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As reports continue to pour 
in of nonviolent protests against 
the Citizenship (Amendment) Act 
(CAA), the abiding trope is of 
women at the forefront, whether 
at Shaheen Bagh, Park Circus or 
venues at Mumbai, Pune, Patna, 
Lucknow … with each passing 
day, spaces of protest are growing. 
Women’s involvement in political 
protest is not new; what is unique 
about the contemporary movement 
is spontaneous mobilisation by those 
deeply aggrieved and offended by 
the threat of loss of citizenship in 
a land that has been their home for 
years—if not for generations.

In the past too, under the mandate 
of an entrenched patriarchy, women 
were quick to challenge a worldview 
that denied them a salience. Ninety 
years ago, a somewhat reluctant 
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi had 
to accept women’s participation in 
his struggle against punitive salt 
laws, and soon, when he was jailed, 
women took on leadership roles.

It would perhaps not be too 
far-fetched to suggest that the 
country-wide resistance by women 
to the prohibitive cost of salt—a 
basic ingredient of daily diets—had 
almost the same visceral quality as 
responses to the CAA. Gandhi was 

the catalyst—but the movement 
was taken forward by scores of 
women, many of whom, like those 
in the present movement, had hardly 
stepped beyond hearth and home.

When Gandhi lifted a fistful 
of clayey mud embedded with salt 
crystals from the sea at Dandi on the 
Gujarat coast on April 6, 1930, the 
accompanying crowd of mostly men 
cheered vociferously. Following 
the Indian National Congress’s 
call at its 1929 Lahore session for 
purna swaraj or complete self-rule, 
Gandhi had carefully planned this 
dramatic phase of his movement by 
violating the salt tax. Women had 
been excluded from the three-week-
long march from Ahmedabad’s 
Sabarmati Ashram—but a few 
were not to be deterred and made 
their way to Dandi. Sarojini Naidu 
had come by car, and along with 
Mithuben, was there when the first 
fistful was gathered.

The moment for women’s more 
active and independent participation 
was around the corner: after the 
arrest of Gandhi and Abbas Tyabji 
on May 5, Sarojini Naidu took 
over and led the march and raid 
on the salt works at Dharsana. 
Many satyagrahis were brutally 
beaten to death by the police, and 

How Women Took Charge of the Dandi March
Malavika Karlekar
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the incident received worldwide 
publicity through the report of the 
American journalist, Webb Miller.

Earlier, perhaps fearing such 
an outcome, the Mahatma had 
been ambivalent about women’s 
participation in what could become 
a difficult protest, saying that just as 
it would be “cowardice for Hindus 
to keep cows in front of them while 
going to war, similarly it would be 
considered cowardly to keep women 
with them on the march”. He felt 
that though women satyagrahis were 
very keen on joining the growing 
civil disobedience movement, they 
were best suited to picket liquor 
shops and spin khadi. On April 10, 
1930, in a piece titled ‘To the Women 
of India’ published in Young India, 
he wrote:

“I feel that I have now found that 
work.… Let the women of India take 
up these two activities, specialise in 
them; they would contribute more 
than man to national freedom. They 
would have an access of power and 
self-confidence to which they have 
hitherto been strangers.”

Accord ing ly,  a  women’s 
conference was held at Dandi on 
April 13, which passed a resolution on 
prohibition. However, Gandhi had to 
soon accept women’s unwillingness 
to be relatively passive participants 
in his movement against the salt tax.

 That the access to salt resonated 
with women is evocatively described 
by Kamaladevi Chattopadhayay in 
Indian Women’s Battle for Freedom:

“The salt satyagraha must stand 
out as not only unique but as an 
incredible form of revolution in 
human history. The very simplicity 
of this weapon was as appealing as 
intriguing. So far as women were 
concerned it was ideally tailor-
made for them. As women naturally 
preside over culinary operations, 

salt is for them the most intimate 
and indispensable ingredient”(p. 
106). Clearly, women were not to be 
daunted nor afraid of police batons; 
consequently, Kamaladevi wasted 
little time in organising volunteers 
for a variety of programmes, 
including prabhat pheris (early 
morning processions) and gathering 
salt and brine at Chowpatty and 
Juhu beaches. In Bombay, the air 
was soon full of cries of ‘namak 
kaida toda hai’ (we have broken the 
salt law), ‘Inquilab Zindabad’ and 
‘Mahatma Gandhi ki jai’.

As Chattopadhayay and other 
women marched to Chowpatty to 
collect sea water to be evaporated 
on makeshift stoves or chulhas, the 
police arrived. Hit by a lathi (baton), 
Kamaladevi wrote, “a rough boot 
pushed me aside and I came down 
with my arm on the burning pole”. 
She refused to call off the protest 
or take medical aid. Soon, despite 
police attempts, the crowds grew 
and several women leaders and 
housewives carrying pots and pans 
joined the movement.

On April 16, 1930, over 500 
people led by Chattopadhayay 
marched to the Wadala salt depot near 
Bombay. An eyewitness reported 
that a woman “climbed through the 
barbed wire and approached the salt 
mound as though it was an altar, and 
filled her sari with salt as part of 
some unknown ritual”.

In the months to follow, as 
the movement spread, women in 
all three presidencies participated 
in—if not organised—marches to 
the nearest sea coast to collect salty 
clay and brine. As a part of the 
activities following the Dandi salt 
march, on October 26, Avantikabai 
Gokhale organised a hoisting of the 
Congress flag at Azad Maidan in 
Bombay. As this was in violation of 

the Police Commissioner’s ban on 
such activities, she was arrested and 
imprisoned for six months.

Dandi and the events surrounding 
it provided ‘photo ops’ to the 
vernacular press and nationalistic 
newspapers such as Mumbai 
Samachar, The Free Press Journal 
and The Bombay Chronicle, where 
cameos of prominent participants 
and on-site ‘action’ photographs 
were prominently displayed over 
several months.

As with the protests against 
salt laws, those against the CAA 
have not lacked media attention. 
The scale and variety of recordings 
today are of course very different: 
mobile grabs, videos as well as well-
composed professional photographs 
provide a continuum, a visual history 
that records for generations to come 
the ability of Indian women to be 
politically active in nonviolent but 
invincible protests.

(Malavika Karlekar is co-editor, 
Indian Journal of Gender Studies at 
the Centre for Women’s Development 
Studies, New Delhi.) 
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Women around the world, 
regardless of their status, nationality, 
color, are at a constant state of war 
with the patriarchy, a war that has 
been raging since the Agricultural 
Revolution and that has its roots 
deeply embedded in property 
relations. Rapes are the by-products 
of that war, patriarchy’s trophies won 
in shameless battles. And, as long as 
we would not acknowledge the fact 
that patriarchy today is facilitated 
and nurtured by capitalism, we 
would only misinterpret the power 
structure that perpetuates rape  
and continue to be misled in this  
war.

But the cost of this war is too 
high. Given the social stigma around 
rape (and overall everything that 
is sexual), there is legit scope for 
casting doubt over rape statistics 
of Bangladesh. However, even 
the understated documentation 
of rape in Bangladesh reflects the 
horrifying extent of insecurity that 
curtails our women. The picture 
stands manifold worse if the average 
Bengali women’s daily experience of 
sexual misconduct and harassment, 
which are often revealed only at 
close circles, are factored in.

As the country stood shocked at 
the news of the rape of a student of 
University of Dhaka at Kurmitola, 
Dhaka on the 5th of this month, 
students erupted in protests; old 
questions and solutions are now 
being revisited, old slogans are 
being reiterated. Just a day later, 
a garment worker was raped at 
Kafrul, Dhaka. The rapist of the 
student of Dhaka University has 
been apprehended and it is widely 

being expected that a fast trial would 
follow, just as it had been in the case 
of Nusrat, a Madrassa student who 
was first raped by the principal of 
her Madrassa and later murdered—
burned to death, by the principal’s 
associates.

There is noticeable difference 
in the response of the state towards 
these events. Does the state now only 
respond to pressure mounted by the 
urban middle-class? Notably, the 
middle-class today has more capacity 
for mobilization and organization 
than other classes of the society. It is, 
perhaps, this difference in capacity 
that determines the difference in 
popular response.

Nevertheless, it is imperative 
that activists, especially the feminists 
in Bangladesh, re-examine the 
theoretical orientation of the general 
movement against patriarchy.

Among activists and advocates, 
there exists a consensus that to 
counter rape, it is quintessential 
to ensure rule of law, among other 
things. It is true that commodification 
of women, unequal property rights, 
gender wage gap, hegemonic 
masculinity and similar issues have 
also been in discussion, but the 
current discourse centers around 
reformation of law and proper 
implementation of the reformed 
laws.The argument is built on the 
rationale of deterrence with varying 
degree of disagreement regarding 
the severity of punishment.

In both formal and informal 
discussions, reference to the Nordic 
countries is frequently made, with 
apparent belief that women in 
the West, particularly in Nordic 

countries, live in a safer environment.
While there is some degree of truth 
in that, it must also be cautiously 
noted that “safer” does not mean 
“zero rape” or “zero sexual assault”. 
Statistics might help to put things 
into perspective.

