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Activists of All Ages, Labour 
Groups, Faith Leaders, Businesses 
and More Join Youth-Led Climate 
Strikes in Intergenerational Demand 
for Climate Action:
•	 With	two	weeks	to	go	until	the	

September 20th climate strikes, 
there are over 2,500 strikes 
registered globally and over 500 
strikes taking place across the 
US.

•	 In	 the	US,	 the	Youth	Climate	
Strike Coalition is steering 
the	 national	 campaign,	 with	
active support, participation 
and collaboration from an 
Adult Climate Strike Coalition, 
which	includes	leading	national	
organisations such as 350.
org, Greenpeace, SEIU and 
March On. Youth and adults, 
institutional and grassroots 
organisations, climate-focused 
and social justice groups, are 
coming together as a unified 
front to demand transformative 
action on climate.

•	 A	week	of	escalated	actions	are	
planned	 in	 the	week	 after	 the	
global strike, from September 
23 to 29. Demonstrating that the 
fight	for	climate	action	is	beyond	
one moment, these actions put a 
spotlight on key climate justice 
fights	 taking	 place	 throughout	

the United States. Actions 
vary from fossil fuel project 
shutdowns	to	demanding	climate	
own	 halls	 to	 mass	 actions	
against fracking and fossil fuel  
finance.
Along	with	 the	 global	 climate	

strikes,	 events	 during	 the	 week	
include the The Peoples’ Summit 
on Climate and the Rights and 
Human Survival—the first ever 
global summit on human rights and 
climate	change,	that	will	be	hosted	
by leading civil society groups and 
the	UN	Human	Rights	Office	in	New	
York, on 18–19 September.

During	Climate	Week,	escalated	
actions	will	happen	throughout	New	
York City and across the US during 
the	 week	 of	 September	 23–29.	
Communities are joining youth-led 
climate	 strikes,	 as	well	 as	 coming	
together to protect families, air and 
water	from	toxic	fossil	fuel	projects,	
with	 hundreds	 across	 the	 country	
taking on the fossil fuel corporations 
and	financiers.

The	 first	 ever	 widespread	
global	blackout	will	also	be	taking	
place	with	many	organisations	and	
businesses planning to stop business 
as	 usual	 by	 shutting	 down	 their	
websites	and	redirecting	them	to	the	
global	climate	strikes	website.

The climate strikes movement 
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inspired by teenager Greta Thunberg 
has	spread	rapidly	across	the	world	
in the last 12 months. Strikers are 
demanding that governments step 
up to take urgent action to prevent 
catastrophic	climate	breakdown	by	

phasing out fossil fuels, accelerating 
the urgent transition to a 100% 
renewable	 energy	 powered	world	
with	 climate	 justice	 and	 equity	
at its core, and holding fossil 
fuel billionaires most responsible 

accountable for their destruction.
– 350.org          

(350.org is  an international 
env i ronmenta l  organ isa t ion 
addressing the climate crisis.)

On Friday, March 15 over one 
million young students from around 
the	world	walked	 out	 of	 class	 to	
demand that their governments 
take serious action against climate 
change. The global student strike 
for	climate	was	held	in	2000	cities	
across 125 countries. In Canada 
over 56 cities had youth climate 
protests,	the	largest	of	which	was	in	
Montreal	where	over	150,000	young	
marchers	filled	the	streets	and	shut	
down	schools.

Since then, other student-led 
protests have taken place. According 
to	 the	 official	 Fridays	 For	 Future	
Canada	website,	98	cities	participated	
in	the	country-wide	climate	strike	on	
Friday May 3 and 104 Canadian 
cities participated in the Friday May 
24 global strike. There are also plans 
for a global Earth Strike during the 
week	of	September	20-27.

The	world-wide	student	strikes	
for climate action are inspired by 
16-year-old	Greta	Thunberg,	who	
began by protesting outside the 
Swedish	 parliament	 buildings	 last	
August.	Terrified	for	her	future,	she	
decided to skip school on Fridays 
to protest her government’s inaction 
on the climate crisis, hence the 
name Fridays For Future. Greta has 
since gained global attention and 
travelled to North America by boat 
to attend a UN climate summit on 
September	23.	She	will	be	attending	
the September 27 rally in Montreal.

“Starting on Friday 20 September 
we	will	kickstart	a	week	of	climate	
action	with	a	worldwide	strike	for	the	
climate,” Greta said in a statement. 
Many organisations have been 
promoting the September general 
strike	while	local	groups	have	been	
preparing	actions	for	that	week.

General strikes involve more 
than just mass demonstrations. 
Historically, general strikes have 
been called by unions and involved 
workers	of	an	entire	city	or	region	
walking	off	the	job	with	the	purpose	
of driving industry to a halt. These 
efforts	 would	 involve	 thousands	
of	 participants,	 including	workers	
from	several	different	industries	and	
their	 supporters,	who	protested	 on	
the	streets	and	were	often	met	with	
police.	Examples	 include	the	1917	
International	Women’s	Day	 textile	
worker’s	 strike	 in	 Petrograd	 that	
initiated the Russian Revolution, 
and	 the	 1919	Winnipeg	General	
Strike	100	years	ago	which	resulted	
in a streetcar tipped over and several 
strikers shot or arrested by North 
West	 Mounted	 Police.	 General	
strikes	 have	 helped	 the	working	
class	win	many	 gains.	 If	 properly	
organised,	they	may	be	an	effective	
way	to	fight	the	fossil	fuel	industry	
and address climate change.

Socialism or Extinction
Under capitalism, everything 

is	 exploited	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	

economic	growth	and	accumulation	
of	 wealth.	 This	 ever-increasing	
growth	will	 never	 be	 compatible	
with	 a	 sustainable	 society	because	
you	cannot	have	continuous	growth	
on a finite planet. Think of our 
resources in terms of a bank account. 
We	have	our	main	spending	account	
that	we	use,	but	when	that’s	used	up,	
when	 those	 resources	are	used	up,	
we	 take	 from	our	 savings	 account	
to cover us for the rest of the year.  
Our  cur ren t  t r end  o f  over-
consumption forces us year by year 
to dip into this savings account of 
resources,	which	is	getting	smaller	
and smaller.

Earth Overshoot Day, the day 
that humans have used up the 
amount of resources that the planet 
is able to regenerate annually, is 
landing	earlier	every	year.	The	first	
Earth	Overshoot	Day	was	December	
29,	1970;	in	2018	it	was	on	August	
1,	and	 this	year	 it	was	on	July	29.	
That means that for 4 months of this 
year	we	are	taking	resources	that	the	
planet	will	 not	 be	 able	 to	 produce	
for	us	in	the	future.	We	are	currently	
consuming	 1.7	 Earth’s	 worth	 of	
resources every year.

Since capitalism is the cause of 
the	 current	 sixth	mass	 extinction,	
the	 choice	now	 is	 either	 socialism	
or	 extinction.	 There	 are	 several	
examples	 of	 socialist	 countries	
that are finding solutions to the 
ecological crisis.

Strike for Climate: Will It Be Socialism or Extinction?
James Chumsa and Lia Sommer
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In	 2016	 the	World	Wildlife	
Fund	 reported	 that	Cuba	was	 the	
only sustainable country in the 
world,	as	it	manages	to	retain	a	low	
ecological	 footprint	while	 keeping	
a relatively high standard of living 
for	its	citizens.	Cuba	adopted	a	low	
carbon	approach	in	the	1990s,	when	
the	Soviet	Union	was	 overthrown	
and a major importer of fossil fuels 
was	 lost.	The	people	 had	 to	make	
a dramatic transition during this 
Special Period, and under socialism 
they did.

Last year, China reached its 
Paris Agreement goals for reductions 
in greenhouse gas emissions, 
ahead of its 2020 deadline. The 
Chinese government took action to 
dramatically reduce the pollution 
from its largest companies, through 
a type of carbon credit system that 
forces polluting corporations to  
pay.

China has planted millions 
of trees, and 60,000 soldiers in 
the People’s Liberation Army are 
currently being mobilised to plant 
32,400	acres	more.	China’s	 efforts	
to plant trees is noticeable from 
space – NASA has spotted large 
regions of green in the eastern half 
of	the	country	that	were	not	there	20	
years ago.

Canada, a capitalist country, 
is	 not	 doing	 so	well.	While	Prime	
Minister Justin Trudeau did declare 
a	 nationwide	 climate	 emergency	
on June 17, he also approved the 
Trans Mountain fossil fuel pipeline 
the	 next	 day.	Trudeau	 has	 broken	
many of his promises to Indigenous 
communities,	 who	 have	 already	
been	fighting	the	hardest	to	defend	
their natural ecosystems. Canada 
is far behind on reducing carbon 
emissions and reaching the Paris 
Agreement target for 2020. At the 
current	rate	it	will	take	centuries	to	

reach that goal, and by that time it 
will	be	far	too	late.

This	 is	 why	 it	 us	 up	 to	 the	
youth,	 the	 students	 and	 the	 next	
generation of leaders to clean up the 
mess and the mistakes that previous 
generations	 have	made.	We	must	

work	 to	 dismantle	 capitalism,	 so	
that the Earth is no longer seen as 
a	 commodity	 and	we	 can	 end	 this	
trend of mindless over-consumption.

We	must	act	now.
(Courtesy: People’s Voice – Canada’s 
leading socialist newspaper.)

15	years	ago,	when	I	was	waiting	
for my class, a student came to me 
and congratulated me.

“What	 is	 the	 occasion?”,	 I	
wondered	aloud.

It	was	not	my	birthday	which	in	
any	case	my	students	would	not	be	
aware	of.	Those	were	pre-Facebook	
days.	 That	 I	 was	 asking	 for	 the	
occasion	was	something	my	student	
could not comprehend.

“Today	 is	Hindi	Diwas,	 Sir”,	
she said.

It	 was	 14	 September	 and	 all	
Hindi-wallas	were	 congratulating	
each	other.	What	is	so	special	about	
Hindi	 that	we	 should	 have	 a	 day	
marked in its name, I asked her.

“Why	Sir,	Hindi	is	our	national	
language.”

“But it is not!” I informed her. 
She	 looked	 bewildered.	 She	 did	
not	 argue	with	me	 following	 the	
tradition of a good Indian shishya 
but	 I	 could	 see	 that	 she	was	 not	
convinced.

It hurts the people of the so 
called Hindi-speaking regions 
when	they	are	confronted	with	 the	
constitutional fact that Hindi is not 
THE National language of India, that 
it has a more mundane role assigned 
by the Constitution. It has to conduct 
the	official	business	of	the	state	and	
that	 too,	along	with	English.	Time	
and again, Hindi nationalism tries 
to assert its linguistic hegemony 

claiming that it is backed by the 
numerical	 strength	 of	 people	who	
use it. A democratic argument, one 
would	say.	When	numbers	are	with	
Hindi,	 how	 can	 other	 languages	
claim	equal	rights?

