal stimulus. 
It did not do so. Instead, it kept 
assuming or hoping that using 
optical measures—manipulating 
“Ease of Doing Business” indicators 
and offering further incentives 
to foreign capital to attract more 
inflows, however volatile—would 
somehow attract investment into the 
economy that would counteract all 
the negative impulses. 

Pr iva te  inves tors  s imply 
kept demanding more fiscal and 
regulatory concessions even as 
they continued to sit on investment 
plans as they waited for overall 
demand improvement .  More 
recent complaints of the private 
corporate sector have been about 
oppressive tax collection methods of 
a government desperate to meet its 
revenue targets. But these along with 
the greater difficulties of accessing 
loans from both banks and non-
banks are irritants that would have 
been tolerated in a buoyant economy. 
They have become serious issues 
now because of the wider stagnation. 

Supply-side approach 
In this context, the finance 

minister’s recent announcements 
of measures to boost the flagging 
economy are not a case of “too little 
too late”; rather, they completely 
miss the point. They do nothing 
to address the issue of inadequate 
demand generation or the underlying 
tendencies of wage suppression and 
low employment growth. Instead, 
they once again reveal a supply-side 
approach to the problem, which is 
unlikely to yield much benefit. 

Even these measures are mostly 
cosmetic or affect only a small 
segment of the economy, not 
enough to cause any real change 
in economic direction. The capital 
infusion of Rs 70,000 crore into 
public sector banks had already 
been announced in the Budget; 
frontloading this inadequate amount 
is not going to rev up an economy 
if those whom banks are willing 
to lend to are hesitant to invest. 
Giving in to demands of foreign 
portfolio investors with regard to 
taxation likewise does nothing to 
increase domestic demand; it simply  
provides some solace to the stock 

market. The middle classes repaying 
home loans may see a minor benefit 
if banks actually do pass on lower 
interest rates, but this too will not 
provide a major boost to the economy. 
The decision of the government 
to buy more cars to shore up the 
automobile industry is bizarre in the 
extreme, because it undermines the 
medium-term strategy of shifting 
to electric vehicles as soon as  
possible. 

What could the finance minister 
have done instead? If the immediate 
problem is lack of demand, the 
immediate response should be to 
increase it—ideally in ways that 
provide the desired basis for future 
economic growth. 
Rural focus 

Rural distress is real and deeper 
and greater than the much-hyped 
distress of angel investors and high 
net worth individuals; so a massive 
increase in rural public expenditure, 
including in the Mahatma Gandhi 
Nat ional  Rural  Employment 
Guarantee Scheme to provide 
public works as well as in social 
spending would provide immediate 
relief. The multiplier effects of such 
spending would generate more 
employment, incomes, consumption 
and, therefore, investment over 
time—as well as more tax revenues 
for the government. There is also 
both scope and need for increases 
in “green” public investment for a 
sustainable future. 

But to seize this crisis as an 
opportunity for progressive change 
would require more visionary 
economic policy making, something 
that this government has been sadly 
lacking in. 

So does the massive transfer of 
the Reserve Bank of India’s surplus 
amounting to  Rs 1.76 lakh crore 
suggests that this is the government’s 
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game plan? Unfortunately, because 
of the mess in public finances, all 
that this is likely to do is fill the 
massive gap left by inadequate tax 
collection, thereby letting the finance 
minister off in the current fiscal 

year from another embarrassing 
situation of budgetary discrepancies. 
The proposed Budget was not 
particularly expansionary and did 
not provide for more spending in 
the areas required. So this stopgap 

measure may provide more fiscal 
space than before, without really 
addressing the basic problem. 

(Jayati Ghosh is a professor of 
economics at Jawaharlal Nehru 
University, New Delhi.) 

