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10 Miliion dead phones 
and no one to say hello

How does a place look like when 10 million mobile phones and their 
talkative owners are shut down forcibly for a month and more? How does the 
place look like when concertina wires are used to block the movement of people 
to their schools, colleges, offices, courts, hospitals and to playgrounds? When 
the markets are shut endlessly and the economy has been totally destroyed? 
When 8 million people stay indoors from fear of arbitrary detention and the 
stares of impersonal, armed para military forces? 

Then, truly speaking, can this place be called normal?  Over the last 40 
days (at the time of writing) the state of Jammu and Kashmir has been racked 
by these descriptions and worse after the central government led by the BJP 
annulled Article 370 and 35 A and fulfilled the Sangh Parivar’s long held 
promise to end the special status conferred on J&K and ‘integrated’ it with 
the rest of the country. The BJP diminished J&K’s status from statehood to a 
Union Territory and created a separate UT in Ladakh and Kargil. In doing so, 
they have sent a dark message to the country that neither the Constitution or 
courts, nor elected state assemblies and a federal structure can stop them from 
re-carving the boundaries of the state to fulfil their sectarian and polarising 
ideological agenda.

To be fair to the BJP, its ideological mother ship, the Rashtriya SwayamSevak 
Sangh (RSS), has been campaigning for the removal of Article 370 for long. It 
found its separate flag and its own Constitution abhorrent. What riled the party 
more was that the demographics were in favor of the Muslims, more so after 
the Kashmiri Pandits were bussed out some years ago by the then Governor 
Jagmohan for reasons of safety. Worse, the ratcheting up of violence in the name 
of azadi  (freedom) and the manner in which it acquired a virulent religious 
spin, buttressed the BJP’s point that the Kashmir issue could not be dealt by 
constitutional methods as it allowed Pakistan’s interference, which had been 
demanding a plebiscite since independence and had contributed to providing 
ideological and physical support to the cause of secessionists. 

In its manifesto the BJP had offered consultations with stakeholders, which 
could mean talking with other national and regional parties and taking up the 
matter in the assembly. The BJP did none of that. Instead, it arrested hundreds 
of of politicians, lawyers, traders, and party workers. It also drove civil society 
leaders and many young people behind bars, including outside the state and in 
unknown detention centres. Politicians who swore by the Indian Constitution 
like Farooq Abdullah and his son, Omar, Mehmooba Mufti, and scores of 
mainstream politicians were put away in Centaur Hotel in Srinagar and at 
other locations. Strangely, Home Minister Amit Shah had earlier declared 
Farooq Abdullah free on the floor of Parliament. When a petition was filed to 
summon the 83-year-old politician to Delhi, the government quietly reported 
that he has been put away under the draconian Public Safety Act, which has the 
provision to keep alleged “violators” for two years in jail.  That the opposition has 
protested this draconian move against an eminent former chief minister makes 
little difference to a muscular BJP and its government. Listening to contrary 
opinion or respecting dissent in a democracy does not seem the principles 
which guides its paradigm of maximum or minimum governance.
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After putting away all these pro and anti-India leaders behind bars, the 
government, with the help of a friendly and loyalist media which basically 
celebrates pro-government propaganda and fake news, has been claiming 
widespread normalcy, including in the volatile and suffocated valley which is 
in a complete lockdown with army everywhere and all communication lines 
blocked. Except for Jammu and Ladakh, the valley is under siege.

The government has flown gullible reporters in helicopters to show how 
peaceful and green the valley is. This graveyard peace was disputed with 
evidence by the western media and sections of Indian media (including 
Hardnews) to show that protests were taking place all over Kashmir and in 
Srinagar. Kashmiris are worried about the implications of this forcible merger. 
They have heard disquieting and indecent voices of sexist triumphalism from 
BJP leaders promising their supporters “fair Kashmiri brides”. There are others 
who are worried whether they could retain their properties after the predatory 
finance backed by majoritarian politics began to pick up land, houseboats and 
the rest. What will happen to their social and economic identity? 