T h e  d e l i b e r a t i o n  i n  t h e 
Constituent Assembly about the 
status of national language is very 
instructive.	The	debate	was	 taking	
place in the background of the 
freedom movement and also in 
the	midst	 of	 the	 bloodshed	which	
accompanied the creation of the 
two	 nations,	 India	 and	 Pakistan.	
The	spirit	of	the	debate	was	that	of	
negotiation and accommodation. 
Attempt	was	 not	 to	 use	 the	 force	
of majority to carry any motion. It 
was	 therefore	 very	 thoughtful	 of	
the members of the assembly not 
to designate Hindi or any other 
language as the National language 
of India.

It is not that the case of Hindi 
was	not	 pushed	 hard.	But	 counter	
arguments	were	as	formidable.	Read	
what	T.A.	 Ramalingam	Chettiar,	
a Parliamentarian from the then 
Madras State had to say: 

We have got languages which 
are better cultivated and which 
have greater literature than Hindi 
in our areas. If we are going to 
accept Hindi, it is not on account of 
the excellence of the language. It is 
merely on account of the existence of 

Hindi Imposition will Kill the Imagination of a 
Nation with a Hundred Tongues

Apoorvanand
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a large number of people speaking 
Hindi. Being practical, we do not 
claim that our languages which 
are better cultivated, which have 
got better literature, which are 
ancient, which have been there for 
millenniums, should be adopted.

The claim of Hindi is not based 
on its literature, its antiquity or 
anything like that. Such being the 
position, I want the Hindi speaking 
brethren sitting here to consider 
whether they are justified in making 
the claim for everything they want 
and putting us, coming from the 
South, in the false position which we 
will occupy if we are going to accept 
all their claims.

On account of the realities of 
the situation, we have accepted 
Hindi in Nagari script as the official 
language. I, however, said that 
you cannot use the word ‘national 
language’, because Hindi is no more 
national to us than English or any 
other language. We have got our 
own languages which are national 
languages and for which we have got 
the same love as the Hindi speaking 
people have got for their language.

It	was	an	extensive	debate	and	
there	 was	 sharp	 division	 in	 the	
house on this issue. Ultimately, a 
compromise	was	 reached.	Known	
as the Munshi–Ayyangar formula, it 
was	incorporated	in	the	Constitution	
under Part XVII, Chapter I. It 
proposed Hindi in Devanagari 
Script	 as	 the	Official	Language	 of	
the Union (central government). 
However,	the	use	of	English	for	the	
first	15	years	was	allowed	(with	an	
option	of	a	further	extension).

As	 the	 appointed	 hour	 drew	
closer, apprehension rose again in 
the non-Hindi regions that Hindi 
would	be	imposed	on	them	and	the	
threat of a long unrest led the then 
Prime	Minister	 Jawaharlal	Nehru	

to give an assurance that English 
would	continue	until	the	non-Hindi	
speakers	want	a	change.	Since	then,	
the successive governments have 
maintained	the	status-quo.

Are the non-Hindi speaking 
people,	who	 learn	Hindi	 and	 use	
Hindi for transactional purposes 
being unreasonable and dishonest 
when	they	oppose	the	status	of	the	
national	language	to	Hindi?

Their unease has to be understood 
in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 process	 of	
nation-making in India. The large 
number of parliamentary seats in the 
‘Hindi areas’ mean that the majority 
would	 be	 defined	 by	 them.	 The	
temptation to mould the personality 
of other regions in the form of the 
Hindi speaking North India has 
manifested	itself	in	many	ways.	The	
most recent attempts to change the 
character of Onam by seeking to 
introduce Vamana Jayanati and the 
aggressive marking of Ram Navami 
in	West	Bengal	are	 just	 two	of	 the	
numerous	examples	of	this	cultural	
project.

The idea of One nation–One 
people	 can	 be	 realised	 only	when	
it is propelled by one language. 
But	the	makers	of	this	nation	were	
wise	people.	There	was	no	cunning	
in their compromise. The fears 
of	 the	 non-Hindi	 states	were	 not	
imaginary.  A majoritarian impulse 
could destroy the imagination of a 
nation	with	a	hundred	tongues.

The	Hindi-wallas	often	complain	
that in the pre-independence period 
there	 was	 no	 animosity	 towards	
Hindi—which	 is	 true	 to	 a	 great	
extent.	Neither	Ram	Mohan	Roy,	
nor Gandhi, or for that matter Rajajji, 
came from the Hindi regions. Vinoba 
Bhave, an innovator in Hindi, did not 
belong to it either. Theatre and Cine 
personality B.V. Karanth, himself a 
Kannadiga, told me about the days 

of	his	youth	when	Hindi	Pracharaks	
were	held	in	high	esteem	in	his	state	
and other parts of South India. One 
must not forget that in those days 
Hindi	went	to	these	areas	as	a	friend.	
But once the nation state of India 
started	 taking	 shape,	 the	 question	
of cultural hegemony of a particular 
region assumed importance.

Hindi	is	presented	as	a	unifier;	
but, the Constitution is silent on this. 
As	Swapnil	Tripathi	 has	 shown	 in	
his article, the Indian courts have 
taken	 differing	 views	 regarding	
this	question.	He	has	discussed	and	
analysed the approach taken by 
different	courts:	“The	High	Courts	of	
Bombay (Bombay Education Society 
v. State), Calcutta (West Bengal 
Board of Secondary Association v. 
Siliguri High School) and Madhya 
Pradesh (Raghavendra Prasad v. 
Union Bank of India) have sided 
with	 the	 unity	 argument	 and	 have	
made verbal observations that Hindi 
is the national language of India. It 
should	be	noted,	however,	that	such	
remarks	were	made	in	passing,	and	
hence are not binding.

On the other hand, the High 
Courts of Gujarat (Amrutlal Popatlal 
v. Chief Secretary), Karnataka 
(General Secretary, Linguistic 
Minorities v. State of Karnataka) and 
Patna (Jayakant Mishra v. State of 
Bihar)	have	sided	with	the	diversity	
and the disadvantage arguments. In 
fact, in Amrutlal Popatlal’s case, 
the Court categorically rejected a 
petition,	where	a	party	had	argued	
that	Hindi	was	the	national	language	
of India.

The	Courts	have	wisely	refrained	
from declaring Hindi as the national 
language	 of	 India.	 But	 we	 have	
seen the members of the present 
regime raising it from time to time. 
After	 coming	 to	 power	 in	 2014,	
the government surreptitiously 
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introduced the devanagari numerals 
on	 currency	 notes.	 Hindi	 was	
sought to made compulsory in the 
three-language formula. The Vice 
President of the country called Hindi 
the national language of India. Can it 
be	explained	away	as	his	ignorance	
of the Constitution or his statement 
of	 intent?	 In	 2018,	 the	 central	
government through the MHRD 
asked all the central universities to 
introduce Hindi as a compulsory 
subject.

For a very long time, the demand 
to make Hindi a language of the 
United Nations has been raised and 
supported by the BJP. Other regions 
rightly	wonder	why	Hindi	 should	
enjoy this privilege over them. 

The memory of Russification of 
the	regions	of	 the	erstwhile	Soviet	
Union is not only for them. In 
our	 times,	we	 see	China	 imposing	
Mandarin on the Uighur Muslims.

The	 present	 context	 of	 the	
renewed	 demand	 for	Hindi	 to	 be	
accorded the status of the national 
language of India or the marker 
of its identity cannot be ignored. 
It is a time of hard centralism and 
relentless attack on all forms of 
federalism:	One	 nation–One	 tax,	
One nation–One election, along 
with	 the	 abolition	 of	 planning	
commission	which	provided	 space	
for the concerns of the states form 
the	background.	A	massive	exercise	
of reformation of India is going on. 

Hindi has become the vehicle of this 
process of homogenisation.

I, as a practitioner of Hindi 
see	 with	 dismay	 the	 role	 that	
my language is playing in this 
conspiracy. The Hindi media is 
brazenly majoritarian. It deliberately 
keeps its people not only ignorant 
but keeps misinforming them. A 
language	 devoid	 of	 the	 will	 for	
excellence	and	rigour	of	knowledge,	
it has accepted the role of a carrier 
of the propaganda of the market and 
a majoritarian nationalist politics. 
This	is	definitely	not	what	Gandhi	or	
Rajaji or Vinoba had ever imagined.

(Apoorvanand teaches Hindi at the 
University of Delhi.)

[This is an edited version of the 
interview.	The	 full	 interview	 can	
be read on Janata blog. The five 
books recommended by Guha are: 1. 
Nirmal	Kumar	Bose,	“My	Days	With	
Gandhi”;	2.	Louis	Fischer,	“A	Week	
with	Gandhi”;	 3.	Dennis	Dalton,	
“Mahatma Gandhi: Nonviolent 
Power	in	Action”;	4.	J.T.F.	Jordens,	
“Gandhi's Religion: A Homespun 
Shawl”;	 5.	Chandulal	Bhagubhai,	
“Harilal Gandhi: A Life”.]

Sophie Roell (SR): We’re talking 
about books to read about Gandhi, 
but it’s hard to do that without 
mentioning your own biography. 
There’s the volume that covers 
Gandhi’s years in South Africa, 
“Gandhi Before India”, and then 
there’s another 900+ page volume, 
“Gandhi: The Years That Changed 
the World”, covering the period from 
1914 until his death in 1948. Can 
you tell us why he’s so important and 
why we need to know about him?

Ramachandra Guha (RG): We	
need	 to	know	about	him	for	many	
reasons. One is that he is regarded 
as the father of the Indian nation, 
and	 India	 is	 the	 world’s	 largest	
democracy and its second most 
populous country. He is the major 
national	figure	in	India,	comparable	
to,	say,	Lincoln	and	Jefferson	in	the	
United States, De Gaulle in France, 
Churchill in the UK, Mao in China, 
Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam and so on. 
He	was	 the	 preeminent	 nationalist	
leader	 of	 one	 of	 the	world’s	most	
important and largest countries.

But	 he	was	much	more	 than	
merely	 a	 political	 leader.	He	was	
also	a	moral	philosopher	who	gave	
the	world	 a	 particular	 technique	
for combating injustice, namely 
nonviolent protest. He called this 
technique	 ‘satyagraha’,	 or	 ‘truth	
force’,	and	it	has	been	followed	and	
adopted in many countries across the 
world	since	his	death,	including	in	

the United States.
Gandhi 	 was 	 a l so 	 a 	 very	

interesting thinker on matters of 
religion. He lived, and indeed 
died,	 for	harmony	between	 India’s	
two	major	 religious	 communities,	
Hindus and Muslims. At a time 
when	the	world	is	riven	with	discord	
and	 disharmony	 between	 faith	
communities, I think Gandhi is 
relevant.