It is ironical that the Narendra 
Modi government, which never 
tires of reminding everybody about 
their nationalism and patriotism, 
is actually following an economic 
policy of selling off the country’s 
national resources to foreign 
companies. It recently announced 
measures of easing foreign direct 
investment (FDI) in coal mining and 
associated infrastructure, contract 
manufacturing, single brand retail 
and digital media. 

The easing of foreign investment 
in coal mining will open the 
way to big multinational mining 
conglomerates (BHP, Rio Tinto, 
etc.) to not only extract coal but 
also export it abroad, retaining the 
profits. It will destroy the public 
sector enterprise Coal India Ltd. 
which could have very well done 
the job itself and helped the country 
by keeping the earnings within the 
country. Similarly, by allowing 
FDI in contract manufacturing, it 
will allow giant companies like 
Apple to use India’s cheap labour 
and overheads to manufacture their 
overpriced devices and sell them 
abroad at super profits. Easing FDI 
in single brand retail will mean 
global companies like Ikea (furniture 
maker) and H&M (clothing) will 
start functioning and capturing 
Indian markets, destroying domestic 

makers. Even the weak norms 
for local sourcing have now been 
removed.

Earlier, during its first term, 
the Modi government had eased 
FDI norms in a slew of sectors, 
including non-banking financial 
services, defence, construction 
development, insurance, pension, 
asset reconstruction companies, 
broadcast ing,  civi l  aviat ion, 
pharmaceuticals, trading, plantation 
crops, satellites, etc.

The Prime Minister  once 
defended this policy of allowing 
foreign capital to take over economic 
activity in India as based on his 
definition of FDI as “First Develop 
India”. He meant that foreign capital 
inflows will generate jobs and thus 
the country will develop. But the 
record inflow of foreign capital in the 
past 5+ years has seen less than 28% 
invested in productive activities with 
most of it going into stocks and low 
employment entities like financial 
services and information technology.

Earlier, the government had 
given tax concessions to foreign 
investors in the stock markets 
too, along with other concessions, 
supposedly to spur investment 
and growth. In fact, it appears that 
the Modi government is using the 
current economic slump to push 
through economic policies that 

will dangerously undermine India’s 
economy.

But there is a larger game that is 
being played out here. To understand 
this, let us look at some of the other 
policies and legislations adopted by 
the Modi government recently.

Disinvestment
It is a wonder that selling strategic 

industrial assets to private sector 
is described as “nationalist” and 
“patriotic” by the Modi government. 
Already having set a record of 
selling off public sector enterprises 
through piecemeal disinvestment 
of Rs 2 lakh crore, the government 
has declared that it will now go for 
decisive privatisation of CPSUs 
through multi-pronged routes. 
Already sale of major PSUs in 
steel, pharmaceutical, engineering 
and other sectors have taken place. 
Now, on the selling block are 
some of the best performing public 
sector companies including IOC, 
NTPC, Powergrid, Oil India, GAIL, 
NALCO, BPCL, EIL, BEML etc. A 
target of divesting Rs 1 lakh crore 
worth of public sector units has 
been set this year, which has been 
described as “suicidal” by leading 
trade unions. Many other units or 
sectors are being corporatised, which 
is just a first, covert step to ultimate 
privatisation. These include units in 

‘Nationalist’ BJP Govt Invites Foreign Takeover,  
Offers Cheap Indian Labour!

Subodh Varma
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railways and even defence sector 
(ordnance factories). 

The problem with such reckless 
privatisation is not just that it will 
lead to job losses or more onerous 
conditions of work for the lakhs 
of workers. That will happen, of 
course. But the larger issue is that 
what were once national assets, 
whose functioning ensured our 
country’s self-reliance and economic 
sovereignty, will now be private 
property. In future, the private owners 
may decide to sell off their holdings 
to foreign players also. So, it is not 
too far-fetched to see a future where 
key industries will be controlled 
by big foreign conglomerates, who 
will determine—blackmail and 
arm-twist—the country to ensure 
their profits. 