There are thousands of   worries all shut down by dead phones. Imagine 
when life returns in these tiny devices and people talk with each other, what will 
happen. Will  they agitate when they know what happened to their lives when 
barbed wires blocked their way to the famous mosques on important religious 
occassions, or how daily life became a virtual suffocating jail? The biq question 
is, how will the Kashmiris react as and when life gets normal? Indeed, if at all 
life gets normal, considering the fact that the regime in Delhi seems completely 
bereft of sensitivity or compassion. 

If they behave like everyone expects them to be, then violence and unrest 
might hit such an unprecedented level that the central government just cannot 
imagine its proportions. Pakistan, which has been campaigning against New 
Delhi in international fora, hopes that the streets and roads will fill up with 
agitators that will demand azadi. The Indian government agencies are on the 
razor’s edge as they haven’t faced the hybrid attacks that have been visible in 
Kabul or Syria -- if a bunch of fanatic Islamic State fighters enter the Kashmir 
valley and engage the security forces. These are worrying times, but we may 
still hope to pray for peace in the days to come before the ‘normalcy of violence 
returns’ when phones start ringing again. Truly, between peace and resistance, 
angst and anger, imprisonment and freedom, its a volcanic and tragic situation 
in Kashmir. And its the BJP-led regime which should take all the credit for this 
abysmal mess.
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IS IT A FLAG? Scattered remains 
of a flag? Scattered remains of a 
day on a starkly empty street in a 
starkly scorching day in sublime 
and sad Srinagar?Is it a rag, a 
worn out cloth, a piece of ravaged 
cotton, a synthetic memory of 
absolute loss? Did it belong to a 

home, imprisoned, locked out, 
blocked out, holed out, ghettoized, 
occupied, synchronized and 
trapped by the daily movements 
of barricades in the lanes and 
bylanes, doors and windows shut, 
and you can’t even hear the sound 
of children playing, or footsteps, 

or call bells and phones ringing, or 
hawkers and ice-cream vendors on 
the streets; 
you can’t smell the fragrance of 
food being cooked anymore. 
 
In the vicious circle of a rusted 
barbed wire  going round and 

Kashmir: A beautiful land in
barbed wires 
Amit was in Srinagar from August 31 to September 4 noon, almost 25 days 
after Delhi declared Jammu and Kashmir as a Union Territory, and there 
was total communication lockdown. In a context where Indian journalists 
were not really welcome due to the open bias displayed in several TV 
channels, it was a challenging and difficult assignment. Here is his 
notebook from Srinagar.

AMIT SENGUPTA  |   SRINAGAR
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round with its pointed thorns, 
the faded cloth flutters in stark 
daylight like a piece of history 
in subjugated time and space. It 
flutters in the barbed wire because 
that is its destiny. It is trapped 
forever, wounded and torn, with 
not even the dream of freedom 
embedded in its soul.The wind 
moves with no emotion. There is 
no joy in the sunny day or in the 
cool wind. There is no joy in un-
freedom. In this endless prison 
of occupation with 8 million 
prisoners. Mothers, wives, sisters, 
little kids, young men, lovers, 
newly-married couples, those 
mourning the loss of their loved 
ones. Funerals are just about held, 
quickly, because mourning in a 
public space is difficult with so 
many barricades. Relatives do not 
even know if there is a death in a 
family. Most weddings have been 
postponed, and birthdays come and 
go without the candles or the song, 
or the smiles and the blessings. 
Between invisible funerals and 
weddings that did not happen, 
this is a prison gifted to the people 
of Kashmir by the government of 
India.

An infinite prison in surveillance 
and clampdown, crackdown, 
communication and social lock-
down. In jackboots ruling the roost 
every five minutes, across local 

maps and geographies, with check-
posts, barricades, armed guns, 
and armoured vehicles. Plus, the 
Armed Forces Special Powers Act. 
Plus, midnight raids, the fear of 
midnight raids, and house arrests, 
and destination of detentions 
unknown. Plus, beatings and 
reported torture. Plus, the Public 
Safety Act and similar draconian 
laws. Plus, the police state and 
military dictatorship run by a 
Right-wing regime in Delhi under 
the garb of majority democracy.