He lived a long life, almost 80 
years,	during	which	time	he	studied	
and	worked	in	three	countries,	three	
continents—in the United Kingdom 
and	South	Africa	 as	well	 as	 India.	
He	wrote	a	great	deal:	his	collected	
works	 run	 to	 90	 volumes.	 His	
autobiography	was	 translated	 into	
more than 40 languages. An early 
political	text	he	wrote,	called	Hind	
Swaraj,	is	still	taught	in	universities	
around	 the	 world.	 So	 he	 was	 a	
thinker	and	writer	as	well	as	being	an	
activist,	which	is	not	that	common.

The Five Best Books on Gandhi 
Ramachandra Guha interviewed by Sophie Roell
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And	he	was	also	controversial.	
There	were	 people	 who	 debated	
with	 him	 in	 India	 and	 outside	 it.	
There	were	people	who	 took	 issue	
with	his	political	views,	his	views	on	
religion,	his	views	on	social	reform.

He	was	 a	 person	who	 touched	
many aspects of social and political 
life in the 20th century. The issues 
he	was	grappling	with	are	still	alive	
with	us	today,	not	just	in	India,	but	
across	the	world.	That’s	why	he	is	so	
interesting	and	important.	I	wanted	
to	write	about	him	all	my	life.

SR: Your biography of Gandhi 
... gives a much more comprehensive 
picture of him, but it’s also trying to 
give a balanced picture, I got the 
sense. You’re an admirer of Gandhi, 
but you’re also trying very hard to 
give the other side, is that right?

RG: Very much so, because the 
job of a scholar, and a biographer 
in particular, is to suppress nothing. 
Whatever	you	find	that	is	of	interest	
or importance must be included, 
even if it makes you uncomfortable 
or makes your story less compelling 
or	newsworthy.

Of course, I do largely admire 
Gandhi—I	wouldn’t	want	to	spend	
so	many	years	of	my	life	working	on	
someone	I	was	ambivalent	about—
but	I	can	see	that	in	his	debates	with	
the aforementioned Ambedkar he 
was	not	always	right.	He	could	be	
patronising	 towards	 this	 younger,	
radical opponent of his.

I	 can	 also	 see	 the	 ways	 in	
which	 he	 manipulated	 control	
over	 the	Congress	 Party.	He	was	
a consummate politician, and did 
not	want	his	main	political	vehicle	
to	 slip	 out	 of	 his	 grasp.	He	was	 a	
political manager, in that sense. He 
was	also	not	 a	very	good	husband	
and an absolutely disastrous father.... 
When	 it	 came	 to	his	personal	 life,	
his political life, and his ideological 
views,	there	were	times	when	I	was	

profoundly	 out	 of	 sympathy	with	
Gandhi and profoundly in sympathy 
with	those	who	argued	with	him.	All	
this also had to be part of the story.

It’s a book that suppresses 
nothing and that shirks nothing. 
There	will	 be	 some	 people	 who	
will	 read	 this	 book	 and	 come	 out	
admiring Gandhi much more, and 
there	will	be	others	who	will	have	
a	sense	of	disquiet	and	maybe	even	
anguish	at	the	new	things	they	have	
found out about Gandhi.

SR: Let’s go through the five 
books you’ve chosen. They’re not 
ranked in any particular order, 
but let’s start with the first one on 
your list, which is “My Days with 
Gandhi”, by his secretary and 
companion Nirmal Kumar Bose. 
This book deals with the last phase 
of his life. Could you tell me about 
it, and explain why it’s on your list 
of important books to read about 
Gandhi?

RG: I put this book by Nirmal 
Kumar Bose on my list because 
I	 wanted	 a	 firsthand	 account	 of	
Gandhi.	Bose	was	 a	 considerable	
scholar.	 He	wrote	 books,	 edited	
a scholarly journal and taught at 
universities. Although he’s not that 
well-known	outside	 India,	 he	was	
among	the	country’s	most	influential	
anthropologists,	writing	on	caste	and	
India’s tribal regions.

He	was	interested	in	Gandhi	too.	
He joined the freedom movement 
in	 the	 1930s,	 went	 to	 jail,	 and	
prepared an anthology of Gandhi’s 
writings.	 Then,	 in	 the	 winter	 of	
1946–7,	Gandhi	was	in	the	field	in	
Bengal trying to bring about peace. 
This	 was	 a	 time	when	 religious	
rioting	was	 particularly	 savage	 in	
eastern Bengal and Gandhi needed 
an	 interpreter.	Bose	was	a	Bengali	
speaker	 and	Gandhi	 knew	of	 him	
and	his	writings.	So	Bose	went	with	 
him.

This	was	 a	 time	which,	 at	 one	
level,	 saw	 Gandhi	 at	 his	 most	
heroic. Here is a 77-year-old man 
walking	 through	 the	 villages	 of	
eastern Bengal. Communication is 
awful;	there’s	malaria	and	dysentery	
and all kinds of other problems. 
He’s trying to bring Hindus and  
Muslims together, undertaking 
these	heroic	experiments	to	promote	
peace....

I think the book is useful in that 
it	 provides	 a	 firsthand	 account	 of	
Gandhi	by	someone	who	is	a	scholar	
and	a	writer.	Bose	is	not	just	a	starry-
eyed naïve disciple, but someone 
who	is	himself	a	thinker	and	has	an	
analytical	mind.	He	wants	to	probe	
deeply into his subject’s moods and 
anxieties.

SR: It’s also a picture of Gandhi 
at a point in his life when he’s a bit 
isolated and disillusioned because 
the country is going in the direction 
of Partition, isn’t it?

RG:  Yes, that’s also very 
important. Gandhi struggled his 
whole	 life	 to	 keep	 a	 united	 India.	
From his time in South Africa 
onwards,	 he	 promoted	 Hindu–
Muslim	harmony.	He	was	a	Hindu	
himself, a deep believer and also 
deeply immersed in Hindu traditions. 
But in South Africa, his closest 
associates	were	Muslims.

In India, he tried to bring about 
a	 compact	 between	 these	 two	
large and sometimes disputatious 
communit ies.  Ult imately,  he 
failed—because Partition happened 
and Hindus and Muslims turned on 
each	other.	It	was	an	effort	of	will,	
at his age, to compose himself, 
get himself back on track and then 
undertake this foot march through 
eastern Bengal....

Some people may feel Bose’s 
book is rather clinical and scholarly, 
but	 it’s	an	actual	firsthand	account	
and that’s its value.
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SR: Let’s turn to the next book 
you’ve chosen, which is “A Week 
with Gandhi” by Louis Fischer. He 
was an American journalist who 
visited Gandhi at his ashram in 
1942. Tell me more.

RG:	Louis	Fischer	wrote	more	
than one book on Gandhi. He also 
wrote	a	biography	of	Gandhi	called	
The Life of Mahatma Gandhi, 
which	was	published	after	Gandhi’s	
death.	That	book	was	the	basis	for	
Attenborough’s	film.	 I	didn’t	want	
that	 book;	 I	 wanted	 something	
else by Fischer. This book is set in 
1942, again, a time of great political 
turmoil	 and	 anxiety.	The	 Second	
World	War	was	on.

The British had their backs 
to	 the	wall.	This	 is	 a	 time—1939,	
1940,	 1941—when	 the	Americans	
hadn’t	yet	entered	the	war,	and	the	
British	were	fighting	alone.	Even	the	
Soviets didn’t enter until 1941. 

Gandhi	and	the	Congress	were	
confronted	with	a	terrible	dilemma.	
On the one hand, for all his political 
differences	 with	 Imperial	 rule,	
Gandhi had enormous personal 
sympathy	with	the	British	people.	

Gandhi	was	willing	to	abandon	
his doctrinal commitment to non-
violence and to tell the British ‘Hitler 
is	evil,	he	must	be	defeated,	we	will	
help you defeat him.’ So he said to 
the	British,	‘We	will	work	with	you,	
but	you	must	assure	us	that	you	will	
grant	us	independence	once	the	war	
is	over.’	This	was,	in	my	view,	a	very	
reasonable condition—because if the 
British	were	fighting	 for	 freedom,	
then surely that meant freedom for 
Indians,	too?

This	was	 rejected	 by	 the	 then	
prime	minister,	Winston	Churchill,	
who	was	a	diehard	imperialist—and	
whose	viceroy	in	India,	Linlithgow,	
was	as	reactionary	as	Churchill	was.

So here is Gandhi in India 
wondering,	 ‘What	do	I	do?	I	want	

to	 help	 the	British,	 but	 I	want	my	
people to be free.’ The Americans 
are sympathetic to his predicament. 
Fischer goes to India in 1942, at 
a	 time	when	Gandhi	 is	 telling	 the	
British, ‘If you don’t assure us 
freedom,	 I	 will	 launch	 another	
countrywide	 protest	 movement	
against	 your	 rule.’	 This	 was	 to	
become the Quit India Movement 
of August 1942; Fischer visits just 
before that.

He goes to Gandhi’s ashram in 
central India.... Fischer describes 
Gandhi’s entourage, the men and 
women	 around	 him,	 his	wife,	 his	
disciples and then he talks to Gandhi. 
It’s an unusually frank and open 
conversation. As Fischer says later 
on in the book, one of the joys of 
talking to Gandhi is that it’s not 
pre-scripted, it’s a conversation. 
You’re	 opening	 up	 new	 lines	 of	
thought, and Gandhi himself is so 
open and transparent and reacting 
so spontaneously that he sometimes 
says things that he’s surprised at 
himself.

The book conveys the essential 
humanity	of	Gandhi	and	his	down-
to-earth character. He lived in this 
simple	village	community,	with	bad	
food and no modern conveniences 
at all.

SR: One thing that comes up 
in this book quite a bit is Gandhi’s 
emphasis on spinning. He’s always 
trying to get people to do more 
spinning. Could you explain what 
that’s all about?

RG: There are three major 
aspects to this. One is that spinning 
is	 a	 way	 of	 breaking	 down	 the	
boundaries	 between	mental	 labour	
and manual labour and dissolving 
caste distinctions. In the Indian caste 
system, it’s only the Shudras and 
the Untouchables, the fourth and 
fifth	strata,	who	do	manual	labour.	
Manual labour is despised in the 

Indian caste system, and Gandhi 
wanted	to	say	that	everyone	should	
work	with	their	hands.