Forcing Cheap Labour
There is another element to 

this “nationalist” and “patriotic” 
outlook that is even more lethal. 
The labourers who work to produce 
wealth are being forced to become 
slaves with a pittance given for their 
wages and curbs on their rights. This 
has been wrought through changes in 
labour laws like the recently passed 
Code on Wages, and the pending 
Code on Occupational Safety, 
Health & Working Conditions Bill. 
In the name of merging several 
distinct labour laws and making 
them simpler and more harmonised, 
these new laws ensure that working 
hours will no longer be statutorily 
fixed and that wages will not be 
determined by needs. 

Such was the euphoria of the 
Modi government after its recent 
victory in the general elections that 
the Labour Minister announced that 
the national floor level minimum 
wage would be just Rs 178 per 
day, a mere Rs 2 more than what 

was fixed in 2016! This wage 
level is almost one third of the 
minimum recommended by the 
accepted formula used for decades, 
based on minimum requirements 
of food clothing, shelter and 
other necessities. Since the new 
law on wages has no place for  
considering needs of workers, the 
Modi government has effectively 
given a free hand to industrialists 
to push down wages as much as 
possible. The 45-year high of 
unemployment has already created 
an army of unemployed which 
helps in keeping the wage levels to 
a minimum.

This third element of shackling 
workers and extracting the maximum 

out of their labour at the lowest 
cost is the great “advantage” Modi 
government is offering investors 
and industrialists, both domestic and 
foreign. Does the defence of country 
and slogans like “India First!” not 
include the people of the country?

Taken together, it is obvious 
that the present government is 
single-mindedly pursuing a path 
of enslavement. But it is cloaked 
in rhetoric of “nationalism” and 
“patriotism”. This may fool many 
people but very soon the reality of 
this enslavement is sure to dawn on 
people. 

(Subodh Varma i s  a  sen ior 
journalist.)

One phenomenon common 
to the years of the Narendra 
Modi government and the current 
economic slowdown is bank frauds. 
According to the Reserve Bank of 
India’s annual report 2018–19, the 
total amount involved in bank frauds 
was to the tune of Rs 71,542.93 
crore in 2018–19 as compared to 
Rs 41,167.04 crore in 2017–18, a 
substantial 73.8% rise. The figure 
was Rs 10,170.81 crore in 2013–14, 
the year before the Bharatiya Janata 
party came to power, which has now 
increased by seven times.

Consider the year-wise number 
of such frauds. Banks reported 6,801 
cases of frauds in 2018–19, 5,916 
cases in 2017–18, 5,076 cases in 
2016–17, 4,693 cases in 2015–16, 
4,639 cases in 2014–15 and 4,306 
cases in 2013–14. This massive 
and continuous rise in the number 

of such fraudulent cases signifies 
not only the inefficiency curtailing 
the banking sector but also the 
government’s oversight towards 
such offences.

As per the RBI, among bank 
groups, Public Sector Banks 
(PSBs), which constitute the largest 
market share in bank lending, have 
accounted for the bulk of frauds, 
which is 90.2% of the total amount 
involved in bank frauds reported in 
2018–19, followed by private sector 
banks (7.7%) and foreign banks 
(1.3%). In terms of the number of 
frauds, share of PSBs is 55.4%, 
private banks 30.7% share, and 
foreign banks 11.2%.

The role of government is 
significant in understanding why 
PSBs have been falling for bank 
frauds. One reason frequently 
highlighted by analysts has been that 

Public Sector Banks Cheated in Modi Years
Prudhviraj Rupawat
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the PSBs fall to the pressure of the 
governments (both state and central) 
when it comes to disbursal of loans. 
This in turn has contributed to both 
the rise of non-performing assets 
(NPAs) and bank frauds.

Furthermore, the RBI stated that 
the average lag between the date 
of occurrence and its detection by 
banks was 22 months. However, 
the average gap for large frauds, 
Rs 100 crore and above, amounting 
to Rs 52,200 crore reported during 
2018–19, was 55 months.