On August 5, the BJP government 
at the Center abrogated Article 
370 and 35A that conferred special 
status to Jammu and Kashmir and 
turned the state into a dystopian 
nightmare. With the help of 
thousands of troops, it imposed a 
lockdown of the kind that perhaps 
have only been attempted in 
China’s Xinjiang province against 
the Uyghurs in recent times. 
This was the BJP government’s 
idea of integrating a region into 
the country, or, in their eternal 
imagined utopia of ‘akhand 
bharat’.

The wind moves with no emotion. 
There is no joy in un-freedom. 
This is no democracy, certainly not 
in the largest democracy in the 
world.They were asking too many 
questions at the barbed wire and 

sandbag barricades. Were they? 
Were they asking for far too many 
documents? One 85-year-old man 
was hit by a car. The neighbours 
were rushing him to the hospital. 
The men with guns did not listen. 
So they tried the other inner lanes. 
Desperate, they kept trying. The 
old man reportedly died before they 
could hit the hospital.

She wanted to meet her maternal 
cousin. He is sick and at the other 
end of the town across too many 
barricades and check posts. How 
can she reach there? Is he at home 
or in the hospital? 

The landlines are not working – all 
normalcy is false optics. The mobile 
is down. Reaching out to even the 
neighbours days after August 5 
seemed an impossibility. So what 
to do? Brave the check posts? Move 
into the vicious circle? Enter the 
dragon?

So what did she find once she 
reached the far end of Srinagar 
looking for her ailing cousin? He 
was dead. He died three days ago. 
No one knows, so mourning was 
isolated and lonely. All mourning 
is isolated, solitary and lonely 
these days. There is no collective 
catharsis or solace. Live alone. 
Trapped, holed in, barricaded, 
ghettoized. Die alone. Shut your 

The main building of Tartu University, the country©s oldest university.

studyinestonia
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eyes, inhale, and know that you 
are in an extended prison.

All 8 million Kashmiris in the 
valley and beyond. In an extended, 
limitless prison in a beautiful but 
tragic landscape. 

Reminds us of what?

Reminds us of the biggest open 
air prison in the world – Gaza. 
Occupied Gaza.

On the faded wall of a downtown 
building in Srinagar, it is clearly 
written: Free Gaza. A truck passes 
in the night with a familiar face 
etched on to its body: Che Guevara 
in colour.

For a couple of hours in the 
morning and night, it’s a civilian 
curfew all over uptown and 
downtown Srinagar where not one 
shop is open. The government says 
all is normal, peace has returned, 
everything is hunky-dory. The 
people are saying a Goebellsian 
lie repeated a thousand times 
does not make it a truth, nor does 
fake news on the TV channels of 
stooges makes it real. Nothing is 
normal. The ‘new normal’ is the 
new abnormalcy of a city and valley 
under siege.

In the morning there are short 
civilian curfews imposed by unseen 
protestors. There are rumours that 
this is done by the diktat of the 
‘mujahideen’ –- no one can say 
for sure. There are other rumours 
that notices and posters are put 
up, and there are notes circulated 
from house to house to observe this 
civilian curfew in protest. There 
are, of course, word-of-mouth 
underground dissemination of 
information, messages, warnings, 
instructions, as part of the 
resistance network. 
 In a conflict zone, where, between 
one lane and another, there is a 
total communication breakdown 
and residential areas are under 

siege, nothing is black and white. 
The free movement of vehicles in 
recent times since the first week of 
September was temporary; it was 
yet again blocked by the siege of 
Moharram, when it all came back 
to square one of occupation with 
empty streets and the para military 
on the move, with gunmen on top 
of vehicles surveying the barren 
expanse, restoring fake normalcy 
in infinite abnormalcy.

Even as the tragic and dramatic 
recitations of the story of Karbala 
and the sacrifices are narrated 
to a fixated and spell-bound 
audience, all in black, in a hall 
through the nocturnal bylanes 
of Lal Bazaar, and food is being 
cooked for a collective dinner later 
in the night, a night blackout 
is being observed in downtown 
Srinagar with its maze of lanes 
and inner lanes, surrounded by 
beautiful wooden houses. There 
were no cops or para military on 
that night of early September. 
There are only young boys on bikes 
enforcing the blackout – a car or 
scooter with lights on will get their 
lights smashed while homes are 
in subdued darkness. It’s a surreal 
summer night. Moharram’s dark 
memories in mourning insided one 
lane; resistance, peaceful and with 
stones, inside another lane. 