The Rule of Law Index by 
the World Justice Project ranks 
Denmark the number one (http://
data.worldjusticeproject.org/#table). 
The country also ranks high in 
other indices of gender equality 
and rights. Yet, last year, Amnesty 
International stated that Denmark 
has “Widespread Sexual Violence”. 
A BBC report from March 11, 
2019 states: The Danish Ministry 
of Justice estimates that around 
5,100 women a year are victims of 
rape or attempted rape, while the 
University of Southern Denmark 
put this figure as high as 24,000 in 
2017—a high number for a country 
with a relatively small population 
(5.8 million) (https://www.bbc.com/
news/world-europe-47470353).

New World Wealth, a South 
Africa based global market research 
group, ranked Australia the safest 
country in the world for women in 
its 2019 Global Wealth Migration 
Review. Just as Denmark, Australia 
also does well in indicators related 
to gender equality. According 
to Personal Safety Survey 2016 
conducted by the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics (ABS), almost one 
in five women in Australia had 
experienced sexual violence (18% 
or 1.7 million), with sexual assault 
experienced by 17% (1.6 million) 
and sexual threat experienced by 
4% (339,900).

The Movement against Patriarchy Must Address Capitalism
Omar Raad Chowdhury
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The US has been deliberately 
left out from this discussion as the 
country’s position in the indices 
mentioned above is quiet depressing 
when compared to Denmark or 
Australia. The kingpin of global 
capitalism has very disturbing rape 
statistics. According to the 2018 
Uniform Crime Report (UCR), 
127,258 rapes were reported to US 
law enforcement in 2018. It has 
been estimated by the 2016 National 
Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) 
that there were 431,840 incidents 
of rape or sexual assault in 2015, 
which may not have been reported 
to the police. In addition to these 
numbers, let us also remember the 
nightmarish reality exposed by the 
MeToo movement.

These statistics should not lead 
us to believe that there is hardly any 
difference between the situation in 
South Asia region or Middle East 
and Nordic Countries; or broadly 
between the global North (where 
“rule” of law exists in a broader 
capacity) and global South (where 
“rule” of law exists in a narrower 
capacity). These statistics indicate 
two things: 1) Patriarchy is still 
dominant in countries doing well 
in gender related indices; and 2) 
while rule of law ensures justice, 
it does not necessarily act as the 
ultimate deterrence against sexual 
violence towards women, as it is 
often believed to be.

Then again ,  i t  would  be 
absolutely wrong to argue that rule 
of law does not have anything to do 
with the safety of women. Between 
lawlessness and rule of law, the later 
definitely offers a better condition 
for women. But the fact remains 
that, establishment of rule of law, 
affirmative actions for women, 
enforcement of equal opportunities 
for women, design of curriculum in 

favor of ideas of gender equality—
none of these has been sufficient to 
completely abolish patriarchy and 
establish gender equality.

Many liberals would find this line 
of argument intriguing, considering 
that they have placed their faith 
on the sacred combination of free 
market mechanism and limited state 
intervention as embodied in the 
Welfare State model, with the belief 
that the Welfare State will abolish 
patriarchy.

Unfortunately, facts do not 
support their faith. Although some 
of them might jump to their feet 
claiming patriarchy does not have 
anything to do with capitalism and 
continue to live in an imbecilic 
dream that it is somehow possible 
to abolish patriarchy without 
confronting capitalism.

Based on Morgan’s work, the 
relation between private property 
and patriarchy has been explored 
by Engels, quite brilliantly. His 
explanation follows that, as the 
preservation of inheritance became 
a quintessential condition for the 
development of private property and 
class-based society, post-Agricultural 
Revolution human society turned 
away from matriarchy and fell into 
patriarchy. Since the dissolution of 
primitive communism, from slave 
society, through feudalism and now 
into capitalism, private property has 
changed its form but kept its hold 
on the political–economic fabric of 
human society, and, therefore, it is 
important to remember that as long 
as private property exists, the socio–
political–economic structure that has 
formed around it would continue to 
sustain patriarchy. This symbiotic 
mechanism is fueled again by 
capitalism’s two trademark features: 
commodification and commodity 
fetishism. The woman is not only 

commodified but also fetishised as a 
commodity by consumer; the result 
being complete disregard of the 
woman’s individuality and ensuing 
direct–indirect power practice by the 
male, all of which manifests itself 
through systematic discrimination 
and sexual violence against women.

It is also important to understand 
that rule of law is the result of the 
union between the state and capital. 
The more mature the capital is, the 
more efficient the state must be, as 
the state is required to safeguard 
capital’s interest. In most countries 
/ regions of the global South, where 
capitalism is still in an immature 
stage, the state, correspondingly, is 
inherently incapable of enforcing the 
rule of law. The primary reason is 
immature capital in those countries 
profits in a cheaper way from the 
lawlessness that reigns. This can 
perhaps be compared with the 
primitive accumulation of capital 
that formed the basis of modern 
capitalism.

The underlying causality in 
this scenario must be incorporated 
in the strategy of the movement 
against patriarchy. Those fighting 
against patriarchy must realise that: 
a) addressing patriarchy as a system 
separate from capitalism would only 
lead to misjudgment in determining 
the path of the movement; and b) the 
fight against patriarchy in the global 
South (as in Bangladesh) can not be 
characteristically identical with the 
movement in the global North, as 
the patriarchal structure in the global 
South, although same in the core, has 
different tendencies and attributes 
than that in the global North, given 
that the stage of the capital in the two 
regions are very different.

(Omar Raad Chowdhury is an MSS 
student of Economics at University 
of Dhaka, Bangladesh.)
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On brooms and ploughs
June 12, 1960

I am writing to you about a 
subject  which,  perhaps,  will 
seem to you very trivial and even 
unimportant. Here we are dealing 
with great issues, planning mighty 
projects and all that. But still what 
I am writing to you seems to me to 
have a basic importance.

I am writing to you about 
brooms, the humble broom used by 
our cleaners and sweepers as well 
as in our houses. The normal Indian 
broom can only be used if one bends 
down to it or even sits when using 
it. For most household purposes this 
might not matter much, although 
even there it is troublesome. A 
broom or a brush with a long handle, 
which can be used while a person 
is standing, is far more effective 
from the point of work and far less 
tiring to the person using it. So far 
as I know, all over the world these 
standing brooms or brushes are used. 
Why then do we carry on with a 
primitive, out of date, method which 
is inefficient and psychologically all 
wrong? Bending down in this way 
to sweep is physically more tiring 

and, I suppose, encourages a certain 
subservience in mind.

But the main consideration is 
not the individual householder but 
the large-scale cleaning operations 
done on behalf of Corporations 
and Municipalities. These can 
undoubtedly be made much more 
efficient by the use of the long-
handled broom or brush. I think that 
every Corporation and Municipality 
must be induced to bring this small, 
but far-reaching, reform. They can 
easily supply their long-handled 
brooms and brushes to their sweepers 
and cleaners. In addition, every such 
sweeper or cleaner should be given a 
proper container with a lid to collect 
refuse, etc….

I, therefore, urge you earnestly 
to take up this matter with your 
Municipalities and Corporations 
and insist on long-handled brooms 
and proper containers being given 
to their staff of cleaners, etc. It is 
quite possible that, to begin with, the 
sweepers might themselves object 
to this change. But this should not 
come in the way.

I think also that all Municipal 
sweepers and cleaners must have a 
proper uniform….

To turn to a completely different 
subject, I have frequently reminded 
you of the importance of our 
agriculturists using new ploughs. I 
am not referring to any complicated, 
expensive equipment, but just a 
modern plough costing probably 
from fifty to sixty rupees. It surprises 
me that we go on talking big about 
agricultural improvements and 
do not tackle immediately this 
basic implement, the plough, which 
everyone can change without any 
big effort. Such a change would 
immediately lead to better production 
and the poorest agriculturist would 
get back the price of the plough, and 
much more even, in one season….

* * * 

On the dangers  of  narrow 
nationalism

September 20, 1953

I want to share with you a 
certain apprehension that is growing 
within me. I feel that in many ways 
the position relating to minority 
groups in India is deteriorating. 
Our Constitution is good and we 
do not make any distinction in 

Three Letters to Chief Ministers that Nehru Wrote
Different prime ministers choose to communicate in different ways. If tweets, radio broadcasts and speeches 

at rallies are Narendra Modi’s preferred modes of communication, India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, 
believed in letters—snail-mail, in today’s parlance. Soon after he assumed office in August 1947, Nehru began a 
tradition of writing a letter every fortnight to the chief ministers of all states, letters in which he spoke freely of the 
problems the country was confronting at the time.

These letters are available in Nehru’s Collected Works and Selected Works and provide an interesting glimpse 
into the workings of a mind that grappled simultaneously with questions ranging from nation building, communalism, 
the economy, social justice, science and foreign policy.

We are publishing extracts from three such letters because of their contemporary resonance. Two deal with 
nationalism, communalism and the rights of minorities, while the third shows him engaging with problems faced 
by India’s sanitation workers—whose rights to a safe and dignified working environment  remain neglected by 
policymakers to this day, despite all the talk of ‘Swachch Bharat’.