Alongside the bank frauds, a 
look at how the banks have written-
off NPAs while giving free hand 
to wilful defaulters is pertinent in 
understanding how the banking 
sector has worsened during the Modi 
years at the cost of public money.

Between 2014 to 2018, Modi’s 
first term, banks have written off 
bad loans (NPAs) worth a mind-
boggling Rs 5.56 lakh crore, as per 
the RBI’s response to an RTI. This is 
about four-fifths of the total amount 
written off (Rs 7 lakh crore) between 
2008 to 2018. ‘Write off’ means that 
the unreturned bank loans are put in 
the category of uncollectible debt. 
For instance, while the total amount 
of NPAs was Rs 10.3 lakh crore at 
the end of March 2018, it came down 
to Rs 9.34 lakh crore a year after as 
banks wrote off a record Rs 2.54 lakh 
crore of bad loans in 2018–19.

The rise in wilful defaulters 
and their sudden disappearance 
whenever their fraud comes to light 
has also affected the banking sector 
in Modi years. The total number of 
wilful defaulters increased by 60% 
to 8,582 at the end of March 2019, 
compared to 5,349 in 2015, as per 
data provided by the finance ministry 
in the last Parliament session. While 
these wilful defaulters owe a total 
amount of Rs 1.55 lakh crore to 

Narmada Bachao Andolan 
leader Medha Patkar ended her fast 
on the ninth day on September 2 
night after receiving assurances from 
the Madhya Pradesh government 
about steps being taken to meet 
her demands. Patkar’s health had 
deteriorated by the eighth day of her 
indefinite hunger strike to demand 
rehabilitation of thousands of people 
displaced by floods in areas around 
the Sardar Sarovar Dam.

Patkar  had  launched the 
“Narmada Chunauti Satyagraha” at 
Chhota Barda in Barwani district on 
August 25, and was joined by eight 
villagers four days later. On Monday, 
Chief Minister Kamal Nath sent 
former Chief Secretary S.C. Behar 
to hold discussions with Patkar at 
the site of the protest.

Behar conveyed Nath’s concern 
to Patkar, and informed her about 
efforts made by the state government 
to lower the water level in the Sardar 
Sarovar Dam. Behar then offered her 
lemon juice to end the fast. Six other 
persons also ended their fast after the 
discussions, the state government 
said.

The leaders of the Narmada 
Bachao Andolan will now hold 
discussions with the Narmada 
Valley Development Authority on 
September 9.

Patkar had demanded that the 

sluice gates of the dam be opened 
since rising backwater had flooded 
areas around Barwani. She had 
also sought rehabilitation of people 
displaced because of the reservoir’s 
construction.

The Narmada Bachao Andolan 
wanted the government to halt 
the Narmada Control Authority’s 
directive to fill the dam to its 
optimum level of 138.68 metres, 
and instead maintain it at 122 metres. 
Patkar had claimed that 192 villages 
and one town would be submerged at 
that level, affecting 32,000 families.

Earlier, the Chief Minister, 
requesting Medha Patkar to break 
her fast, mentioned in his statement 
that the Sardar Sarovar is an inter-
state project, with Madhya Pradesh, 
Maharashtra, Rajasthan and Gujarat 
as the party states. Therefore, 
decisions cannot be taken by any 
one state alone.. The chief minister 
said the state government would try 
its best to open the sluice gates of 
the dam and halt the filling of the 
dam to its full level. He also assured 
that displaced persons’ rights will 
be protected; measures for their 
rehabilitation and compensation 
will be awarded to all the eligible 
families after receiving the amount 
from Gujarat, the other concerned 
state.

(Courtesy: Sc ll.in, Two Circle)

Activist Medha Patkar  
Ends Hunger Strike After 9 Days

banks, the government claimed 
that about Rs 7,600 crore has been 
recovered from them or their entities 
so far.