They have denied processions for 
the Shias on Moharram this year. 
People have not floated flags of 
Hezbollah in Lebanon or Iran this 
time. Many trace their archival 
and ancient cultural roots to Iran 
in this ‘pro-India’ Shia enclave – 
now in a grave dilemma. Dressed 
in black, they are all asking: why 
are they destroying our lives, our 
children’s education, our  apples 
and carpets, our shops and trades, 
our economy and business, our 
daily life, our peaceful sleep, our 
relationship with India? We’re not 
with Pakistan. We don’t want to 
go with Pakistan. We want peace 
and harmony. So why is New Delhi 

treating us like enemies? Why, 
why, why?

In the tense and volatile, but 
quiet area of Nowhatta, the Jama 
Masjid, a sprawling beautiful 
ancient structure, is trapped in 
barricades and eternal emptiness. 
Not even a bird flies over its arched 
tombs and red brick walls. Prayers 

are banned here, as in the famous 
Eidgah. Even on Eid, no one was 
allowed to pray here as is the huge, 
collective ritual every year.

Outside another famous and 
holy monument, the Hazratbal, 
barricaded with bamboo poles 
and ropes, scores of blue pigeons 
fly across the main gate, while 
a woman distributes food, and a 
young boy clicks a picture. If this is 
normalcy in a space of prayer and 
meditation, then peace, surely, has 
returned to Srinagar.

People are not allowed to pray at 
the Jama Masjid and Hazratbal. All 
they are allowed is to congregate 
in the local mosques. “This hurts,” 
said a veteran. “Can they stop 
Bengalis from celebrating Durga 
Puja, and Maharashtrians from 
celebrating the Ganesh Mahotsava, 
and North Indians from celebrating 
Diwali or Holi, and Gujaratis from 
celebrating the Dandi dance and 
Navaratras? Can they stop the 
rest of India from going to their 
sacred places of worship, to pray, 
to observe silence, to mourn and 
celebrate, and share prasad and 
prayers together?  

The wind moves with no 
emotion. There is no joy in 

the sunny day or in the cool 
wind. There is no joy in un-

freedom. In this endless prison 
of occupation with 8 million 

prisoners.
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The high-pitched staccato sound 
moves post-midnight in peaceful 
Lal Bazaar. It is coming from the 
epicenter of resistance, even as 
people try to sleep without dreams. 
Are they slogans? Yes, they are. 
Slogans, speeches messages, 
warnings -- on loudspeakers. 
Midnight resistance not so far away 
from the deceptively peaceful areas 
of downtown Srinagar, with people 
in black, observing the mourning 
of Moharram

Anchaar and Soura: ‘Liberated 
zones’ in the time of jackboot 
occupation. Roads are dug up by 
civilians. Girls have lined up stored 
bricks and stones for counter-
attacks. Households are ready. 
There are barbed wires here too, 
and barricades, and blocked dead-
ends, and dug up roads -- against 
the army. No one can enter here, 
no Indian journalist, not even 
Kashmiri journalists.

A veteran Kashmiri journalist 
entered the area in early 
September, along with a reliable 
local contact, after one month. 
But, where can he write his 
story? And where can he write his 
story? Even if he is given access 
to the government-controlled 
media centre, where can he file 
his news report? In which paper, 
and in which portal, whereby the 
newspapers have been turned into 
government propaganda sheets, 
and the portals are dead? It’s like 
saying, go fly, but they all know 
that they don’t have wings.

In the night the loudspeakers are 
calling upon the community to 
be ever-vigilant. Groups of young 
men patrol the streets and inner 
lanes. Street protests are routine in 
the daytime. On August 30, there 
were pitched battles in the area. At 
least 150 to 200 people were injured, 
according to sources, including 
around 80 girls. People suffered 
pellet injuries, often, above waist. 
Since they will not go to hospitals, 

because then they will be detained 
and charged, the mosque became 
a make-shift hospital. Two doctors 
were reportedly rushed on a boat 
across the river to give emergency 
medical treatment. 

“These are the liberated zones. They 
will have to do carpet bombing 
with war planes to stop them,” 
said a Kashmiri journalist.