* * *
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our rules and regulations or laws. 
But, in effect, changes creep in 
because of administrative practices 
or officers. Often these changes are 
not deliberate, sometimes, they are 
so.

In the Services, generally 
speaking, the representation of the 
minority communities is lessening. 
In some cases, it is very poor indeed. 
It is true that some of the highest 
offices in the land are occupied 
by members of these minority 
communities. They occupy high 
places also in our foreign missions. 
But in looking through central 
government figures, as well as some 
others, I am distressed to find that 
the position is very disadvantageous 
to them, chiefly to the Muslims and 
sometimes others also.

In our Defence Services, there 
are hardly any Muslims left. In 
the vast Central Secretariat of 
Delhi, there are very few Muslims. 
Probably the position is somewhat 
better in the provinces, but not much 
more so. What concerns me most is 
that there is no effort being made 
to improve this situation, which is 
likely to grow worse unless checked.

It is all very well for us to say 
that we shall not pay any attention 
to communal and like considerations 
in appointments. I am no lover of 
communalism and its works. Indeed, 
I think it is the most dangerous 
tendency in India and has to be 
combated on all fronts. But, at the 
same time, we have to realise that in 
a vast and mixed country like India 
we must produce a sense of balance 
and of assurance of a square deal and 
future prospects in all parts of the 
country and in all communities of 
India. If the tendency is to upset any 
balance or to emphasise one aspect at 
the cost of another, the result is a lack 
of equilibrium and dissatisfaction 

and frustration among large groups.
This is exactly what is happening 

and it is not a good thing….
The feeling of nationalism is an 

enlarging and widening experience 
for the individual or the nation. More 
especially, when a country is under 
foreign domination, nationalism is 
a strengthening and unifying force. 
But, a stage arrives when it might 
well have a narrowing influence. 
Sometimes, as in Europe, it becomes 
aggressive and chauvinistic and 
wants to impose itself on other 
countries and other people. Every 
people suffer from the strange 
delusion that they are the elect and 
better than all others. When they 
become strong and powerful, they 
try to impose themselves and their 
ways on others. In their attempt 
to do so, sometime or other, they 
overreach themselves, stumble and 
fall. That has been the fate of the 
intense nationalism of Germany 
and Japan.

But a more insidious form of 
nationalism is the narrowness of 
mind that it develops within a 
country, when a majority thinks itself 
as the entire nation and in its attempt 
to absorb the minority actually 
separates them even more. We, in 
India, have to be particularly careful 
of this because of our tradition of 
caste and separatism. We have a 
tendency to fall into separate groups 
and to forget the larger unity.

Communal organisations are 
the clearest examples of extreme 
narrowness of outlook, strutting 
about in the guise of nationalism. 
In the name of unity, they separate 
and destroy. In social terms they 
represent reaction of the worst type. 
We may condemn these communal 
organisations, but there are many 
others who are not free from this 
narrow influence. Oddly enough, 

the very largeness of India, which is 
a world in itself, tends to make the 
people living in it complacent, rather 
ignorant of the rest of the world, and 
narrow-minded. We have to contend 
against these forces….

* * * 

On Minorities and ‘Loyalty’
March 1, 1950

If India is to progress, we must 
absorb, and make our own the 
various minorities in India, and 
notably the Muslims. The view of 
the Hindu Mahasabha and other 
communal organisations is opposed 
to this. I am certain that the Hindu 
Mahasabha policy is fatal for India. 
Their talk of putting an end to 
Partition is foolish in the extreme. 
We cannot do so, and we should 
not try to do so. If by any chance 
Partition was ended, while present 
passions last on either side, it would 
mean tremendous new problems 
for us to face. We would be worse 
off than ever. Therefore, there must 
be no thought of putting an end to 
Partition and having what is called 
Akhand Bharat.

There is a tendency among some 
of us to demand loyalty from the 
Muslims in India and to condemn 
tendencies amongst them which may 
be pro-Pakistani. Such tendencies, 
of course, are wrong and have to 
be condemned. But I think it is 
wrong to lay stress always on the 
loyalty on behalf of the Muslims 
of India. Loyalty is not produced 
to order or by fear. It comes as a 
natural growth from circumstances 
which make loyalty not only a 
sentiment which appeals to one 
but also profitable in the long run. 
We have to produce conditions 
which lead to this sentiment being 
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produced. In an event, criticism and 
cavilling at minorities does not help.

It is difficult to think of long-
term policies when the situation 
is an ever-changing one. The only 
real long-term policy we can have 
is to consolidate India by making 
all the minorities in the country feel 
completely at home in the State, 
and indeed by removing all sense 
of difference from the political 
point of view between the so-called 
majorities and minorities. That will, 
no doubt, take some time. But that 
is the only goal to aim at and every 
step taken must keep that in view.

(All excerpts from Selected Works of 
Jawaharlal Nehru, published by the 
Jawaharlal Nehru Memorial Fund, 
Series Editor S. Gopal.)

Courtesy: The Wire Staff 

At a time when Delhi was 
burning in the fire of communal riots 
sparked by the provocative speeches 
of leaders of his own party as evident 
from video reports, it was ironical 
that Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
should have invited President Trump 
to visit, of all places, Sabarmati, the 
ashram where Gandhi prayed for 
peace and non-violence—the very 
concepts that were being violated 
on the same day by Modi’s devotees 
in the streets and lanes of north-
east Delhi. Can there be any worse 
example of hypocrisy ?

Prime minister Modi himself 
has acknowledged that he had been 
trained as an RSS activist in its 
shakhas.’ It is well known that these 
shakhas’ teach their pupils to valorise 
Gandhi’s killer, Nathuram Godse—
who continues to be worshipped as 
an icon of Hindutva by the followers 
of the ruling BJP in different parts of 
India. As a prime minister presiding 
over a secular state, should he be not 
honest enough to break out from his 
partisan RSS shackles, and reach out 
to the protesters in Shaheen Bagh 
in Delhi, and other parts of India? 
It is a futile hope. Given the Sangh 
Parivar’s visceral anti-Muslim bias, 
and the intolerance against any 
social or political protests raised by 
secular organisations which embrace 
all religious communities, there is 
little hope that the dyed in the wool 
disciple of the Parivar will ever 
break out from his roots, and emerge 
as a prime minister committed to 
Gandhian values—however much he 
may parade his devotion to them by 
taking Trump on a tour at Sabarmati.

Reminding Modi of Gandhi
Our honourable prime minister 

and his colleague, the home minister, 
both having been brought up in the 
RSS ‘shakhas’ in their youth, are not 
expected to be aware of Gandhi’s 
role in fighting a repressive colonial 
citizenship Act in South Africa 
way back more than a century ago. 
One should forgive them for their 
obliviousness of that historical 
fact. But curiously enough, their 
government has enacted the recent 
citizenship legislative measures like 
NCR (National Citizenship Register) 
and NPR (National Population 
Register), the provisions of which 
ominously echo the clauses of the 
Asiatic Registration Act of 1906 
enacted by the apartheid British 
colonial regime in South Africa— 
against which Gandhi launched his 
first civil disobedience movement 
outside India. Do we then suspect 
that the present bureaucrats in the 
PMO (Prime Minister’s Office) 
and the Home Minister’s office 
who drafted NCR and NPR, could 
have dug into the old archives and 
discovered the provisions of that 
racist colonial Act, and selectively 
incorporated them into NCR and 
NPR to suit the interests of their 
present rulers? We may never know. 
May be a few decades later, some 
of these bureaucrats after their 
retirement will write memoirs (a 
habit in which they indulge) and 
reveal the secret official drafts which 
they had drawn to enact them into 
legislative measures—which were 
to prove disastrous later for Indian 
citizens.
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But, coming down to the present 
times, lest I be accused of peddling 
a ‘conspiracy theory’, I may point 
out the similarities between certain 
provisions of the Asiatic Registration 
Act of 1906 and those of NCR and 
NPR. To go back to the 1906 Act of 
South Africa, it required every Indian 
man, woman and child of eight year 
or upwards entitled to reside in the 
Transvaal (where most of the South 
Asians lived) to register his or her 
name and take out a registration. The 
registrar was to note down important 
marks of identification and take his/
her finger and thumb impression. 
Does it not remind us of our tortuous 
experiences with the Aadhaar process 
of verification? Under that colonial 
Act, every Indian who failed to 
apply for registration, and meet the 
requirements, was to forfeit the right 
to residence. Failure to apply was 
also held as an offence in law for 
which the defaulter could be fined, 
sent to prison, or even deported 
with the discretion of the court. 
That provision again finds echo in 
the NCR (National Citizenship 
Register), under which some one 
million inhabitants of Assam have 
been declared non-citizens, many 
among whom have been branded as 
‘doubtful’ and sent to prisons in the 
form of ‘detention camps’. Today, 
similar suffocating experiences of the 
Transvaal Indians of a colonial state 
in 1906 are being suffered by Indian 
citizens of an independent India. 
The same colonial bureaucratic 
mechanisms which were insensitive 
to the plight of the rural poor and 
common citizens (who can never 
produce documents to prove their 
citizenship), are being replicated 
in the current exercises carried out 
under CAA, NCR and NPR.