The second aspect is that 
Gandhi believed in economic self-
reliance. A major factor in India’s 
underdevelopment	 was	 that	 its	
indigenous industries had been 
destroyed under British colonial rule. 
So	this	was	a	way	of	saying,	‘We	will	
spin	 our	 own	 cloth	 and	we’ll	 do	
it ourselves using decentralised 
methods.	 Each	 of	 us	 will	 spin	
something.’

The third aspect of it is that he 
is cultivating a spirit of solidarity 
among	his	fellow	freedom	fighters,	
and	spinning	is	a	way	of	doing	that	
constructively and non-violently. 
How	do	fascists	inculcate	solidarity	
among	the	community?	By	marching	
up	and	down	to	show	their	enemies	
how	menacing	they	can	be.	Consider	
spinning the Gandhian alternative to 
a fascist marchpast.

This	 is	 how	 you	 should	 read	
Gandhi’s	interest	in	spinning.	It	was	
at	once	a	program	of	social	equality,	
of	breaking	down	caste	distinctions,	
of	 economic	 self-renewal	 and	 of	
nationalist	unity:	 everyone	will	do	
the same thing.

SR: Let’s go on to the third book 
on your list, which is by Dennis 
Dalton.

RG: Dennis Dalton is a retired 
American	 professor	 who	 is	 now	
in his eighties. He did a PhD in 
England in the 1960s and later on 
taught at Columbia. In the 1970s 
and	 1980s	 he	 wrote	 a	 series	 of	
pioneering articles on Gandhi. Those 
articles then became the basis of this 
book, Mahatma Gandhi: Nonviolent 
Power in Action,	the	third	of	the	five	
that I’ve recommended.

I	want	to	say	a	little	bit	about	the	
hallmarks	of	Dalton’s	work	and	why	
it’s	particularly	important.	The	first	
thing is that it is absolutely grounded 
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in primary research. Unlike other 
Gandhi scholars, Dalton does not 
restrict himself to the collected 
works.	 Dalton,	 while	 he	 knows	
Gandhi’s	 collected	writings	 very	
well,	 also	 looks	 at	 contemporary	
newspapers	 and	what	 they	were	
saying about Gandhi.

He	also	looks	at	what	Gandhi’s	
political	rivals	and	adversaries	were	
writing.	In	his	book,	he	has	a	very	
interesting account of the Indian 
revolutionaries	 who	 disparaged	
nonviolence and thought armed 
struggle	would	be	more	effective	and	
quicker	in	getting	the	British	out.	He	
talks	about	Ambedkar,	the	great	low	
caste	 revolutionary	who	disagreed	
with	Gandhi.	

The other interesting thing about 
Dalton’s	work—and	 this	 is	 very,	
very important—is that he looks at 
the evolution of Gandhi’s thought. 
Because a life is lived day to day. 
Whether	Gandhi	or	Marx	or	Hobbes	
or Mill, any great political thinker 
is living his or her life day to day 
and adapting and changing his or 
her	 views.	Those	who	 don’t	 look	
at	the	evolution	of	a	life,	who	don’t	
have a historical or chronological or 
developmental understanding of a 
life, are forced to cherry-pick. They 
want	consistencies	that	don’t	exist.

So I think as an account of the 
development of Gandhi’s political 
philosophy and as an analysis of 
Gandhi’s	 Indian	 critics—who	 had	
serious, profound and sometimes 
telling political disagreements 
with	 Gandhi—Dalton’s	 book	 is	
particularly valuable.

SR: Shall we talk about Gandhi’s 
religion next? This is a book called 
Gandhi’s “Religion: A Homespun 
Shawl”, written by a Belgian Jesuit, 
J.T.F. Jordens. His point is that it’s 
impossible to understand Gandhi 
without his religion.

RG: First, a small factual 
correction: the author, J.T.F. Jordens, 
is more accurately described as a 
lapsed Belgian Jesuit. He started 
as a Jesuit, came to India, joined a 
church and then left the church. He 
got interested in Gandhi, became a 
scholar and ended up a professor in 
Australia....

Coming to Jordens and Gandhi’s 
Religion:	 Gandhi	 was	 a	 person	
of faith, but he had a highly 
idiosyncratic, individual, eccentric 
attitude to faith. He called himself 
a	Sanatanist	Hindu—which	means	
a	 devout	 or	 orthodox	Hindu—but	
didn’t	 go	 into	 temples.	He	was	 a	
Hindu, but he radically challenged 
some of the prejudices of the Hindu 
tradition, particularly the practice 
of	untouchability.	He	was	a	Hindu	
whose	closest	friend	was	an	English	
Christian	 priest,	 C.F.	Andrews.	
He	was	 a	Hindu	whose	 political	
program	was	that	Hindus	should	not	
oppress Muslims and Muslims must 
have	equal	rights	in	an	independent	
India....

We	live	in	a	time	of	intellectuals	
disparaging	 religion,	 with	 an	
arrogant atheism on one side and 
religious fundamentalism on the 
other.	Gandhi	gives	us	a	way	out	of	
this false choice. Gandhi tells us that 
you can be religious, that there is a 
wonder	 and	mystery	 to	 life	which	
cold-blooded rationality and science 
can’t	completely	explain.

But, at the same time, there is 
no one true path to God. Gandhi 
says, Accept your fate. You’re born 
a	Hindu,	 fine.	Your	 parents,	 your	
grandparents	were	Hindus	for	many	
generations.	But	 think	 about	what	
you can learn from other faiths. 
Cultivate	friendships	with	Christians	
and	Muslims	and	Jews	and	Parsis.	
If you see your faith in the mirror 
of another, you may find out its 

imperfections. It’s a very interesting, 
heterodox	approach	to	religion....

I think Jordens’s book is the 
most scrupulous, fair-minded and 
persuasive	account	of	why	 faith	 is	
so	central	to	Gandhi	and	what	makes	
Gandhi’s faith so distinctive. That is 
why	it	is	on	my	list.

SR: The last book on your list is 
a life of his son Harilal. It’s called 
“Harilal Gandhi: A Life”. Some 
quotes from his son that appear in 
the book: “No attention was paid to 
us” and “You have spoken to us not 
in love, but always in anger.” It’s 
very sad, isn’t it? Tell me about his 
son and this book.

RG: This	was	 a	 book	written	
in Gujarati by a scholar called 
Chandulal Bhagubhai Dalal and 
translated into English by one of 
the preeminent Indian Gandhian 
scholars of the day, Tridip Suhrud, 
who	was,	for	many	years,	the	curator	
of	Gandhi’s	own	personal	archive	in	
Ahmedabad. Suhrud has provided a 
very detailed introduction and notes, 
so it’s a very good edition of this 
biography.

G a n d h i  i s  p r o f o u n d l y 
unsympathetic to his son’s hopes, his 
desires.	He	is	telling	his	son...	follow	
me,	 become	 a	 social	worker,	 give	
up everything for the community 
like I have done.... Gandhi turns 
increasingly angry, judgmental and 
frustrated	at	his	son	not	doing	what	
he	wants	 him	 to	 do.	And	Harilal	
is broken by this. At one level he 
resents his father’s overbearing, 
authoritarian manner and at another 
level he craves his father’s attention. 
So Harilal goes to jail several times 
in South Africa and several times in 
India	too	because	he	wants	his	father	
to	know	that	he’s	as	much	of	a	patriot	
as anybody else.

The son tries several times to 
matriculate,	but	fails.	His	wife	dies.	
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Then he tries several times to become 
a businessman, but all his business 
ventures fail. Then he becomes an 
alcoholic, then he becomes a lapsed 
alcoholic, then he goes back to the 
bottle again. Then, because he’s so 
angry	with	his	father,	he	converts	to	
Islam merely to spite Gandhi. This 
leads to a very anguished letter by 
his mother, Kasturba Gandhi. She’s 
very rarely in the public domain but 
is so angry at her son’s spiteful act, 
that	she	writes	in	the	press	saying,	
Why	are	you	doing	this	just	to	shame	
your	father?

So i t’s  a very tragic and 
complicated relationship and of 
course it’s not unusual.... 

Again, it’s a factual account. It’s 
written	by	a	 scholar	who	wants	 to	
tell you the truth in an unadorned, 
factual,	 dispassionate	 way.	 But	
I think it’s very effective for not 
being	 overwritten	 or	 overblown	
or	 excessively	 hyperbolic	 or	
judgmental.

SR: One last question: you didn’t 
include Gandhi’s autobiography on 
this list of books. Is that because you 
wanted them to be books about him 
rather than by him or was there a 
more fundamental reason?

RG: Gandhi’s autobiography 
is	 indispensable,	 but	 it’s	 so	well	
known.	It’s	available	in	hundreds	of	
editions, and in dozens of languages. 
Every major publisher has published 
it	 and	 you	 can	 get	 it	 anywhere.	 I	
wanted	 readers	 of	 Five	Books	 to	
get some fresher, more vivid, less-
known	perspectives	on	Gandhi.

But certainly, they should read 
the	 autobiography	 too.	 It’s	 now	
available	in	a	new	annotated	edition	
by the scholar I mentioned, Tridip 
Suhrud. It’s a first rate edition 
brought out by Yale University 
Press.

(Ramachandra Guha is a historian 
based in Bengaluru.)

Only	 a	 few	 weeks	 ago,	 the	
central	 government	 was	 talking	
grandly about India reaching a 
$5-trillion economy and refusing to 
recognise	the	severe	slowdown	India	
is going through. (This is not such 
a	 grand	 ambition	when	 compared	
with	China,	which	is	often	portrayed	
as India’s competitor, because  
by 2025, China’s economy is 
expected	to	achieve	a	GDP	of	$29	
trillion).

Then reality, at last, struck 
the proud citadels of the Prime 
Minister’s	Office	and	North	Block,	
at	 which	 point	 finance	minister	
Nirmala Sitharaman announced a 
slew	of	measures.	These	 included	
retracting the only progressive 
feature of her budget: the additional 
surcharge on incomes of the super-
rich, reducing the interest on housing 
loans for government employees, a 
Rs 20,000 crore stress fund for real 
estate	and	sops	for	exporters.

Recently, these sops have been 
increased further. Rs 50,000 crore has 
been	allocated	 for	 exemptions	and	
support	 for	 insurance	of	exporters.	
Interest rates for all housing loans 
have	 been	 brought	 down.	At	 the	
same time, the government capped 
foreign investment in digital 
media	 at	 26%	 and	 allowed	 100%	
foreign investment for coal mining, 
associated infrastructure and sales 
of fuel.