Even in some uptown areas such as 
Natipura, there are stone-pelting 
and pitched battles almost on a 
daily basis. A journalist showed 
the picture of a tear gas canister 
near his house with an expiry 
date of 2018. There are torch 
light processions in the night 
and areas are blocked all day – 
even journalists can’t move out. 
Anyway, local cops know them, 
track them, profile them. A cop 
perched on a chair in Lal Chowk 
pointed to us in the car of a local 
businessman. Who are they, he 
asked. He said, “They have come to 
attend a marriage in my family.”

There are no marriages happening 
in his family. There are no 
marriages happening in most 
families.

All landlines are dead after being 
“restored”. It’s like the false 
metaphor of “restored normalcy”. 
Wonder how many landlines 
truly are in the valley? There is no 
curfew, but no one can move out 
on the streets. The patrol pumps 
open only in the night for those 
who still try to move in their 
vehicles. There are people sitting 
on the streets with plastic bottles 
filled with petrol and diesel. Night 
travel is anyway deceptive, full of 
shadows and strange forebodings. 
It’s difficult, life in Srinagar, in 
the daytime. In the night, it’s 
uncanny.

In the stark afternoon the entire 
Press Colony in the Residency Area 
is shut, with barbed wires and a 

CRPF check post. Not one journalist 
or editor in sight. The famous Lal 
Chowk is all shutters down and 
empty. The politically famous 
Ghantaghar (clocktower) where 
Sheikh Abdullah and Jawaharlal 
Nehru made those famous speeches 
addressing huge crowds in post-
Independent India is now nothing 
but an empty landscape trapped in 
utter sadness. The blue mousaleum 
of Sheikh Abdullah near the Dal 
Lake lies lonely and desolute.

Indian journalists are hated. 
Foreign journalists are trusted. 
“Indian journalists do nothing but 
fake news, paid news, government 
propaganda,” said an elderly 
gentleman. “They keep repeating 
the same thing – all is normal, all is 
becoming normal, all will become 

normal. Is this normal out here 
just because there is no curfew? Are 
the shops open? Are those released 
walking free? Are the schools and 
clinics open? Are they speaking to 
Kashmiris after having forcibly 
gagged them?”

The big papers like Greater 
Kashmir, Rising Kashmir, Kashmir 
Reader, have been reduced into 4 
pages of government propaganda, 
with no distribution network, and 
all news-stands shut. One paper 
has carried an op-ed piece on botox, 
local journalists laugh. Photo 
essays or critical pieces are not 
allowed. Reports from the ground, 
for instance, on stone-pelting or 
injuries, or, from hospitals, or 

So what did she find once she 
reached the far end of Srinagar 

looking for her ailing cousin? 
He died three days ago. No 

one knows, so mourning was 
isolated and lonely. Live alone. 
Trapped, holed in, barricaded, 

ghettoized. Die alone. Shut 
your eyes, inhale, and know 
that you are in an extended 

prison.
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empty schools, are not allowed. 
There is visible and invisible 
censorship and it is there for all to 
see.

“Write about it when you go 
back,” said a journalist to this 
reporter. “Write that there is no 
freedom of expression here. It’s all 
government propaganda and terror 
tactics.”

The Network of Women in Media, 
India (NWMI), and the Free Speech 
Collective (FSC), which sent a team 
to Srinagar in early September, has 
issued a report. On the media in 
Kashmir. It has made the following 
observations:Key findings: Curbs 
on the media and its implications…

Surveillance, informal ‘investigations’ 
and harassment of journalists who 
publish reports considered adverse to the 
government or security force

Blockade of verifiable information from the 
ground

Restrictions on mobility in select areas 
including hospitals

Controls on facilities available for print 
publication

Three journalists reporting for international 
and credible national media who have been 
allotted government quarters, received 
verbal directions to vacate

Restrictions despite no official curfew, no 
official notification for the shutdown

Landlines are working only in certain areas 
but not in the press enclave, which houses 
most of the newspaper offices

The inability to respond to playbacks and 
queries from editors on email and phone, 
especially regarding fact-checks, has 
meant that stories cannot be carried in the 
national media. 
 