The above numbers reveal not 
only the loot of public money but 

the lack of accountability on the 
part of both the government and the 
RBI as well.

(Prudhviraj Rupawat is a journalist 
with Newsclick.)
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Towards the end of 2018 a special 
report of the Inter-governmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
warned humanity that it has only 12 
years (up to 2030) to check climate 
change within limits necessary to 
protect life-sustaining conditions 
on earth. Hence the decade 2020–
30 will be of critical importance 
for checking this most important 
environmental problem before it 
reaches a stage of tipping point. 
What is more, around the same 
time a number of other serious 
environmental problems are also 
reaching critical levels.

Apart from environmental 
problems, from the point of view of 

accumulation of highly destructive 
weapons, the world is reaching a 
most serious stage. The world has 
around 14,500  nuclear weapons  at 
present. Three great military powers, 
the USA, Russia and China have all 
invested heavily in recent years in 
modernisation of nuclear weapons. 
Due to a complex of factors, the 
threats of accidental use of nuclear 
weapons and of terrorists gaining 
access to nuclear weapons have 
increased.

A relatively new threat is the fast 
emergence of robot weapons (AI or 
autonomous weapons).

Combining all these and some 
other factors, it is clear that there is 

a very real threat to the essential life-
sustaining conditions of planet earth 
today of a kind that never existed 
before. The solutions to this crisis 
should be found within a framework 
of justice, peace and democracy. The 
existing efforts for justice, peace and 
democracy should be increased and 
adapted to include a focus on life-
sustaining conditions of our planet.

 at all levels there is a clear 
need for worldwide declaration 
of decade 2020–30 as 'Decade for 
Saving Earth'.

(Bharat Dogra is a freelance 
journalist, author, researcher, 
activist.)

Letter to Editor
Declare 2020–30 as Save the Earth Decade

Bharat Dogra

People’s Alliance for Democracy 
and Secularism (PADS) expresses 
its concern over the two FIRS 
being filed in Odisha (Kandhmal 
and Katak) against Shri Kumar 
Prashant, president of Gandhi Peace 
Foundation, allegedly for hurting 
sentiments of local RSS members, 
spreading lies about RSS and 
instigating people against the actions 
taken by the Union Government in 
Kashmir. 

Instead of proving Kumar 
Prashant wrong by publishing or 
speaking their refutation of his 
views, the RSS have taken recourse 
to court. The role of RSS, Hindu 
Mahasabha and Muslim League 
during our India's independence 

movement is well documented and 
is still being debated. Historical 
controversies cannot be resolved 
or put to rest in courts of law. 
They are academic and political 
matters. The RSS leadership must 
be well aware of this fact but it 
has chosen to take recourse to 
intimidation and threats to suppress 
a democratically expressed opinion 
by Kumar Prashant.

This is nothing other than an 
attempt to police public opinion 
by threats. It is an example of the 
totalitarian habit of mind of the RSS.

On this matter we are in 
solidarity with Kumar Prashant. We 
have trust in our judiciary and are 
confident that  the Kandhmal and 

Katak courts will do justice to the 
veteran Gandhian. We also expect 
of the Naveen Patnaik government 
that it would intervene and prevent 
the Odisha Police from taking any 
unlawful action against  him.

Press Release
Statement in Support of Kumar Prashant

Battini Rao, Convenor, 
People’s Alliance for Democracy and Secularism

Janata Subscription
Annual Rs. : 260/-
Three Years : 750/-

Demand Draft / 
Cheque on Mumbai Bank  

in favour of 
JANATA TRUST 
D-15, Ganesh Prasad,

Naushir Bharucha Marg,
Grant Road (W), Mumbai 400 007.

 
 



16 JANATA, September 8, 2019

A drop of your love had blended in
So I drank the entire bitterness of 
life …

Born in pre-partition Punjab and 
schooled in Punjabi, Amrita Pritam’s 
words stand witness to the upheavals 
of the 20th century wherein she was 
born. Destined to be a poet, the main 
concerns of her writing were love, 
freedom, justice and togetherness.