However, 	 so	 far, 	 foreign	
investment	 has	 flowed	 into	 non-
manufacturing sectors such as 
PayTM, into shopping malls, food 
and beverages, and so on. So it 
does not help the government’s 
‘Make in India’ project. In fact, in 

the	recent	slowdown,	the	decline	in	
manufacturing  has been a leading 
factor. Moreover, foreign investment 
flows	tend	to	hold	up	the	exchange	
rate	 of	 the	 rupee.	As	 ex-Prime	
Minister Manmohan Singh pointed 
out,	India	should	allow	the	rupee	to	
be devalued.

Two	of	the	leading	sectors	that	
have been particularly hurt are the 
automobile sector and the fast-
moving consumer goods sector. 
Parle, one of the leading biscuit 
manufacturers	has	laid	off	thousands	
of	workers.	Sales	of	basic	goods	such	
as atta, hair oil, soap and toothpaste 
have badly fallen, especially in rural 
areas of north Indian states such as 
Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan, 
Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh.

Auto industry sales have reached 
a	 19-year	 low.	Maruti	 Suzuki	 has	
slashed its production continuously 
for the last seven or eight months. 
It has not responded to prodding 
by Central government ministers. 
Ashok Leyland has closed five 
of its factories. Tata Motors and 
Mahindra have also drastically 
slashed their sales. All this has led 
to the unemployment not only of 
direct	 factory	workers,	 but	 also	 of	
contract	workers	who	 come	 from	
surrounding areas.

India’s employment shrank 
by	 seven	million	 between	 2013	
and 2018. Open unemployment of 
the youth (forget about disguised 
unemployment) has reached 16%. As 
Singh also pointed out, agricultural 
income	has	fallen	to	a	14-year	low.

GDP	growth	comes	on	the	back	
of investment. The India’s rate of 
investment as a percentage of GDP 
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has declined from 34 in 2010 to 29 
in 2017, recovering to a little over 
31 in 2018–19. As John Maynard 
Keynes had pointed out a long time 
ago, investment is basically driven 
by	effective	demand	and	the	rate	of	
interest only plays a minor part.

But most of the measures 
adopted by the current government, 
as	 well	 as	 those	 suggested	 by	
Manmohan Singh, focus on cheaper 
loans. The only part of the latter’s 
recommendation that is aimed at 
increasing	 effective	 demand	 is	 to	
raise rural incomes by reviving 
agriculture. Apart from the fact that 
this	will	require	a	large	increase	in	
public investment in agriculture, 
which	had	come	down	as	a	proportion	
of GDP under the Congress regime 
also,	we	have	to	remember	that	the	
major part of India’s national income 
is constituted by urban incomes.

What	we	 should	 talk	 about	 is	
not	just	the	slowdown	in	economic	
growth,	 but	 the	miserable	 state	 of	
our human development. To take 
just	two	of	the	indicators	of	human	
development, India is home to the 
largest mass of illiterate people in 
the	world,	and	in	terms	of	the	hunger	
index,	 India	 ranks	 even	 below	
some of the poorest Sub-Saharan 
countries. This is because India is 
one	of	the	worst	performers	globally	
in	 terms	 of	 expenditure	 on	 both	
health and education.

Let	us	now	look	at	the	percentages	
of GDP spent by India and other 
countries. India spends 3.8% of 
its GDP on education, compared 
with—taking	 some	 countries	 at	
random—3.9% by Afghanistan, 4% 
by Albania, 5.3% by Australia, 5.5% 
by Austria, 4.2% by Burkina Faso, 
12.8% by Cuba, 7.6% by Denmark 
and 5.5% by France. Most of India’s 
expenditure	on	education	is	incurred	
by private persons; government 

spending on education is just about 
1.3% of GDP.

With	 the	 increasing	 neglect	 of	
public educational institutions, there 
has been a mushrooming of private 
institutions, increasing the burden on 
poorer people. The Tapas Majumdar 
Committee’s recommendation for 
spending 6% of GDP on education 
has never been realised.

According	 to	World	 Health	
Organisation	figures,	in	2016	India	
spent 3.66% of its GDP on health 
as against 5.27% by South Africa 
and 8.11% by Russian Federation 
(two	 other	members	 of	 BRICS).	
Taking other countries at random, 
expenditure	on	health	as	percentage	
of	GDP	was	10.2%	by	Afghanistan,	
6.7% by Albania, 7.55%  by 
Argentina, 9.25% by Australia, 
10.44% by Austria, 11.77% by Brazil, 
6.75% by Burkina Faso, 8.53% by 
Chile, 10.35% by Denmark, 11.54% 
by France and 11.14% by Germany.

It	 is	 no	 wonder	 that	 the	 life	
expectancy	 is	 lower	 in	 India	 than	
in practically all East and Southeast 
Asian	countries,	and	lower	than	even	
that of Bangladesh, a much poorer 
countries.	Most	of	 the	expenditure	
on health comes out of private 
pockets, the percentage rising to 
90% in some northern states. In 
states such as Kerala and Tamil 
Nadu,	where	the	public	health	sector	
is more active, the longevity is much 
higher than the all-India average.

Let	us	now	 turn	 to	 the	 area	of	
environmental protection, including 
minimising the ravages of climate 
change. Before the advent of British 
rule,	 India	 had	 extensive	 forest	
cover, and only some desert in 
Rajasthan and Sind. Even there, 
the	 kings	 and	 nawabs	 had	 created	
special forest reserves for hunting. 
The British began the commercial 
exploitation	 of	 forests,	 throwing	

large	 numbers	 of	 forest-dwellers	
out of their habitat, and increasing 
the	soil	erosion	without	forest	cover	
and leading to silting of rivers. 
Unfortunately, the same policies 
were	continued	by	successive	Indian	
governments, giving only nominal 
protection to Scheduled Tribes, the 
main victims of the government’s 
forest and mining policies.

In order to advance human 
development,	 India	 will	 have	 to	
double	 public	 expenditure	 on	
education, healthcare, special 
educational and health schemes 
for Adivasis and Dalits, ICDS 
and other schemes like girls’ 
hostels, not only under the Central 
government but also under states, 
which	are	responsible	for	most	of	the	
expenditure	on	social	sector	heads.

First, the public distribution 
system should be made universal as 
in Kerala. In education, the public 
sector contribution should be raised 
to	3%	of	GDP,	which	will	take	the	
total to about 5%. In healthcare, the 
public	expenditure	should	be	raised	
to	3%	of	GDP,	which	will	take	the	
total	 again	 to	 somewhere	 around	
5% of GDP (rough calculations). 
In	every	case,	 the	part	 specifically	
meant	 for	 women,	Adivasis	 and	
Dalits should be tripled. The money 
meant for environmental protection 
should	be	quadrupled	and	the	policy	
of	 attaining	 low	 carbon	 emissions	
should	 be	 monitored,	 wherever	
possible.

Where	will	 the	money	 come	
from for all  these ambitious 
schemes?	Thomas	Piketty,	the	author	
of Capital in the Twentieth Century, 
has recommended that it come from 
80% of the income of the top 1% 
of	 earners,	 which	 he	 thinks	will	
not	 infringe	on	 incentive	 for	work	
or investment. In India, the highest 
marginal	income	tax	rate	is	30%	for	



JANATA, September 22, 2019 11

everybody from Mukesh Ambani, 
Uday Kotak, Gautam Adani and K.P. 
Singh to a mere college professor.

I	would	 increase	 the	marginal	
income	tax	rate	in	two	steps	–	35%	
for incomes up to Rs 20 lakh and 
45% for all incomes above Rs 50 
lakh.	That	is	the	top	marginal	tax	rate	
in the UK and Germany. In countries 
like	Denmark,	Sweden	and	France,	
the	 highest	marginal	 tax	 rates	 are	
much higher, ranging from 60% to 
75%.	I	would	also	abolish	the	special	
treatment for Hindu Undivided 
Families,	which	is	invidious	because	
families	 following	 the	Dayabhaga	
law	 or	 families	 practicing	 other	
religions cannot take advantage of 
it, and because a major portion of 
high	incomes	escape	taxation	using	
that route.

I	would	 raise	 the	 tax	 rate	 for	
domestic	companies	with	a	turnover	
up to Rs 250 crore from the current 
rate of 25% to 30%, for domestic 
companies	with	 a	 turnover	 above	
Rs 250 crore from 30% to 35%, 
and for foreign companies from 
40%	to	45%.	These	changes	in	tax	
rates	 should	 be	 enough	 to	finance	
the	 increased	 public	 expenditure	
suggested above.

What	will	 be	 the	 implications	
of	all	these	changes?	The	increases	
in	 public	 expenditure	 suggested	
will	 at	 once	 lead	 to	 enormous	
increases in employment (India has 
been	witnessing	 jobless	 growth)	
in educational institutions, public 
hospitals and health centres, 
etc.	 Special	 schemes	 will	 have	
to be devised for aiding farmers 
and	 workers	 in	 medium	 and	
small enterprises in trade and 
manufacturing,	 which	 are	 the	
primary sources of employment in 
the non-farm sector.

(Amiya  Kumar  Bagchi  i s  a 
distinguished economist.)

One of the major promises on 
which	the	2014	elections	were	won	
was	massive	 job	 creation.	 Even	
after its stunning victory in 2019, 
primarily fought on the national 
security	plank,	among	the	first	things	
the	new	Narendra	Modi	government	
did	was	to	set	up	a	cabinet	committee	
to	create	 jobs.	How	successful	has	
it	been?

There	was	wide	speculation	after	
the resignation of the chairman of 
the National Statistical Commission 
(NSC) that the employment data, 
showing	the	highest	unemployment	
rate	 in	 45	 years,	 was	 willfully	
suppressed.

Finally, the Periodic Labour 
Force	Survey	(PLFS)	data	was	made	
public	on	May	31,	2019.	What	does	
it	show?

Key takeaways
Preliminary analysis of PLFS 

data	 shows	 that	 the	most	 striking	
news—for	 the	 first	 time	 in	 45	
years, ever since NSS have been 
conducted—is the contraction 
of aggregate employment by 1.2 
million	between	2011–12	and	2017–
18 (Table 1).

Aggregate	 employment,	which	
stood at 472.5 million in 2011–12, 
came	down	to	471.3	million	in	2017–
18. This is primarily driven by rural 
women	 losing	24.7	million	 jobs—
other	 segments	 of	 the	workforce	
however	saw	net	addition	to	jobs.

The decline in the rural female 
workforce	 is	 not	 new—this	 has	
been	happening	for	quite	some	time	
now.	In	the	earlier	period,	between	
2004–05 and 2011–12, the female 
workforce	 in	 rural	 areas	 shrank—
although the magnitude of the 

decline	was	less	than	in	the	current	
period—by 21.8 million (Table 2).