A clear ‘unofficial’ directive regarding what 
is permissible content 
 

Absence of the editorial voice in 
major newspapers in Kashmir; instead, 
editorials on ‘soft’ subjects such as vitamin 
consumption 
Lack of safety for women journalists

The throttling of independent media, 
endangering both media freedom as well 
as impacting employment of working 
journalists

Government control of the narrative of 
normalcy and proclamations over the 
creation of a ‘Naya Kashmir’ 
 
Silencing and invisibilistion of the voices 
from Kashmir expressing anger over 
perceived breach of trust, alienation and 
disillusionment.

 The Dal Lake is full of lotus flowers 
in the outskirts of Srinagar. All 
shikaras and houseboats are empty. 
A few lonely boats cross a bylane 
of the backwaters where the lake 
might be meeting the waters of 
river Jhelum. Across the Zero Bridge 
on Jhelum, all shikaras are empty. 
The house boats at the Dal Lake 
overlooking the new ‘VIP prison’ of 
Hotel Centaur across the other end 
of the waters are all empty.

Some shikara owners are selling 
vegetables. Auto drivers have 
no passengers. Just about 2 per 
cent people are out near the lake 
during the civilian curfew in the 
evening. Others rush past to their 
destinations, knowing that phones 
don’t work and they need to get 
back home before dark. Children, 
holed up in their homes, are 
feeling condemned — they miss the 
open playgrounds, the schools, the 
classrooms, their friends and their 
internet.

There are no tourists. No 
honeymooners, no Indians, no 
foreigners, no taxis, no hawkers, 
no film shootings, not one moment 
of business or festivity. Even the 
OB vans are absent since some 
‘mainstream’ TV channel reporters 
are holed up in their hotel rooms 

– they are hated all over Kashmir 
for their daily bulletins of fake 
news. Because of their shoddy, 
propaganda journalism, objective 
and independent reporters find it 
difficult to report in hostile public 
spaces.

 “Modi has destroyed us,” said 
an auto driver. “Modi has forced 
us to starve,” said a kabab-roti 
seller. “Modi is a bad man,” said a 
vegetable-seller on the street.

Across the Dal Lake, other areas 
across the city are preparing for 
another round of protests. There 
are three popular slogans which are 
back: One Solution, Gun Solution. 
India Go Back! Azadi.  Sometimes 
you can hear them in the thick of 
the night. In the daytime, you can 
see them on placards – with the 
date and day written clearly on it. 
The protests at times loom over the 
valley like a loud invisible being.

So that the government’s 
propaganda machine and its 
loyalist media cannot claim that 
nothing happened – Nothing 
happened. No protests in 
thousands ever happened in 
Srinagar, as the government 
claimed; but protests in thousands 
did happen, as it happened, in 
downtown Srinagar, days after 
August 5, 2019. And in many other 
volatile points, again and again, 
like waves of anger and angst 
written on the silent walls.

by our freedom movement and the 
Indian Constitution will be seriously 
threatened. The damage will be 
irreversible. Therefore, May 23 will 
decide the destiny of India.
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Undisputed Chinese supremo, 
Xi Jin Ping, with his eternally 
undecipherable half-smile and 
one, static expression, and Hong 
Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam, 
are both  wobbling on sticky waters 
when it comes to Hong Kong. So 
sticky is their political situation 
that they themselves could not 
have believed that they could 
land up in such an embarrassing 
and slippery quagmire in their 
lifetime, especially with the kind 
of unprecedented and unbridled 

power they have wielded over the 
years

This is the kind of totalitarian and 
unquestioned power they have 
flaunted so blatantly in mainland 
China over the years, and especially 
so after Jin Ping became the 
unelected president-for-life. And 
this is the power which has found a 
black hole in Hong Kong.

Indeed, Lam is the direct 
protagonist and puppet of the 
‘mainland’ Chinese regime in 

A Red Star Over Hong Kong
The summer of discontent seems to continue in infinite rage in Hong Kong 
as the totalitarian Chinese regime succumbs for the first time

AMIT SENGUPTA NEW DELHI

Protestors hold banners against the chinese extradition bill in Hong Kong 2019

via Wiki Commons
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Between crime and 
punishment, in China’s 

totalitarian society, there is no 
justice system worth its name. 