To go back to that past of 
South Africa, it was a young Indian 

lawyer living there who launched 
a movement against the draconian 
Asiatic Registration Act. Mohandas 
Karamchand Gandhi urged the 
Indian inhabitants to resist the racist 
law, in the name of ‘Satyagraha’. 
On 11 May 1907, he announced 
the campaign for non-cooperation 
with the colonial administration 
against the ‘Black Act’—the term 
to denounce the Asiatic Registration 
Act—urging them not to register 
under that Act. Among the majority 
of Indian residents of Transvaal who 
responded to Gandhi’s call were 
poor Indian hawkers, middle class 
professionals and men and women 
of all faiths, who refused to give 
their fingerprint impressions. Over 
2,000 Indians defied the Black Act 
and went to prison, including Gandhi 
himself. The exchanges between the 
British judge Jordan and Gandhi 
during his trial in Transvaal in 1908 
make interesting reading which has 
relevance for what is happening in 
India today in the context of the anti-
CAA–NCR–NPR agitations. Jordan 
asked Gandhi: “The question is, 
have you registered (under the Act) 
or not ? … There is the law, which 
has been passed by the Transvaal 
legislature and sanctioned by the 
Imperial Government…. What you 
want to say, I suppose, is that you 
do not approve of the law and you 
conscientiously resisted it.” The 
young Gandhi’s immediate cryptic 
reply was: “That is perfectly true.” 
When he refused to comply with 
judge Jordan’s order to leave the 
colony within forty-eight hours, 
Gandhi was sentenced to two months 
imprisonment.

Following seven years of 
struggle, during which thousands 
of Indian protestors were flogged, 
jailed and gunned down by the 
British colonial administration, 

General Jan Christian Smuts, the 
English minister for defence and 
native affairs in the South African 
administration led by Louis Botha, 
decided to come to a deal with 
Gandhi. The doors of the British 
colonial administration, if not open, 
were ajar a bit, to allow voices 
to reach the ears of the rulers. 
Are the doors of the present Modi 
government even ajar to listen to 
voices of dissent and protest ?

The Gandhi–Smuts agreement 
of January 30, 1914 led to the 
withdrawal of ‘Satyagraha’, and 
the passing of the Indian Relief Bill 
which acceded to all the demands of 
the ‘Satyagraha’ protesters. Although 
it took Gandhi and his followers 
seven years to undo the racist Asiatic 
Registration Act and restore the 
rights of Indian inhabitants of South 
Africa, we should also note that 
the British colonial rulers finally 
agreed to enter into a dialogue 
with their Indian opponent and 
withdraw the discriminatory and 
oppressive legislation. Before that, 
they decided to sentence Gandhi to 
a mere two months imprisonment—
in contrast with the vicious and 
vindictive policies of the present 
regime in India to sentence political 
opponents to years of incarceration 
under draconian laws. The then 
British administration perhaps 
still retained an iota of the liberal 
tradition of recognising the moral 
strength of dissidents and political 
opponents, and negotiate with them 
in the civilised surroundings of 
dialogues—as evident from the 
several such Round Table talks held 
between Gandhi and the colonial 
rulers all through the tumultuous 
years of our freedom movement. 
Besides, the British administrators in 
India could not get away with their 
oppressive acts in their colony, since 



JANATA, March 8, 2020 9

they were held accountable by the 
British parliament and the judiciary 
in their home—some among whom 
were punished according to the 
prevailing norms of the British 
justice system.

Such civilised surroundings 
have disappeared from present day 
India. While the present regime is 
deriving inspiration from oppressive 
laws passed by the British colonial 
administration, in order to frame 
new legislative bills and acts like 
CAA, NPR and NRC, it refuses to 
take lessons from the same British 
colonial administration which used 
to enter into discourse with its 
opponents. Till now, the Modi-
led government has not made any 
gesture by sending its emissaries 
to engage in a dialogue with the 
octogenarian and nonagenarian 
women who had been protesting 
against CAA, NPR and NRC at 
Shaheed Bagh for months. It shows 
the insensitivity of the government 
to public sentiments.

Added to this administrative 

insensitivity is the communal 
propaganda unleashed by leaders 
and activists of the ruling party 
against the peaceful ‘satyagraha’ in 
Shaheen Bagh and parts of north-
eastern Delhi that brought together 
people of all faiths in a massive 
demonstration of protest against 
CAA, NCR and NPR. Describing 
them as ‘anti-national’, BJP leaders 
like Kapil Mishra, Anurag Thakur, 
Parvesh Verma and Abhay Verma 
in their public speeches during the 
last weeks urged their followers 
to force these protesters out from 
their sites of protest. Video clips of 
their speeches have been produced 
in the Delhi High Court, which has 
recommended an FIR against Kapil 
Mishra. It is these provocative 
speeches that sought to communalise 
a secular protest movement against 
CAA, NCR and NPR into a Hindu–
Muslim confrontation. Attacks on 
such protests by the BJP-supported 
hooligans in JNU, Jamia Milia, 
Aligarh and other educational 
institutions have antagonised the 

Muslim youth—some among whom 
may have taken up arms as the last 
resort to protest, as evident from the 
shot of a Muslim youth targeting 
his pistol against a policeman in a 
video-clip during the recent Delhi 
riots. Let that not be projected as 
an only icon of protest against 
the CAA–NCR–NPR oppressive 
measures, since there are other 
video-clips that show Hindu youths 
also protesting against them. The 
peaceful mass demonstrations 
against these measures in Shaheen 
Bagh and other cities recall Gandhi’s 
‘Satyagraha’ in Transvaal more 
than hundred years ago. The then 
British colonial government there 
conceded to the demands of their 
Indian subjects. But are the present 
rulers of India politically civilised 
enough to enter into a dialogue with 
their subjects and concede to their 
demands ?

(Sumanta Banerjee is a political 
and civil rights activist and social 
scientist.)

As coronavirus fears spread, 
a world-renowned virologist has 
explained when Covid-2019 will 
fade away and, whether medical 
masks are of any use.

Around the world, public anxiety 
grows, with people embarking on 
panic buying and even fighting for 
medical masks.

But for initiated professionals, 
the Covid-2019 is just one of many 
epidemics that come and go without 
inflicting devastating losses to 
humankind.

Virologist Dmitry Lvov, who 
made his name on researching the 
most dangerous viruses in the former 

USSR and beyond, explained why 
this is the case during a sit-down 
with journalist Anton Krasovsky for 
RTD’s ‘Epidemic’ series.

Is Covid-2019 deadlier than other 
viruses? 

The novel virus, which so far 
killed over 3,000 people, is hard 
to fight because it rapidly hits the 
lower levels of respiratory systems, 
causing blood and oxygen to break 
into the alveoli.

Consequently, “blood, blood 
plasma and other elements of blood 
cause pulmonary edema so that the 
human can’t breathe and dies,” Lvov 

said. “And it’s very hard to reach 
them.”

W h e r e a s  n e a r l y  9 0 , 0 0 0 
coronavirus cases were reported 
worldwide, “flu has infected around 
5 million.” And despite its lesser 
mortality, influenza has killed “a lot 
more people” within the same period 
of time.

‘Quarantine makes some sense, 
but wearing mass-market medical 
masks do not’ 

With no coronavirus vaccine in 
existence, quarantine has become 
the major tool to contain its spread. 
Whereas China has put entire 

Top Soviet Virologist & WHO Expert Explains Covid-2019
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cities on lockdown, other countries 
quarantined travelers who returned 
or were evacuated from the virus-hit 
region.

“In case of coronavirus, it makes 
some sense,” Lvov commented, 
before taking on other protective 
measures, namely the mass-market 
medical masks.

“These cheesecloth rags called 
‘masks’ are not masks, they’re 
useless,” he stated. However, dense 
masks equipped with respirators 
which are seen in China and Russia, 
are “a different thing.” Such masks 
“protect against [the virus], they 
protect the others if you’re sick”—
but they are almost useless against 
the inbound threat.

Asked again if medical masks 
are an efficient protective measure, 
the scientist reiterated: “Usually not. 
Or to the least extent.”

The virus can easily make it 
into the human body through eyes, 
so the major feature of the sought-
after mask is to ensure that “your 
large drops [of saliva] and your snot, 
excuse me, will stay with you.”

I’m not saying you shouldn’t 
wear masks—you should, but there’s 
no guarantee.

What is in store for the coronavirus 
outbreak? 

It’s hard to foresee the outcomes 
of the epidemic, but “if everyone 
worked like the Chinese, it would 
end very quickly,” Lvov believes. 
Chinese scientists have quickly 
framed the virus, examined its 
genetic structure and published the 
results.

Beijing has taken “extraordinary 
measures” to battle the virus 
spread, so one should “congratulate 
their healthcare system and the 
government on the sweeping 
measures they’ve taken,” the 

Russian virologist stated, adding, 
“they did well.”