The	 other	 big	 takeaway	 from	
PLFS data is the close to a fourfold 
slowdown	 in	employment	creation	
for rural males. Thus, the jobs crisis 
prominently visible in the previous 
period in rural female segment seems 
to have spread to the rural male 
segment	 now—as	 employment	 in	
the latter segment merely increased 
by 4.6 million in the current period, 
compared to 16.8 million in the 
previous	one—engulfing	the	whole	
rural economy.

Hence, much more is needed 
than simple cash transfer schemes, 
increasing MSPs periodically or 
debt reliefs. Public investment in 
agriculture	 along	with	 energising	
MGNREGS (to help create rural 
infrastructure), among others, should 
be on the cards.

M o r e o v e r ,  t h e  p a c e  o f 
employment	 expansion	 for	 urban	
males also decelerated in the recent 
period (14.7 million) compared to 
the previous one (17.6 million). It 
is only in the urban female segment 
that	 employment	 growth	 picked	
up, registering 4.1 million increase 
compared to 2.1 million in the 
previous period.

Sectoral distribution
There	is	another	way	of	looking	

at the employment debacle. It is 
to look at the sectoral distribution 
of	 employment.	With	 the	majority	
of rural persons still engaged in 
agriculture, a crisis in the rural 
economy mos t  p rominen t ly 
manifests itself in agricultural 
employment. People in large 
numbers (27.1 million) deserted 

Why Aggregate Employment in India Is Shrinking
Anamitra Roychowdhury
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agriculture	 between	 2011–12	 and	
2017–18, once again led by rural 
female	workers	(19.8	million)	(Table	
3).

This decline in agricultural 
employment is visible across every 
segment	 of	 the	workforce,	 except	
urban males. Therefore, the much-
discussed unremunerative returns 
from	agriculture	 are	 confirmed	by	
the latest data. People are seen to 
be leaving agriculture, primarily 
due	 to	 push	 factors,	 for	 there	was	
inadequate	 absorption	 in	 non-
agricultural sectors of the economy 
(25.9 million). Precisely, due to this 
reason—more people abandoning 
agriculture than the available 
non-agricultural jobs—aggregate 
employment has shrunk.

Tab le 	 3 	 a l so 	 shows 	 t he	
struggles faced by the ‘Make in 
India’ programme and the futility of 
enormous money spent on imparting 
skills,	 as	 these	 were	 primarily	
targeted at boosting manufacturing 
employment. Overall, manufacturing 
employment	growth	turned	negative	
(0.9	million)	and	benefits	of	 ‘Skill	
India’ programme seem to have 
bypassed every section of the 

workforce,	except	urban	males.
Thus,	 a	 comprehensive	well-

calibrated manufacturing policy 
focusing on the labour-intensive 
sectors seems to be the need of the 
hour.	The	construction	sector,	which	
is	widely	 viewed	 as	 the	 employer	
of last resort in the previous period, 
barely managed to absorb 4.6 million 
new	workers	in	the	current	period.	
How	 does	 this	 compare	with	 the	
previous	period?

Table 4 compares the capacity 
of labour absorption in key sectors 
of	 the	 economy	over	 two	periods.	
Between	2004–05	and	2011–12,	the	
construction sector added 24 million 
jobs, becoming the largest sector of 
the economy in terms of job creation.

Thus, compared to the previous 
period,	 there	 is	more	 than	fivefold	
dece le ra t ion 	 in 	 job 	 g rowth	
in the construction sector. The 
manufacturing sector absorbed 5.3 
million	workers	in	the	earlier	period,	
while	 it	posted	negative	growth	 in	
the present period mentioned above.
Slowdown in non-agricultural 
jobs

The alarming situation in the 
aggregate labour market can also be 

comprehended	from	the	slowdown	
in	 non-agricultural	 job	 growth.	
Notice from Table 4, a larger number 
of people moved out of agriculture 
(34.4	million)	between	2004–05	and	
2011–12, compared to the recent 
period (27.1 million)—2011–12 and 
2017–18.

However,	aggregate	employment	
still	 expanded	 by	 14.6	million	 in	
the	 previous	 period,	while	 in	 the	
present	period,	we	already	noted	that	
employment shrunk by 1.2 million. 
This is simply because labour 
absorption in non-agriculture almost 
halved	in	the	current	period;	while	
employment in non-agriculture 
expanded	 by	 48.9	million	 in	 the	
previous period, presently it could 
only absorb 25.9 million fresh 
workers.

Thus,  there  i s  an  urgent 
necessity to revive non-agricultural 
employment alongside supporting 
agriculture.

F ina l ly,  on  the  i s sue  o f 
comparabil i ty	 of 	 PLFS	 with	
earlier NSS rounds. First, P.C. 
Mohanan,	 who	 resigned	 as	NSC	
chairman, categorically mentioned: 
“When	 we	 [National	 Statistical	
Commission] approve a report, 
I am not going to give a figure 
which	 is	 not	 comparable	with	 the	
other ones. Second, the concept of 
employment and unemployment are 
universally accepted. International 
Labour Organization prescribes the 
standards,	we	all	follow	it.”

Second, professor R. Ramakumar 
pointed out that the sampling design 
only changed at a later stage (second 
stage	 stratification)	 and	 there	 are	
inbuilt mechanisms to correct over/
under-representation of any group.

F i n a l l y ,  b y  s a y i n g 
underemployment rates are not 
comparable	with	earlier	rounds	due	
to educational factors, it is implicitly 
argued that those looking for jobs but 

Note: Worker–population ratio from NSS and population projections from Census 2011
Source: PFLS 2017–18

Rural male

worker

Rural female

worker

Urban male

worker

Urban female

worker
Total worker

2017–18 239.0 77.0 123.8 31.5 471.3

2011–12 234.4 101.6 109.1 27.4 472.5

Net change 4.6 –24.7 14.7 4.1 –1.2

Table 1: Aggregate change in employment (million)

Source: PFLS 2017–18

Time period
Rural male

worker

Rural female

worker

Urban male

worker

Urban female

worker

Total

worker

2017–18 over

2011–12
4.6 –24.7 14.7 4.1 –1.2

2011–12 over

2004–05
16.8 –21.8 17.6 2.1 14.7

Table 2: Comparing employment change with the earlier period (million)
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unable	to	find	it	are	voluntarily	
unemployed. It is a cruel joke 
on	 those	 unable	 to	 find	work,	
given the employment situation 
described	above,	when	traditional	
sectors of the economy are 
shedding/inadequately	absorbing	
labour and modern sectors are 
incapable of accommodating 
them (including the educated). 
Instead of denying the jobs crisis, 
it should be tackled head-on, for 
any government neglecting these 
facts	does	so	at	its	own	peril.

(Anamitra  Roychowdhury 
teaches economics at Jawaharlal 
Nehru University, New Delhi.)

Some days ago, Time magazine 
published an article with the 
headline: “Want to Stop Climate 
Change? Then It’s Time to Fall Back 
in Love with Nuclear Energy”. In it, 
the former head of the International 
Atomic Energy Agency, Hans Blix, 
evokes the imminent threat of climate 
catastrophe to argue, “There are 
paths out of this mess. But on March 
11, 2011 [the day of the Fukushima 
disaster], the world’s course was 
diverted away from one of the 
most important. I am talking about 
nuclear energy”. He continues by 
criticising public fears of nuclear 
as irrational: “Plane crashes have 
not stopped us from flying, because 
most people know it is an effective 
means of travelling.” Blix speaks 
for the global nuclear industry, 
which is increasingly attempting 
to present itself as the solution to 
climate change.

But plane crashes do not kill 
untold numbers and spread deadly 
poisons over huge areas of the 

planet. Fukushima was and still 
is a horrific and ongoing human 
and environmental catastrophe, 
exposing the horrendous risks to 
which the powerful are willing to 
subject people and the planet. It 
should be remembered every time a 
pro-nuclear bureaucrat or politician 
exploits genuine concern about 
climate change to promote this 
deadly industry. It should never be 
forgotten.

The	 Tohoku	 earthquake	 was	
so violent that it shifted the Earth’s 
axis	 by	 almost	 10	 centimetres	 and	
altered Japan’s coastline by more 
than	two	metres.	Japanese	residents	
immediately	knew	that	this	disaster	
was	worse	 than	 others,	 with	 the	
telephone poles and cinder block 
walls	 of	Tokyo	 swaying	 back	 and	
forth.	The	 quake	 and	 subsequent	
tsunami kil led about 16,000  
people.

Th e 	 wo r l d 	 w a t c h e d 	 i n	
apprehension as the tsunami 
battered	 nuclear	 power	 plants,	

among them Fukushima Daiichi. 
TEPCO, the energy giant operating 
the	plant,	had	known	that	this	might	
happen. Just four years earlier, the 
TEPCO-run	Kashiwazaki–Kariwa	
nuclear	plant	on	Japan’s	north-west	
coast had sustained damage from 
a	 magnitude	 seven	 earthquake.	
TEPCO management had estimated 
that a tsunami up to 15.7 metres high 
could strike the Fukushima plant, 
with	disastrous	 consequences.	But	
they did nothing.

Then disaster struck. The force 
of	 the	 giant	 waves	 disabled	 the	
generators	 powering	Fukushima’s	
cooling system. A failed cooling 
system	allowed	temperatures	inside	
the reactors to skyrocket, reaching 
up to 2,300°C. Nuclear fuel rods, 
requiring	intense	underwater	cooling,	
quickly	melted.	The	uranium	sludge	
(known	as	corium)	ground	through	
the	floor	and	rendered	three	reactors	
an	impenetrable	wreck	of	magmatic	
steel,	concrete	and	nuclear	waste.

Hydrogen	explosions	 indicated	

Fukushima: An Ongoing Disaster
Jack Crawford

Table 4: Comparing sectoral employment change with the earlier period (million)

Time period Agriculture Manufacturing Construction Non-agricultural Total

2017–18 over

2011–12
–27.1 –0.9 4.6 25.9 –1.2

2011–12 over

2004–05
–34.4 5.3 24 48.9 14.6

Source: PFLS 2017–18

Major sectors
Rural male

worker

Rural female

worker

Urban male

worker

Urban female

worker
All workers

Agriculture –7.8 –19.8 0.6 –0.1 –27.1

Manufacturing –0.6 –3.7 3.3 0.1 –0.9

Construction 4.2 –2.6 2.8 0.2 4.6

Non-agricultural 12.4 –4.9 14.2 4.3 25.9

Total 4.6 –24.7 14.7 4.1 –1.2

Table 3: Employment change in major sectors: 2017–18 over 2011–12 (million)

Source: PFLS 2017–18
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the point of no return had been 
reached.	Toxic	plumes	rose	from	the	
plant,	and	radioactive	debris	spewed	
out.	All	layers	of	containment	were	
breached, and radioactive fluids 
began	to	flow	into	the	soil	and	the	
sea. The first official reaction to 
the	 crisis	was	 to	 lie	 to	 the	 public.	
While	 the	 triple	meltdown	was	 in	
full	swing,	TEPCO	representatives	
held press conferences assuring the 
world	that	the	reactors	were	stable,	
that	the	fuel	was	being	cooled	and	
contained,	that	there	was	no	risk	to	
human health. The company did not 
acknowledge	 that	 a	meltdown	had	
taken	place	until	the	following	May.	
In 2016, TEPCO President Naomi 
Hirose admitted there had been a 
cover-up,	describing	it	as	“extremely	
regrettable”.