She brought Punjabi the glory it 
had never received before, as far as 
modern writing in the language goes.

Although she wrote in a regional 
language, Pritam enjoyed an iconic 
presence that was not just pan-Indian 
but international. She authored 
100 books in different genres—
poetry, fiction, essays, biographies, 
memoirs—as well as a famous 
autobiography titled The Revenue 
Stamp (Raseedi Ticket, 1976).

She also edited a Punjabi literary 
journal called Nagmani for 36 years. 
Immensely popular, she nurtured 
two generations of writers, including 
well-known names like Gurdial 
Singh, Dalip Kaur Tiwana and Shiv 
Kumar Batalvi.

The daughter of Nand Sadhu 
(Kar ta r  S ingh  Hi tka r i )  and 
schoolteacher Raj Bibi, a Khatri 
Sikh couple, Pritam was born with 
a verse in her heart as her father was 
a spiritual poet in both the oral and 
written traditions.

At the age of eight, she helped 
her father compose poetry. She 
was only 11 when her mother died. 
Poetry and daydreams became 
companions to the lonely child. 
Tutored by her father in rhyme and 
metre, she came out with her first 
book of poetry, Amrit Lehran (Waves 
of Nectar), written in the spiritual 

tradition, at age 13.
However, it was at 16—with 

Thandiyan Kirnan (Cool Rays)—
that she received critical acclaim 
and became the first modern poet of 
Punjab, eventually being considered 
a pillar of Punjabi poetry. After that, 
there was no looking back.

As 2019 heralds her centenary 
celebrations, we remember the 
poem that immortalised her, the first 
dirge to partition by a Punjabi poet 
writing in any language: Ajj Akhan 
Waris Shah nu (‘Waris Shah, I Call 
out to You Today’). She wrote it 
during a train journey from Delhi to 
Dehradun in 1948, as a 28-year-old 
refugee from Lahore:

Today Waris Shah I call out to you
To speak out from the graves
Rise today and open a new page
0f the immortal book of love
A daughter of Punjab once wept
And you wrote many a dirge
A million daughters weep today
and look up at you for solace
Rise o beloved of the aggrieved
just look at your Punjab
Today corpses haunt the woods
Chenab river overflows with blood
Someone has mixed poison
In the Five Rivers of Punjab…

Pritam recounted those times 
in her autobiography: “The most 
gruesome accounts of marauding 
invaders in all mythologies and 
chronicles put together will not, I 
believe, compare with the blood 
curling horrors of this historic year.”

Faiz Ahmad Faiz later read it 
in jail in Pakistan. When he was 
released, he found many people had 
a copy of the poem in their pockets. 
Writer–journalist Khushwant Singh 

was the first to translate it into 
English. He said, “Those few lines 
she composed made her immortal, 
in India and Pakistan!”

The other partition work that 
came out some years later was Pinjar 
(The Skeleton), which was made 
into a well-received Hindi film. It 
relates the story of a Sikh girl who 
was abducted by a Muslim because 
of a land feud, as his aunt had earlier 
been abducted by Sikhs.

Pritam had many firsts to her 
credit; not only was she the first 
female Indian writer to receive the 
National Sahitya Akademi Award for 
Sunehade (Messages) in 1956, she 
also received the Padma Shri and 
Padma Vibhushan awards as well 
as a nomination to the Rajya Sabha.

She did her language proud 
by winning the Jnanpith Award in 
1982 for Kagaz te Canvas (Paper 
and Canvas), the first person to win 
the award for writing in Punjabi. 
Her many honours also included 
receiving awards from Bulgaria and 
France.

A crusader for gender equality 
and a woman’s right to live, love 
and write sans constraint, Pritam was 
often at the receiving end of unjust 
criticism. She never bowed to this 
moral policing.