At this stage, he said, the 
Covid-2019 is dispersing slower 
than it was, and its outbreak is likely 
to end in a year, according to Lvov. 
The virus has not yet adapted to the 
human population, which is called 
“meeting of strangers,” and its 
chances of becoming a human-borne 
disease are “slim.”

At any rate, “it will return to 
bats and will pop up again in ten 
or twenty years, maybe in China, 
maybe in Russia,” he predicted.

China closes 1st coronavirus 
hospital, built in 10 days, after 
last group of recovered patients 
discharged

Authorities in Wuhan have 
closed the city’s first makeshift 
hospital after discharging the last 
batch of 34 recovered coronavirus 
patients, as the rate of infection in 
the city has dropped dramatically.

Wuhan was the site of the 
original outbreak of the coronavirus 
epidemic, and the city’s response, 
building a new hospital in less than 

two weeks to handle Covid-19 
patients, was seen as a modern 
marvel with the total number of 
hospital beds in the city eventually 
going from 5,000 to 23,000.

The hospital’s last patients were 
given the all clear late Monday, 
according to state broadcaster 
CCTV, amid a sharp decline in 
Covid-19 cases in Hubei province.

Outside of Hubei province, there 
were only six new cases confirmed in 
mainland China over the weekend.

The hospital is one of 16 built 
across Hubei province to handle the 
epidemic, in which at least 12,000 
people were treated.

The head of Wuhan’s largest 
temporary hospital, located in an 
exhibition centre with beds for 2,000 
patients, confirmed plans to shutter 
that facility by the end of March.

“If nothing special happens, I 
expect the operation of our makeshift 
hospital, the biggest one in Wuhan, 
could complete its historical mission 
by the end of March,” said Dr. Zhang 
Junjian, the director of the hospital.

Courtesy: Countercurrents Collective

There’s a problem with America’s 
(and we’d like to add, India’s – 
editor) favourite statistic: GDP. 
It avoids pretty much everything 
that’s actually, truly, really good for 
society, including the importance of 
robust ecology. Still, it’s the biggest 
measure of what’s happening with 
the economy and used around the 
world, even though horribly flawed.

According to some forward 
thinkers, Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP), the monetary value of all 
finished goods and services, is a 

distortion that needs fixing.
Nobel-winning economist 

Joseph Stiglitz’s (former chief 
economist of the World Bank) new 
book: Measuring What Counts: The 
Global Movement for Well-Being, 
The New Press, 2019 tackles the 
issue by exposing its paramount 
importance in judging how society 
gauges prosperity or alternatively the 
failure of prosperity, e.g. one-in-eight 
Americans (40 million) is on food 
stamps during the longest economic 
expansion in memory and 40–50% 

Kill GDP to Help Save the Planet
Robert Hunziker
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of Americans don’t have $400 
readily available for emergencies. 
Is this failed prosperity?

GDP distorts reality by giving 
an appearance of real economic 
growth even as living standards 
stagnate for lower/middling classes. 
Additionally, GDP totally misses 
ecosystem collapse by abuse /misuse 
/overuse, which is only noticed by 
the general public after it’s way too 
late when it’s easily noticeable, even 
by those of low self-esteem that 
blindly follow tyrannical maniacs. 
Hmm.

According to Stiglitz: “The 
world is facing three existential 
crises: (1) a climate crisis, (2) an 
inequality crisis and (3) a crisis in 
democracy… Yet the accepted ways 
by which we measure economic 
performance gives absolutely no hint 
that we might be facing a problem.”

Accordingly, politicians see 
positive GDP numbers, which 
inspires them to continue with the 
status quo, meaning they do not focus 
on key aspects for sustainability, as 
well as human well-being. GDP 
does not compute environmental 
degradation. GDP does not register 
societal divisions that build tension 
over massive wealth disparity. 
And, GDP overlooks calculations 
of lowered standards of living for 
the abandoned middle class, as they 
increasingly deploy mountain-loads 
of debt to support bogus lifestyles.

According to Pew Research 
Center: “In real terms average 
hourly earnings peaked more than 45 
years ago.” (Source: For Most U.S. 
Workers, Real Wages Have Barely 
Budged in Decades, Pew Research 
Center, August 7, 2018) Where’s 
prosperity?

Furthermore, according to 
Stiglitz: ‘If growth is not sustainable 
because we are destroying the 

environment and using up scarce 
natural resources our statistics 
should warn us… If we measure the 
wrong thing, we will do the wrong 
thing.”

Stiglitz’s new book discusses 
alternative metrics that more 
properly account for details like 
“sustainability” as well as “how 
people feel about their lives.”

In other words, GDP does not 
paint a true-life picture. Rather, 
it’s a wobbly ghostly statistic that 
measures business activity without 
consideration for humanity or 
ecology, begging the question: 
What’s really important in life?

GDP numbers do not hint at 
trouble with (1) sustainability of 
resources, (2) climate crises, or (3) 
the well-being of the people. Yet, all 
three are crucial issues under stress 
like never before.

Furthermore, GDP totally 
misses crucial points supporting 
societal existence from an ecological 
perspective, as stated by Christopher 
O. Clugston’s Blip, Humanity’s 300 
Year Self-Terminating Experiment 
With Industrialism (BookLocker 
Press, 2019): “The premise of Blip 
is that increasingly pervasive global 
nonrenewable natural resource 
(NNR) scarcity is causing faltering 
global human prosperity, which is 
causing increasing global political 
instability, economic fragility and 
societal unrest. This scenario will 
intensity during the coming decades 
and culminate in humanity’s self-
inflicted global societal (species) 
collapse, almost certainly by the 
year 2050.”

GDP does not calculate, does 
not represent, and does not hint at 
the scarcity value associated with 
overuse/abuse of natural resources 
accompanied by egregious planet-
wide degradation, e.g. the gooey 

tar sands in Alberta, Canada (This 
is the World’s Most Destructive 
Oil Operation-and it’s Growing, 
National Geographic, 2019).

The missing GDP calculations 
result in cultural upheaval as people 
increasingly “hit the streets” in 
protest, aware that “something is not 
right.” And, the Canadian tar sands 
are proof positive that something is 
way-way-way off course. It literally 
frightens the daylights out of people 
that seriously contemplate future 
prospects for society. It’s an actual 
horror story in the making in full 
operation and actually celebrated 
by neoliberal nincompoops. No 
wonder kids are protesting in the 
streets; adults behave like bloody 
fools blinded to a self-destructive 
stupidity. Getting oil from gluey tar 
sands… Really!!! Or, how about 
fracking with toxic chemicals! Man 
alive, it’s a wonder there aren’t 
millions of people in the streets 
everyday.

According to NBC News (12-
24-2019): “In 2019, demonstrations 
around the world, both peaceful 
and violent, were set off by social 
unrest over economic instability, 
government  corrupt ion,  and 
inequality.”

(1) Hong Kong: street protests, 
peaked at over 2 million people; 
(2) Iran: 304 people killed in 
protests over rising gasoline prices 
and government corruption; (3) 
Iraq: huge demonstrations over 
corruption in government with 354 
killed; (4) Lebanon: a proposed 
internet fee brought hundreds of 
thousands to protest in the streets 
seeking economic reform and an 
end to government corruption; 
(5) Chile: a million protestors hit 
the streets sparked by a subway 
fare increase of 4 cents but really 
opposed to abuses by government, 
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27 dead so far; (6) Columbia: tens of 
thousands protested the government; 
(7) Bolivia: at least 17 killed as 
indigenous people protested a right-
wing coup, tossing out Bolivia’s 
most effective president of all time 
for the people, Evo Morales; (8) the 
Yellow Jacket movement in France 
continues to protest week-by-week 
over pension reform; (9) anti-
government protests are prevalent 
in Pakistan; (10) Russian street 
protestors stepped up opposition 
against the government; (11) India: 
huge protests against the new anti-
Muslim law; (12) huge protests in 
Ecuador over austerity measures; 
(13) Catalonians in Spain hit the 
streets in protests and want to break 
away from the central government; 
(14) Indonesia: thousands hit the 
street to protest a new criminal code 
outlawing sex outside of marriage; 
(15) Netherlands:  protesting 
farmers on tractors plugged up 700 
miles of highways to protest Dutch 
parliament claims that agriculture 
is responsible for high emissions; 
(16) Peruvians blockaded copper 
mines after larger protests against 
the corruption of government; (17) 
Haiti: massive demonstrations over 
shortages of food, oil, and electrical 
power, 30 dead.

Young people that see the 
future melting away into viscous 
piles of neoliberal crap lead the 
protests. The common themes are 
injustice, government corruption, 
unemployment, poverty, lack of 
government services, and a failure 
to respect the environment, as they  
rage against the traditional political 
class.

It’s likely only just begun.

(Robert Hunziker is a freelance 
writer and environmental journalist 
based in USA.)