The government had a state-
of-the-art system for detecting and 
predicting the spread of radiation in 
the event of a nuclear accident. Its 
findings—that	massive	quantities	of	
radioactive	material	were	 released	
into	the	environment	following	the	
explosions—were	likewise	withheld	
from the public until late April, 
more than a month after the disaster. 
The head of the government’s 
Nuclear Safety Commission, Haruki 
Madarame,	 later	 explained	 the	
deception: “I hesitated to make such 
an	announcement	because	it	would	
cause social turmoil”.

International	news	of	the	disaster	
quickly	 began	 to	 contradict	 the	
official	reassurances,	and	the	scale	of	
the danger could no longer be denied. 
Mandatory	 evacuation	 zones	were	
ordered:	first	for	anyone	within	a	two	
kilometre radius, then 10 kilometres, 
then 20. More than 160,000 people 
fled.	The	chaotic	evacuation	led	to	
thousands of deaths, particularly 
among	 the	 elderly	whose	medical	
care	was	disrupted.

* * *

Today,	 towns	 such	 as	 Futaba,	
Tomioka and Okuma are nuclear 
ghost	towns.	In	them	you	will	find	
a forest of metal gates, decaying 
buildings, shattered glass and 
cars	wrapped	 in	 vines.	The	 only	
human	 faces	 are	mannequins	 in	
store	windows,	 still	 dressed	 in	 the	
fashion	 of	 2011.	 Sprawled	 across	
the	 highway	 between	 towns	 are	
hundreds	of	black	bags	filled	with	
toxic	dirt.	They	are	one	of	the	many	
problems of the clean-up effort. 
There are about 30 million one-
tonne bags of radioactive topsoil, 
tree	branches,	grass	and	other	waste.	
There is no safe, long-term storage 
place for this material.

The clean-up is undermined by 
cost	 cutting.	Workers	 are	 forced	
to meet strict deadlines, even if it 
compromises	 safety.	 “There	were	
times	when	we	were	 told	 to	 leave	
the contaminated topsoil and just 
remove	 the	 leaves	 so	 we	 could	
get everything done on schedule”, 
explained	Minoru	 Ikeda,	 a	 former	
worker.	“Sometimes	we	would	look	
at	each	other	as	if	to	say:	‘What	on	
earth	are	we	doing	here?’”

The task is mammoth. The 
government	 and	TEPCO	now	 say	
that decommissioning the failed 
nuclear	plant	will	take	40	years,	at	
a cost of ¥22 trillion (or US$200 
billion). But there is significant 
uncertainty	 about	 how	 to	 remove	
the hundreds of tonnes of molten 
fuel from the reactors. “For the 
removal	of	the	debris,	we	don’t	have	
accurate information or any viable 
methodology for that”, admitted the 
plant’s manager, Akira Ono, in 2015. 
“We	need	 to	 develop	many,	many	
technologies.”

Beyond the plant itself, the 
total clean-up is likely to cost 
between	¥50	trillion	and	¥70	trillion	
(US$460–640 billion), according 
to	 the	 estimates	 of	 a	 right	 wing	
think tank, the Japan Center for 

Economic Research. Thousands 
of	workers	continue	 to	make	daily	
trips	 between	 the	 contaminated	
zones and company accommodation. 
Dodgy subcontractors recruit largely 
from Japan’s destitute, including 
the	homeless,	migrant	workers	and	
asylum seekers. A recent Greenpeace 
investigation, “On the Frontline of 
the Fukushima Nuclear Accident: 
Workers	 and	 Children”,	 found	
evidence	of	hyper-exploitation	and	
dangerous	radiation	exposure.	In	one	
case, a 55-year-old homeless man 
was	paid	 the	 equivalent	 of	US$10	
for	 a	month’s	work.	 “TEPCO	 is	
God”, lamented Tanaka, another 
homeless	Fukushima	worker.	“The	
main	contractors	are	kings,	and	we	
are slaves.”

Scanda lous ly,  o rgan i s ed 
crime has penetrated the clean-up 
operations.	Those	with	debts	to	the	
Yakuza (Japanese organised crime) 
have found themselves shoved into 
hazmat	 suits	 and	 set	 to	work.	The	
subcontracting	system	has	allowed	
TEPCO to turn a blind eye to such 
human rights abuses.

Despite triumphant optimism 
from some champions of nuclear, 
researchers continue to uncover 
unexpected	 and	 unpredictable	
consequences	 of	 the	 Fukushima	
disaster. These include the discovery 
of tiny, glassy beads containing 
extremely	 high	 concentrations	
of caesium-137 (a radioactive 
isotope) among polluted dust and 
dirt particles. These bacterium-
sized particles are easily inhaled 
and	 persistently	 insoluble.	 How	
they	 react	with	our	bodies	and	 the	
environment is not yet clear, but 
scientists increasingly believe them 
to be a health risk. The beads have 
been found as far from the disaster 
site as Tokyo.

The dangers faced by those 
returning to Fukushima prefecture 
have been a central controversy of 
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recent years. Compelled by economic 
necessity, most have returned. But as 
of February 2019, 52,000 remain 
displaced,	either	unwilling	to	return	
or	with	 homes	 in	 still-prohibited	
zones. In a recent press tour, the 
government repeatedly blamed 
“harmful rumours” for creating fear 
of	returning	as	well	as	the	Japanese	
public’s	 unwillingness	 to	 consume	
Fukushima’s	 fish	 and	 agricultural	
products.

People’s mistrust of government 
pronouncements	 is	 justified.	Prime	
minister Shinzo Abe, keen to 
move on from the crisis, intends 
to end evacuations by the time 
Japan hosts the 2020 Olympics. 
The international and (prior to the 
meltdowns)	 Japanese	 standard	 of	
acceptable	 exposure	 to	 radiation,	
one millisievert per year, has 
been scrapped. Across Fukushima 
prefecture,	measurements	five	times	
that	level	are	now	deemed	safe.

Some places measure as high 
as 20 millisieverts per year. These 
radiation levels are especially 
dangerous	 for	 children,	 who	 are	
far more sensitive than adults to 
even	 low	 levels	 of	 exposure.	 It	
will	 take	 decades	 before	 the	 cost	
of the authorities’ carelessness can 
be measured in increased cancer 
rates. The loss of happy, healthy 
human life of course can never be 
quantified.

Hans	Blix	 concludes	 his	 pro-
nuclear Time article by insisting, 
“Radiation is a force that can be 
destructive and dangerous if not 
used prudently, but it can also be 
tamed and used to our benefit.” 
But Fukushima is not just a story 
of nuclear technology being used 
imprudently. It is a story of capitalism 
acting as it is supposed to: putting 
profits	ahead	of	the	interests	of	the	
many. An untameable economic 
system cannot “tame” radiation.

And	 those	who	 “benefit”	 from	

the	 powerful	 nuclear	 industry	 are	
the	same	people	who	crave	military	
dominance. The politicians and 
officials	currently	fighting	to	rebuild	
Japanese nuclear capability are 
thinking far more about the military 
tensions surrounding them than 
tackling	 climate	 change.	We	don’t	
need	to	a	build	a	world	full	of	deadly	
nuclear	 power	 plants	 to	 combat	
climate	 change.	We	 need	 clean,	
renewable	energy	and	a	system	that	
prioritises people and the planet over 
money and military might.

[Editor’s note:	We’d	like	to	add:	
The far-reaching dangers of nuclear 
power	are	further	evident	from	two	
recent	 reports,	 both	 of	which	 the	
mainstream	 newspapers	 blacked	
out. (i) The Japanese environmental 
minister announced on September 10 
that Japan has no other option than to 
dump	huge	quantities	of	radioactive	
wastewater	 from	 the	 Fukushima	
Daiichi	plant	into	the	Pacific	Ocean.	
Ever since the Fukushima disaster, 
for the last many years, the plant has 
pumped tens of thousands of tons 

of	water	 to	 help	 cool	 its	 damaged	
reactor cores and keep them from 
melting.	After	the	water	is	used	and	
contaminated	with	 radionuclides	
and radioactive isotopes, it is stored 
in tanks. Currently, more than 1 
million tonnes of contaminated 
water	is	held	in	almost	1,000	tanks	
at the Fukushima Daiichi site. But 
now	the	government	says	that	it	 is	
running out of room. (ii)  Several 
years ago, the US Congress decided 
that the United States, and not 
private companies that operate the 
nuclear	plants,	would	be	responsible	
for	 storing	 the	 radioactive	waste.	
Several nuclear plants have shut 
down	in	 the	United	States,	but	 the	
radioactive	waste	will	 need	 to	 be	
stored for decades, maybe even 
centuries. Since the government has 
no	place	of	its	own	to	store	the	waste,	
it is paying the private companies 
billions of dollars every year to store 
the spent fuel at the site.]

(Courtesy: Red Flag, Australia’s 
leading socialist publication.)

We are Not Fooled by the Hong Kong Protests
Kevin Zeese and Margaret Flowers

Several	people	around	the	world	
are confused about the protests 
going	on	in	Hong	Kong.	Whenever	
the corporate media and politicians, 
especially people like Marco Rubio 
(US Republican senator), applaud a 
social	movement,	it	is	a	red	flag	that	
the protests are not a progressive 
people’s movement, but serve other 
purposes.  Is this really a democracy 
movement?	Are	workers	protesting	
the	deep	inequality	and	exploitation	
there?	If	not,	what	are	these	protests	
really	about?

Fortunately, a more complete 
narrative	 of	what	 is	 happening	 in	

Hong	Kong	 and	 how	 it	 relates	 to	
the	 geopolitical	 conflict	 between	
the United States and China is 
developing among independent and 
movement	media.	The	following	is	a	
description	of	what	has	been	learned	
recently.

Not a Democracy Movement, but 
an Anti-China Tool

What	 is	 happening	 in	 Hong	
Kong is not actually a people’s 
uprising for democracy, but a tool 
for anti-China rhetoric and “Great 
Power	Conflict.”	Many	Hong	Kong	
protesters are pro-capitalist and 
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racist in nature, referring to mainland 
Chinese as locusts, and are calling 
for the United States to intervene. 
Many of the same tactics employed 
by Venezuelan, Nicaraguan, and 
Ukrainian regime change operations 
are re-appearing in Hong Kong. For 
example,	 demonstrators	 have	used	
violence as a tactic to entice police 
to	 respond	with	 violence	 in	 order	
to put out a false narrative of state 
repression against them.