She walked out of a loveless 
marriage, had an intense yet platonic 
romance with the famed Urdu poet 
Sahir Ludhianvi and, finally, a live-
in relationship with artist Inderjit 
Imroz for nearly half a century.

The personal was indeed the 
political for her, and she wrote 
openly about her life, including the 
smoking of cigarettes—a religious 
taboo among the Sikh orthodoxy:

A Hundred Years of Amrita Pritam
Nirupama Dutt
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There was a pain
I smoked it silently like a cigarette
And a few poems I flicked off
Like ashes from a cigarette …

Through her writing and her 
life, Pritam paved the way for 
freedom and choice for young 
writers, especially girls. As she 
battled illness towards the end of her 
life, a precious gift came her way. 
A few Pakistani writers collected 
three green chadars (sheets) from 
the tombs of Sufi poets Waris Shah, 
Bulleh Shah and Sultan Bahu from 
across the border and presented her 
with the line: “You are the Waris 
(heir) of our Waris!” Such was the 
love she inspired.

She often said of her poetry: “I 
have just returned what I learned 
from the saints, sufis and fakirs of 
the land of the five rivers!”

This would be followed by a line 
from one of her poems: Maan suche 
Ishq da hai, hunar da dava nahi (‘I 
cherish my chaste dedication and 
make no claims to the craft’).

Main Tainu Phir Milangi (‘I Will 
Meet You Yet Again’), dedicated to 
her partner Imroz, today enjoys an 
iconic status next only to her ode to 
Waris Shah:

I will meet you yet again
How and where
I know not
Perhaps I will become a
Figment of your imagination

And maybe spreading myself
In a mysterious line
On your canvas
I will keep gazing at you.
…

When the body perishes
All perishes
But the threads of memory
Are woven of enduring atoms
I will pick these particles
Weave the threads
And I will meet you yet again.

(Nirupama Dutt is a poet, journalist 
and translator based in Chandigarh. 
She received the Punjabi Akademi 
Award for her book of poems Ik Nadi 
Sanwali Jahi.)

[Four years ago, academic 
and activist M.M. Kalburgi was 
gunned down at his residence in 
Dharwad by two people linked to 
Sanatan Sanstha, a Hindutva outfit. 
Kalburgi was a vocal critic of idol 
worship and superstition, which 
often got him locking horns with 
Hindutva groups like the Vishwa 
Hindu Parishad (VHP), which 
made Kalburgi the target of their 
campaign during the years following 
up to his assassination on 30th 
August, 2015.

Here is a impassioned poem 
written (originally in Kannada) 
as a tribute to Kalburgi and to the 
countless other pens that will not be 
put down, by poet-activist Huchangi 
Prasad.] 

You cowards—
firing at us who wield pens.
You murderers—
celebrating the cold-hearted killing 
of innocents.

Let the sparrows
build nests
at your gunpoints.
Your guns may have wounded us.
But we are not just bodies,
                                Mute bodies.
We are children of the earth,
our mother gives us life with every 
letter,
strength with every word.
Look, this is not blood we shed
but ink, fresh and indelible,
writing the history of truth.
Every drop of blood now reborn
                     into a thousand truths.

Listen—I know, you Great Devotees!
I know the sword that chopped 
Shambuka's head.
I know who demanded Eklavya's 
thumb.
I know the truth: I know that sword.
I know you who became a gun
to kill me.
Listen—lies are not termites
                     eating away at truth.
Guns cannot destroy it either.
But these pens, these countless pens,
How they grow, tall, strong,
like a gigantic tree of many truths. 

(Huchangi Prasad is a writer and 
activist. He currently teaches at the 
Government First Grade College, 
Davanagere, Karnataka.) 

Remembering M.M. Kalburgi 
Huchangi Prasad 

Translated by Aniruddha Nagaraj and Ali Ahsan
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