Over the last ten years Greece 
has been a prime example of how 
a country and a people can be 
deprived of their liberty through 
clearly illegitimate debt. Since the 
19th century, from Latin America to 
China, Haiti, Greece, Tunisia, Egypt 
and the Ottoman Empire public debt 
has been used as a coercive force 
to impose domination and pillage. 
Visibly, it is the combination of debt 
and free trade that constitute the 
fundamental factors subordinating 
whole economies as from the 
19th century. Local elites allied 
themselves with big financial 
powers in order to subject their own 
countries and peoples permanently 
to methods of power that transfer 
wealth towards local and foreign 
creditors.

Contrary to commonplace ideas, 
it is generally not the indebted 
weaker countries that are the cause 
of sovereign debt crises. These crises 
break out first in the biggest capitalist 
countries or are the result of their 
unilateral decisions that produce 
effects of great magnitude in the 
indebted countries. It is not so-called 
“excessive” public spending that 
builds up unsustainable debt levels, 
but rather the conditions imposed 
by local and foreign creditors. Real 
interest rates are abusively high and 
so are bankers’ commissions. The 
indebted countries unable to keep up 
with repayments have to continually 
find new loans to repay old loans. 
In the past, when that became 
impossible, the great powers had 
licence to resort to military action 
to ensure they were repaid.

Debt crises and their outcomes 
are always directed by the big banks 

and the governments that support 
them.

Over the last two centuries, 
several countries have successfully 
repudiated debts by arguing that they 
were either illegitimate or odious. 
Mexico, the USA, Cuba, Russia, 
China and Costa Rica have all done 
this. Conflict involving debt non-
payment has given birth to a judicial 
doctrine known as Odious Debt 
which is to this day pertinent.

Historical examples
Creditors, whether powerful 

states, multilateral organisations 
that serve them or banks, have 
become very adroit at imposing 
their will on debtors. From early 
in the 19th century Haiti, the first 
independent black republic, was 
an early testing ground. The island 
gained freedom from the yoke of 
the French empire in 1804, but 
Paris did not abandon its claims 
on the country and obtained from 
Haiti payment of a royal indemnity 
granted to the former colonial slave 
owners. The 1825 agreements signed 
by the new Haitian leaders created 
a monumental debt of independence 
untenable from 1828 and which 
took a full century to pay off, thus 
preventing any real development.

Debt was also used to subjugate 
Tunisia under France in 1881 and 
Egypt to the British in 1882. The 
lending powers used unpaid debt to 
impose their will on countries that 
had so far been independent. Greece 
too, was born in the 1830s with a 
burden of debt that held it in the sway 
of Russia, France, and the British. 
Newfoundland, which had become 
the first autonomous dominion of 

Debt Against the People: An ABC
Eric Toussaint
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the British Empire in 1855, well 
before Canada and Australia, had to 
renounce its independence in 1933 
because of the grave economic crisis 
in order to face up to its debts and was 
finally incorporated into Canada in 
1949. Canada agreed to take charge 
of 90% of Newfoundland’s debt.

Debt during the 1960s and 70s
The process was repeated after 

the Second World War, when the 
Latin American countries had need 
of capital to fund their development 
and first Asian, then African, colonies 
gained independence. The debt was 
the principal instrument used to 
impose neocolonialist relations. It 
became frowned upon to use force 
against a debtor country, and new 
means of coercion had to be found.

The massive loans granted as 
from the 1960s, to an increasing 
number of peripheral countries (not 
least those in which the Western 
powers had a strategic interest 
such as Mobutu’s Congo, Suharto’s 
Indonesia, the military regimes in 
Brazil, Yugoslavia and Mexico) 
oiled a powerful mechanism that 
took back the control of countries 
that had begun to adopt policies 
that were truly independent of 
their former colonial powers and 
Washington.

Three big players have incited 
these countries into debt by 
promising relatively low interest 
rates:
• the big Western banks seeking 

to put massive amounts of 
liquidities to work;

• the developed countries seeking 
to stimulate their economies 
after the1973 oil crisis;

• the World Bank seeking to 
increase US influence and to 
fend off the increasing expansion 
of the private banks.

Local elites also encouraged 
higher debt and made gains, contrary 
to the populations, who derived no 
benefit.

The debt crisis of the 1980s
At the end of 1979, the US 

decided to increase its interest rates. 
This had an effect on the rates applied 
to indebted Southern countries 
whose borrowing rates were variable 
and had already been subject to 
sharp rises. Coupled with low export 
commodities prices (coffee, cacao, 
cotton, sugar, ores, etc.,) which 
caused reduced revenues for the 
countries, the trap was sprung.

In August 1982, Mexico, among 
other countries announced that 
they were unable to assure debt 
repayments. So, the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) was asked, 
by the creditor banks, to lend the 
countries the necessary funds at high 
interest rates, on the double condition 
that they continue debt repayments 
and apply the policies decided 
by the IMF “experts”: abandon 
subventions on goods and services 
of primary necessity; reduce public 
spending; devalue the currency; 
introduce high interest rates in order 
to attract foreign capital; direct 
agricultural production towards 
exportable products; free access 
to interior markets for foreign 
investors; liberalise the economies, 
including the suppression of capital 
controls; introduce a taxation 
system that aggravates inequalities, 
including VAT increases; preserve 
capital gains and privatise profitable 
publicly owned industries; this list is 
not exhaustive.

These structural adjustment loans 
were aimed at the suppression of 
independent economic and financial 
policies in the peripheral countries 
and tying their independence 

to the World markets. Also, to 
ensure access by the industrialised 
economies to the raw materials 
and they needed. By gradually 
putting the developing countries 
into competition with each other the 
economic model based on exports 
and the extraction of raw materials 
for foreign markets is reinforced, 
which in turn reduces production 
costs and increases profits, favouring 
the developed economies.

So, a new form of colonialism 
sprang up. It was no longer necessary 
to maintain an administration and an 
army to put the local population 
to heel; the debt did the job of 
creaming off the wealth produced 
and directing it to the creditors. Of 
course the colonialists continued 
to interfere in local politics and 
economic policies whenever they 
considered that it suited them.

Developments in the 2000s
As from 2003–04, in a context 

of strong world demand, commodity 
prices started to increase. Exporting 
countries improved their foreign 
exchange incomes. Some developing 
countries increased their social 
spending but most preferred to buy 
US treasury bonds and so put their 
increased means at the disposal of 
the principal economic powers. This 
increase in developing countries’ 
incomes whittled down the weight 
of the World Bank and the IMF.

Another factor was the Chinese 
economic expansion. China had 
become the world’s principal 
sweatshop and was accumulating 
important financial reserves and 
using them to significantly increase 
funding to developing countries 
in competition with the offers of 
funding from the industrialised 
countries and the multilateral 
institutions.
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During the 2000s, the reduction 
of interest rates by the Central 
Banks in the industrialised countries 
in the North decreased the costs 
of the debt in the South. Because 
of the 2007–8 financial crisis in 
North America and Western Europe, 
massive amounts of liquidities 
were injected into the financial 
system to save the big banks and 
corporations that were too heavily 
indebted themselves. A decrease in 
the costs of financing the debts of 
the developing countries followed 
naturally and the governments of 
developing countries gained a false 
sense of security.

The situation began to degrade 
in 2016–17 when the Fed started 
to raise its interest rates, from 
0.25% in 2015 to 1.5% in October 
2019 and tax breaks were granted 
by the Trump administration to 
big business to attract US foreign 
investment back to the US. What’s 
more, commodities prices slipped 
and exporter countries’ revenues 
slipped with them making debt 
repayments more difficult.

General view of the debt in the 
South

These last years have have seen 
a significant increase in constant 
values of foreign debt; between 2000 
and 2017 it has tripled (Table 1). 

Whatever the World Bank and 
the IMF may cheerfully repeat, 
the debt of developing countries 
is still a major obstacle to meeting 
their inhabitants’ basic needs 
and safeguarding human rights. 
Inequalities have sharply increased 
and progress in terms of human 
development has been very limited.

For instance, in sub-Saharan 
Africa, outgoing flow of capital 
via debt service and corporations 
garnering their profits are significant. 

In 2012, the profits repatriated from 
the poorest area on earth amounted 
to 5% of its GDP vs 1% in public 
aid to development. In this context, 
it is legitimate to raise the question: 
who is helping who?

If we take into account the 
plundering of Africa’s natural 
resources by private corporations, the 
brain drain of African intellectuals, 
embezzlement of goods by the 
African ruling class, manipulations of 
transfer prices by private corporations 
and other misappropriations, we 
cannot but be aware that Africa has 
been drained dry.

Likewise, in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, despite these 
countries having repaid $3730 
billion over the period 1970-2017, 
their combined debt has has zoomed 

from 8 billion dollars to 1500 billion 
dollars (Table 2).  

If we take into account the 
evolution of public expenditure of 
some fifty low-income countries 
from 2015 to 2017, we notice an 
increase of expenditure related 
to debt repayment, a decrease of 
health-related expenditure and a 
stagnation in terms of education 
(Chart 1).