Just because there are people 
in the street does not make protests 
progressive,	worker-based	or	for	the	
people’s	interests.	Fight	Back	News	
reports	 how	Hong Kong has been 
used	by	China	 as	 a	way	 to	 attract	
foreign investment, but also as a 
way	to	make	the	Renminbi	(RMB)	
a	more	 powerful	 currency	 as	well	
as to advance China’s Belt & Road 
initiative. These are major threats to 
US dominance.

Dan Cohen of the Grayzone 
mentions	the	ties	between	the	protest	
movement	 and	 right-wing	 racist	
groups in the US. Isn’t it strange 
that pro-Trump, racist groups 
are supporting the protests and 
the protesters are using US racist 
symbols?

Cohen’s major focus is the 
capitalist ties of the Hong Kong 
protesters. He describes the Rubert 
Murdoch of Hong Kong, Jimmy 
Lai, the self-described “head of 
opposition	media,”	who	 has	 been	
spending a lot of money, millions, 
to build the movement and giving 
a lot of media time to the anti-
China	 rhetoric.	And,	he	 shows	 the	
connections	between	these	capitalists	
and the Trump administration, i.e. 
he	 has	 had	meetings	with	Bolton,	
Pence,	and	Pompeo	as	well	as	with	
neocons in the Senate, Marco Rubio, 
and Tom Cotton.

The goal of the Hong Kong 
protests is preventing the full 

integration of Hong Kong into 
China	 in	2047	when	 the	 transition	
agreement	 between	China	 and	 the	
United	Kingdom	 is	 finished.	The	
United States, the United Kingdom 
and	billionaires	in	Hong	Kong	want	
it	 to	be	integrated	into	the	western	
capitalist economy and fear China’s 
state-planned economy. If they 
succeed,	Hong	Kong	will	 become	
a base of economic, military and 
political operations for the US at the 
Chinese border, a critical position for 
the	West’s	 ‘Great	 Power	Conflict’	
with	Russia	and	China.

The US is investing in an anti-
China movement to make integration 
of	Hong	Kong	into	China	difficult.	
China is already hedging its bets 
by building Shenzhen across the 
bay, a state-planned, market-based 
economy,	which	will	 become	 an	
alternative to Hong Kong and shrink 
Hong Kong’s importance. The 
people	 of	Hong	Kong	will	 be	 the	
losers if this occurs.

The Hong Kong Protest is Not a 
Working-Class Revolt

Even though there are good 
reasons	for	workers	in	Hong	Kong	
to revolt, these protests are not 
focused on the issues of economic 
insecurity, i.e. high levels of poverty, 
the	exorbitant	cost	of	housing,	low	
wages,	and	long	hours.	For	the	last	
10	years	wages	have	been	stagnant	
in	 Hong	Kong	while	 rents	 have	
increased 300 percent; it is the most 
expensive	city	in	the	world.

In  f ac t ,  t he  Hong  Kong 
Federation of Trade Unions is not 
backing the demonstrations and 
called on its members to reject the 
call for a strike on August 5 put out 
by the Hong Kong Confederation 
of	Trade	Unions,	which	 is	 backed	
by	the	US	National	Endowment	for	
Democracy (NED).

If	 the	 protesters	were	 focused	

on	workers	 rights,	 they	would	 be	
demanding an end to, or at least 
reform of, the neoliberal capitalism 
of Hong Kong that is dominated by 
big	financial	interests	and	corruption.	
In fact, half of the seats in the 
legislature are set aside for business 
interests	who	vote	 to	 protect	 their	
profits	and	not	basic	needs	such	as	
housing, but there is no criticism of 
this by the protesters.

Hong	 Kong	 has	 the	 world’s	
highest	 rents,	 a	widening	wealth	
gap and a poverty rate of 20 percent. 
These are crisis-level problems for 
the vast majority of people in Hong 
Kong, but they have not been the 
focus of the protests.

Fight Back News	 writes:	 “In	
actuality, the protests in Hong Kong 
serve	the	interests	of	finance	capital,	
both in the city itself and around the 
world,”	 and	makes	 the	 important	
point	 that	 “Hong	Kong’s	working	
class	has	nothing	to	gain	from	worse	
relations	 with	 mainland	 China,	
much less from ‘independence’. 
They	suffered	greatly	under	British	
colonial	 rule—no	minimum	wage	
laws;	no	labour	protections;	barbaric	
legal	punishments	like	flogging	and	
more.”

The Role of the United States is 
Evident to Anyone Who Looks

The NED has spent millions 
of dollars to build this anti-China 
movement over the years in a place 
with	 a	 population	 of	 7.3	million	
people,	over	a	million	fewer	people	
than	New	York	City.	The	 first	 to	
report on NED involvement in 
the	current	protest	was	 	Alexander	
Rubinstein of Mintpress News,	who	
wrote:	“the	coalition	cited	by	Hong	
Kong media, including the South 
China Morning Post and the Hong 
Kong Free Press, as organizers of the 
anti-extradition	law	demonstrations	
is called the Civil Human Rights 
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Front.	That	 organization’s	website	
lists the NED-funded HKHRM 
[Human Rights Monitor], Hong 
Kong Confederation of Trade 
Unions, the Hong Kong Journalists 
Association, the Civic Party, the 
Labour Party, and the Democratic 
Party as members of the coalition.” 
HKHRM alone received more than 
$1.9 million in funds from the NED 
between	1995	and	2013.

The Viable Opposition blogger, 
in How Washington is Meddling In 
the Affairs of Hong Kong, describes 
NED’s history as a regime change 
agent for the United States and the 
recent NED funding in Hong Kong, 
pointing to a total of $1,357,974 on 
grants to organizations described as 
promoting freedom, democracy and 
human rights in Hong Kong over the 
period from 2015 to 2018.

This is not short-term funding 
but a long-term commitment by 
the United States.  NED has been 
doing mass funding in Hong Kong 
since 1996. In 2012, NED invested 
$460,000 through its National 
Democratic Institute, to build the 
anti-China movement (aka pro-
democracy movement), particularly 
among	 university	 students.	 Two	
years later, the mass protests of 
Occupy Central occurred.

Sara Flounders points out US 
funding	goes	beyond	NED,	writing:	
“Funding from the NED, the Ford, 
Rockefeller, Soros and numerous 
other corporate foundations, 
Chris t ian churches of  every 
denomination, and generous British 
funding, is behind this hostile, 
subversive	 network	 orchestrating	
the Hong Kong protests.” The US-
funding of NGO’s confuses political 
activists, media and commentators 
because they fund a myriad of NGO’s 
in Hong Kong. As a result, there are 
human rights, democracy, youth and 
other Hong Kong spokespersons 

whose	NED	funding	is	not	disclosed	
when	they	talk	in	the	media.

Hong Kong protesters are not 
always	 secret	 about	 their	 ties	 to	
the	US.	 In	 2014,	Mintpress	News	
exposed	US	involvement	in	Occupy	
Central. They pointed out that Martin 
Lee,	a	Hong	Kong	protest	figure,	was	
in	 bed	with	NED.	They	gave	 him	
an	 award	 and	had	his	 bio	on	 their	
website.	He	 came	 to	Washington,	
DC	in	2014	along	with	Anson	Chan,	
another	protest	figure,	and	met	with	
Vice President Joe Biden and Rep. 
Nancy Pelosi (D-CA). Lee took part 
in	a	NED	talk	hosted	specifically	for	
him.	In	2015,	Lee	and	others	were	
applauded for their leadership by 
Freedom	House,	which	works	hand	
in	hand	with	the	NED.

During the current protests, 
participants	 were	 meeting	 with	
Julie Eadeh, of the US Consulate 
at	a	hotel.	And,	when	Nathan	Law	
and	Agnes	 Chow	 visited	 the	US	
they	 met	 with	 the	 China-hawk	
Chairman of the House Foreign 
Affairs	Committee	Rep.	Eliot	Engel.	
They	also	met	with	Vice	President	
Pence, Secretary of State Pompeo, 
National Security Adviser John 
Bolton, and Senator Marco Rubio.

Protesters carry US and UK 
flags,	and	sing	the	Stars	and	Stripes	
Forever and the US national anthem, 
displaying their connection to 
western	nations.	In	one	of	the	most	
iconic	moments,	demonstrating	how	
these protests are really a microcosm 
of	the	conflict	between	the	US	and	
China,	a	protester	used	a	US	flag	to	
beat a Chinese reporter, Fu Guohao 
of	Global	Times,	who	was	 tied	up	
and assaulted at the Hong Kong 
airport.

Some believe the protests are too 
big for the US to control and point to 
the amount of money being spent by 
the NED. If the populations of Hong 
Kong and the US are compared, $1 

million in funding for the movement 
in	 Hong	 Kong	 is	 equivalent	 to	
$60 million in the US. Additional 
funds are also being provided by 
billionaires. That level of resources 
is gigantic for popular movements 
that typically run on shoestring 
budgets.

The	 only	way	 not	 to	 see	US	
involvement in the Hong Kong 
protests is to close your eyes, ears, 
and mind and pretend it does not 
exist.

Hong Kongers are becoming 
pawns	 in	 the	 US	 Great	 Power	
Conflict	 with	 China.	 They	 are	
advocating	against	their	own	interests	
by	seeking	what	will	essentially	be	
re-colonization	by	 the	West.	 If	 the	
US	is	successful,	it	will	not	be	good	
for the people of Hong Kong, Asia 
or	the	world.

(Kevin Zeese and Margaret Flowers 
are directors of Popular Resistance, 
which provides information about 
progressive movements around the 
world and also organises campaigns 
on a broad range of issues in the 
US.)

Articles Put on Janata Blog 
Last Week (Sept 15)

1. Faizan Mustafa, “Article 370, 
Federalism and the Basic 
Structure of the Constitution”

2. Sandeep Pandey, “Gandhian 
Value of Non-Violence and 
Method of Satyagrah More 
Relevant	Now”

3. S tephen  Sef ton ,  “Green-
smearing from Nicaragua to 
Bolivia”

4.	 When	 JP	Cautioned	 the	 Indian	
State on Kashmir

5. Jean Drèze, Kavita Krishnan, 
Maimoona Mollah and Vimal 
Bhai, “Kashmir Caged: A Fact-
Finding Report”

6.	 Tom	Engelhardt,	“Who	Are	the	
Real	Invaders	on	Planet	Earth?”
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