It is Possible Not to Repay An 
Illegitimate Debt

It is quite possible to resist 
creditors, as evidenced by Mexico 
under Benito Juárez, who in 1867 
refused to repay loans contracted by 
emperor Maximilian from the Société 
Générale de Paris two years earlier 
in order to finance the occupation 
of Mexico by the French army. In 
1914, at the height of the revolution, 
when Emiliano Zapata and Pancho 
Villa were victorious, Mexico 
completely suspended payment of its 
external debt, which was considered 
to be illegitimate; the Mexican 
government only repaid symbolic 
amounts from 1914 to 1942, just in 
order to pacify creditors. From 1934 
to 1940, President Lázaro Cárdenas 
nationalised the railway and the oil 

Table1: Foreign debt by regions ($ billions)

1980 1990 2000 2012 2017

Latin America and the

Caribbean
230 420 714 1258 1501

Sub-Saharan Africa 61 176 213 331 535

Middle East and North

Africa
64 137 144 177 294

South Asia 37 126 163 501 706

East Asia & Pacific 61 234 497 1412 2461

Central and Eastern

European countries,

Turkey & Central Asia

58 101 234 1150 1570

Total 510 1194 1966 4830 7070

Table 2. Debt and resources 
devoted to repayment (in $ bn): 

Latin America and the Caribbean 

 External 
 debt 

Debt stock in 1970  8 
Debt stock in 2012  1200 
Debt stock in 2017  1502 
Repayment 1970–2012  2679 
Repayment 1970–2017  3707 
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industry without any compensation; 
he also expropriated over 18 
million hectares of landed estates 
to give them over to indigenous 
communities. His tenacity paid: in 
1942, creditors renounced about 
90% of the debt value and said 
they were satisfied with limited 
compensations for the companies 
they had been evicted from. Mexico 
was able to undergo major social 
and economic development from 
the 1930s to the 1960s. Other 
countries such as Brazil, Bolivia 
and Ecuador successfully suspended 
debt repayment from 1931. In the 

case of Brazil, selective suspension 
of repayment lasted until 1943, when 
an agreement made it possible to 
reduce debt by 30%.

More recently, in July 2007, in 
Ecuador, President Rafael Correa 
set up a committee to audit public 
debt. After fourteen months of work, 
its findings gave evidence that a 
large part of the country’s public 
debt was illegitimate and illegal. In 
November 2008, the government 
decided to unilaterally suspend 
repayment of debt securities sold 
on international financial markets 
and maturing in 2012 and 2030. 

Finally, the government of this 
small country won its case opposing 
North-American bankers who held 
those securities. It bought for $900 
million securities that had been 
worth $3.2 billion. Through this 
operation Ecuador’s public Treasury 
saved about $7 bn on the borrowed 
capital and the remaining interests. It 
could then free resources to finance 
new social spending. Ecuador has 
not been targeted by international 
reprisals. 

It is obvious that refusing to 
repay illegitimate debt is a necessary 
measure, but it is not enough to 
generate development. A consistent 
development programme must be 
implemented. Financial resources 
have to be generated through 
increasing the State’s resources 
through taxes that respect social and 
environmental justice.

[Eric Toussaint is an author, 
historian and political scientist, and 
is the spokesperson of the Committee 
for the Abolition of Illegitimate Debt. 
This article has been edited by us for 
reasons of space.]

Chart 1: Public expenditure in low-income countries for public debt 
servicing, education and health care (as % of the GDP)
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While the US government, 
international NGOs, and corporate 
media outlets have relentlessly 
demonised the elected governments 
in Venezuela and Nicaragua, the 
Washington-backed right-wing 
administration in Chile has been 
violent cracking down on an uprising 
against neoliberal policies, and with 
virtual impunity.

In October 2019, protests 
erupted across Chile against the 
government of President Sebastián 

Piñera, a billionaire oligarch who 
has defended the former military 
dictator Augusto Pinochet while 
cutting social spending and pushing 
further privatisation in a country 
where water is already privatised.

Soon after the demonstrations 
broke out, Piñera proclaimed, “We 
are at war!” The president’s language 
evoked horrifying memories for 
many Chileans who lived through 
the state terror of the Pinochet 
dictatorship, and for the families of 

those killed by it.
The United States and allied 

institutions like the Organisation 
of American States (OAS) have 
long praised Chile as a shining 
example of democracy in South 
America. But the country is still 
bound to a constitution written 
during Pinochet’s dictatorship. 
Protesters have demanded a new 
constitution, and a plebiscite in April 
could change that, if it is not delayed 
by the Piñera administration.

Chile’s Government is Shooting Anti-Austerity Protesters
Ben Norton
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A poll in January found that 
Piñera’s approval rating had 
plummeted to a record low of 
just 6 percent, with a whopping 
disapproval rating of 82 percent. 
But the almost universal opposition 
to Piñera and his right-wing policies 
has done nothing to stop the US 
government and OAS from throwing 
their full weight of support behind 
his administration.

With full-throated backing from 
Washington, the billionaire president 
appears to have all the support he 
needs to continue his campaign of 
repression.

State-backed bloodshed in Chile
A February 18 report by Chile’s 

National Institute of Human Rights 
(INDH) illustrates the shocking 
scope of the Piñera government’s 
repression.

The institute was created by 
Chile’s legislature with a leadership 
council appointed by various 
government figures, including the 
president himself, the Senate, the 
Chamber of Deputies, and public 
universities.

Though the INDH is a state-
backed institution, it has endured 
aggressive intimidation by Chile’s 
national police forces, known as the 
carabineros. State security forces 
have at least 14 times threatened 
members of INDH, according to 
the group’s report. The carabineros 
have also shot tear gas at the bodies 
of INDH observers, wounding three 
with pellets, and preventing them 
from accessing detainees.

INDH’s report accuses the 
Piñera administration of carrying 
out the following grave abuses:
• a r b i t r a r y  d e t e n t i o n s  o f 

people who were peacefully 
demonstrating

• excessive use of force

• aiming at the bodies of protesters 
and shooting gases at them

• shooting pellets at the body, 
neck, and face of protesters

• use of tear gas on children and 
pregnant women

• detention of journalists
• deploying undercover police 

and military forces who did not 
identify themselves
INDH documented security 

forces’ detention of 10,365 Chileans 
in just four months of protests, 
from October 17, 2019 to February 
18, 2020. That is an average of  
around 86 detentions per day for 
120 days.

The state violence has been 
extreme. Videos circulating on social 
media have shown some protesters 
being run over by armoured  
vehicles.

In a conservative estimate, 
INDH documented 3,765 protest-
related wounds in the past four 
months. Some 282 children were 
among the injured.

The INDH report notes, “It is 
important to highlight that this figure 
does not represent all the people 
wounded in this social crisis, rather 
it only reflects cases observed and 
confirmed by the INDH.”

The majority of the wounded 
protesters ,  2 ,122 people ,  or 
approximately 56 percent, were shot 
by the state security forces. Of those, 
51 were shot with live bullets, 190 
by large metal balls, and 1,681 by 
small metal pellets. (The munitions 
used in the other 200 shootings were 
not identified.)

Shooting hundreds of Chilean 
protesters in the eyes

Among the most persistent 
injury suffered by protesters in Chile 
is wounds to the eye.

Chile’s carabineros, or national 

police, have relied on riot shotguns 
that are banned in much of the world 
as a form of crowd control, shooting 
protesters with clusters of pellets that 
explode into tiny pieces of shrapnel, 
cause grave eye wounds.

The INDH documented 445 
cases of protesters suffering from 
eye wounds in the past four months. 
Many activists have lost partial or 
even complete vision in one or both 
eyes.

In 25 extreme cases, protesters’ 
eye or eyes completely burst. And 
in nine cases, protesters lost an eye 
completely; it was removed from 
their head.

“As the National Institute of 
Human Rights we are concerned,” 
the body said, “that we continue 
receiving complaints and observing 
the existence of eye injuries, 
regard ing  people  who were 
exercising their right to peacefully 
protest.”

These eye wounds have become 
a symbol of the protest movement 
in Chile, used in signs, flyers, and 
memes.

Mon Laferte, a prominent 
Chilean musician who supports 
the demonstrations, circulated the 
following cartoon depicting a blind 
activist telling Piñera, “We’re very 
sorry that you can’t see anything, 
President.”

Numerous journalists reporting 
on the protests in Chile have 
suffered from eye injuries and even 
permanently lost vision in own or 
both eyes.

Amidst the state repression of 
anti-austerity protests, far-right 
forces in Chile are mobilising. A 
network of extreme-right Pinochet 
supporters operating out of Chile’s 
wealthy neighborhoods was recently 
exposed for trafficking heavy 
weapons, including assault rifles.
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Staunch support from the US and 
OAS

1312 legal cases have been filed 
in Chile’s justice system in response 
to the ongoing state repression.

But with Piñera government 
firmly in power, with powerful allies 
abroad, justice remains elusive.

When Piñera was forced in 
October to cancel international 
conferences that were to be held in 
Chile, US Secretary of State and 
former CIA director Mike Pompeo 
said that he understood the decision. 
“We applaud the leadership Chile 
has shown,” Pompeo said, “and are 
committed to advancing our shared 
goals.”

Pompeo made this comment 
two weeks into the protests in Chile, 
while the right-wing government 
was wounding and detaining 
thousands of protesters. Throughout 
the violence, the US secretary of 
state kept quiet.

The US embassy in Chile 
has also maintained total radio 
silence on the Piñera government’s 
violence against unarmed civilians. 
Apparently, the embassy is too 
busy posting indignant statements 
condemning  Venezue la  and 
reaffirming support for Trump’s 
coup puppet Juan Guaidó to concern 
itself with the repression taking 
place right outside its gates.

Similarly, the Organisation of 
American States (OAS) and its 
secretary-general Luis Almagro, 
a staunch defender of US military 
intervention in South America, have 
whitewashed Piñera’s repressive 
right-wing administration in Chile, 
while vigorously lobbying for the 
overthrow of the democratically 
elected governments in Venezuela 
and Nicaragua.

Almagro praised Piñera in 
January, hailing “his work to preserve 

the public order in the framework of 
a state of law and democracy, and 
measures to guarantee human rights 
and the social agenda.”

At no point did Almagro offer a 
word of criticism. Instead, he effused, 
“Chile is an invaluable partner for 
work in defending international 
democratic institutions, human 

rights, development, and security.
As the US and OAS turn a 

blind eye to the rampage of Piñera’s 
carabineros, Chileans are losing their 
own by the hundreds.

(Ben Norton is a journalist and 
writer. He is a reporter for AlterNet's 
Grayzone Project.)

In 1930, Waldo Frank wrote in 
the leftist US weekly The Nation 
that the April 16 death of Jose 
Carlos Mariátegui had plunged “the 
intelligentsia of all of Hispano-
America into sorrow; and nothing 
could be more eloquent of the 
cultural separation between the two 
halves of the new world than the 
fact that to most of us these words 
convey no meaning.”

His funeral turned into one of the 
largest processions of workers ever 
seen in the streets of Lima, Peru, 
but in the United States his death 
was hardly noticed. Unfortunately, 
87 years later Mariátegui is still 
largely unknown in the English-
speaking world, even as his status 
as the founder of Latin American 
Marxism remains as relevant as ever 
for understanding political changes 
sweeping across the region.

Mariátegui was born in the 
small southern Peruvian town of 
Moquegua on June 14, 1894, the 
sixth child of a poor mestiza woman, 
Maria Amalia LaChira. Mariátegui 
was a weak and sickly child. From 
an early age he had developed a 
tubercular condition, and when 
he was eight years old he hurt his 
left leg, which crippled him for 
life. Because of a lack of financial 
resources and the need to support 

his family, he acquired only an 
eighth-grade education. At the age 
of 15, Mariátegui began work at 
the Peruvian newspaper La Prensa. 
Throughout his life, Mariátegui 
used his journalism skills as both 
a financial livelihood as well as a 
vehicle for expressing his political 
views.

Mariátegui’s vocal support 
for the revolutionary demands of 
workers and students ran him afoul 
of the Peruvian dictator Augusto 
B. Leguia, who in October 1919, 
exiled him to Europe. From 1919 to 
1923, Mariátegui studied in France 
and Italy where he interacted with 
many European socialists. The time 
in Europe strongly influenced the 
development and maturation of his 
thought, and solidified his socialist 
tendencies. Upon returning to Peru 
in 1923, Mariátegui declared that 
he was “a convinced and declared 
Marxist.” Mariátegui later looked 
back on his early life as a journalist 
as his “stone age” in contrast to his 
later writings when he had matured 
as a Marxist thinker.

M a r i á t e g u i  i n t e r a c t e d 
dynamically with European thought 
in order to develop new methods to 
analyze Latin American problems. 
He implemented a new theoretical 
framework that broke from a rigid, 

José Carlos Mariátegui: 87 Years Later
Marc Becker
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orthodox interpretation of Marxism 
in order to develop a creative 
Marxist analysis that was oriented 
toward Peru’s specific historical 
reality. He favored a non-sectarian 
“open” Marxism and believed that 
Marxist thought should be revisable, 
undogmatic, and adaptable to new 
situations. Rather than a rigid 
reliance on objective economic 
factors to foment a revolutionary 
situation, Mariátegui also examined 
subjective elements such as the 
need for the political education 
and organisation of the working-
class proletariat, a strategy that he 
believed could move a society to 
revolutionary action.

Mariátegui was an intellectual 
at odds with the academic world. 
Although he lacked a formal 
education, he had a creative and 
brilliant mind. In 1926, he founded 
Amauta, a journal that he intended 
to be a vanguard voice for an 
intellectual and spiritual movement 
to create a new Peru. Amauta reached 
a wide audience not only in Peru but 
throughout Latin America. In 1928, 
Mariátegui launched a biweekly 
periodical called Labor to inform, 
educate, and politicise the working 
class. He also published two books, 
“La Escena Contemporanea” (“The 
Comtemporary Scene”) in 1925 
and “7 ensayos de interpretación 
de la realidad peruana” (“Seven 
Interpretive Essays on Peruvian 
Reality”) in 1928, in addition to 
many articles in various Peruvian 
periodicals.

Mariátegui is best known for his 
second book, which contains seven 
essays on the topics of economic 
development, Indigenous peoples, 
land distribution, the education 
system, religion, and literature. 
It was critically acclaimed for its 
original and creative insights into 

Latin American reality. Mariátegui 
presents a brilliant analysis of 
Peruvian, and by extension Latin 
American, problems from a Marxist 
point of view. It is a foundational 
work on Latin American Marxism 
and commonly cited as the one book 
everyone should read to understand 
Latin American realities.

Unlike orthodox Marxists who 
believed that peasants formed a 
reactionary class, Mariátegui looked 
to the rural Indigenous masses 
in addition to an industrialised 
urban working class to lead a 
social revolution that he believed 
would sweep across Latin America. 
Mariátegui argued that  once 
Indigenous peoples had seized 
onto socialism, they would cling 
to it fervently, since it coincided 
with traditionally based communal 
feelings. To be successful, modern 
socialism would fuse the legacy of 
“Inka communism” with modern 
western technology.

Mariátegui’s revolutionary 
activities did not remain only on 
a theoretical level. He organised 
communist cells all over Peru 
and served as the first secretary 
general of the Peruvian Socialist 
Party that he founded in 1928. 
In 1929, the PSP launched the 
General Confederation of Peruvian 
Workers, a Marxist-oriented trade 
union federation. Both the CGTP 
and the PSP were involved in an 
active internationalism, including 
par t ic ipa t ing  in  Communis t 
International-sponsored meetings. 
Twice the Augusto B. Leguia 
dictatorship arrested and imprisoned 
Mariátegui for his political activities, 
although he was never convicted of 
any crime.

Although the political party and 
labor confederation that Mariátegui 
had helped launch flourished, his 

health floundered. In 1924 he had 
lost his right leg and was confined 
to a wheelchair for the rest of his 
life. In spite of his failing health, 
Mariátegui increased the intensity 
of his efforts to organise a social 
revolution in Peru. He was at the 
height of his intellectual and political 
contributions when he died on 
April 16, 1930, two months short 
of his 36th birthday. Unfortunately, 
after his death, the movement 
that Mariátegui had founded lost 
its vitality and its revolutionary 
potential. With the triumph of the 
Cuban Revolution in 1959, a new 
generation of activists rediscovered 
Mariátegui’s thought. More than 
50 years later, the founder of Latin 
American Marxism continues to 
inspire revolutionaries to rethink and 
reimagine new ways of confronting 
problems of political and economic 
exclusion and social injustice.

[Marc Becker is the author of 
"Mariategui and Latin American 
Marxist Theory" and an editor and 
translator (with Harry Vanden) 
of "Jose Carlos Mariategui: An 
Anthology."]

The Unemployment 
Crisis:

Reasons and  
Solutions

Contribution Rs. 25/-

Published by
Janata Trust & Lokayat

D-15, Ganesh Prasad,
Naushir Bharucha Marg,

Grant Road (W),
Mumbai 400 007



JANATA, March 8, 2020 19



Printed and Published by G.G. Parikh on behalf of Janata Trust. Printed at Parijat Printer, Gaiwadi, Girgaum, Mumbai - 400 004  
and published at D-15, Ganesh Prasad, Naushir Bharucha Marg (Sleater Road), Mumbai - 400 007.  

GANNON DUNKERLEY & CO., LTD.
An infrastructure company established since 1924

REGD. OFFICE

New Excelsior Building, (3rd Floor),
A.K. Nayak Marg, Fort, Mumbai 400001.

Tel. : 022 2205 1231  
Fax : 022-2205 1232

Office : 
Ahmedabad, Hyderabad, 

Kolkata, Mumbai & New Delhi

R.N.I. NO. 1855/1957 20 JANATA, March 8, 2020
Postal Registration No. MCW/275/2018-2020.

License to Post without prepayment WPP License No. MR/Tech/WPP-210/West/2018-20
Published on Sunday,  March 8, 2020 & Posted on Wedenesday, March 11, 2020 at Mumbai Patrika Channel, Mumbai  GPO-1