Every document from the 
mainland says that – especially 

so about the concentration 
camps of thousands of Muslim 

Uighurs in Xinjiang, or the 
repressive state apparatus in 

the ‘prefecture’ of Tibet

Beijing, and, thereby, predictably 
so, not trusted at all by the people 
in Hong Kong who have tasted the 
fruits of democracy and freedom of 
expression, something effectively 
denied and suppressed, often 
brutally, a few miles away in 
China.  No wonder, the vast masses 
in Hong Kong, especially the 
restless millennial population, are 
in no mood to accept the jackboot 
dictatorship of the Communist 
Party of China and President Xi Jin 
Ping, or his hand-picked loyalists in 
Hong Kong.

The current crisis peaked in Hong 
Kong, one of top global cities in 
terms of its strong and lucrative 
linkages with the global market, 
in the early days of June after the 
‘One Nation, Two Systems’ once 
again experienced the deep strains 
and constraints of an impossible 
balancing act between capitalist 
authoritarianism and free market 
democracy. Lam unilaterally 
imposed a new diktat pushing a 
law which would have compelled 
residents of Hong Kong to be 
extradited to China for trial and 
punishment in case of criminal 
or other charges and accusations. 
Hong Kong simply put its foot 
down, even as Lam and Beijing 
flexed their muscles, threatening to 
crack down.

Even as the massacre of June 1989 
in Tiananmen Square came back 
as a resurrected memory in Hong 
Kong, which is also home to several 
Chinese human rights activists and 
political dissidents, Lam’s order 
became an evil message of bad 
faith. Hong Kong holds massive 
rallies and candle light marches 
for days in early June every year 
in mourning, homage and prayer 
for those killed in Beijing and 
elsewhere during the brutal 
Tiananmen Square crackdown 
against peaceful an unarmed 
pro-democracy protesters, mostly 
students.

Lam chose a wrong time to 
push this draconian extradition 
order, even as all the wounds 
of the past came rushing back, 
including the fact that there is 
nothing like a justice system in 
undemocratic China. Between 
crime and punishment, in China’s 
totalitarian society, there is no 
justice system worth its name. 
Every document or narrative from 
the mainland, where even foreign 
journalists are often not allowed 
to  report, says that – especially 
so about the concentration camps 
of tens of thousands of Muslim 
Uighurs in Xinjiang, or the 
repressive state apparatus in the 
‘prefecture’ of Tibet.

A wrong word on social media 
can make you disappear, a radical 
Marxist study circle in a top 
campus in the capital can lead 
to hounding, persecution and 
clampdown, an utopian freedom 
charter can mean a life-time of 
prison, and an open protest will 
be inevitably followed by alleged 
torture, prison or even death. Free 
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The people won, the students 
won, the artists, housewives, 
the old on their wheelchairs, 
the workers, journalists, 
teachers, writers, and the 
school girls – they all won 
a protracted resistance. 
Millionaires, celebrities, 
businessmen refused to 
succumb. Even the porn 
industry shut shop in solidarity

internet is banned. There is no free 
press. All information is controlled, 
doctored or planted by the official 
information structure. And public 
expression is monitored, as much 
as private life and times.

Basically, people just disappear 
into the black holes of the justice 
system once the top bosses decide 
that they are not fit to live in this 
so-called ‘open society’ in total, 
collective and happy subjugation. 
Dissent is crushed. Democracy does 
not exist. And freedom is a bad 
word which should be avoided at all 
costs in public or private spaces.   

In such a scenario, extradition 
from Hong Kong to mainland 
China meant the death-knell 
for the universal principles of 
democracy, dissent and freedom 
which Hong Kong has enjoyed 
under colonial rule post-war, even 
as one of the most ruthless and 
competitive free market democracy 
before the Chinese take-over. That 
is perhaps why Hong Kong does not 
want to become another Shanghai. 
That is why millions came out on 
the streets, in wave after wave 
of massive tides of protests, 
stunning the Chinese regime 
and the communist party bosses, 
refusing to go back, or succumb to 
the threat of bloodshed or a bloody 
clampdown.

Indeed, the whole world watched 
as Xi Jin Ping, perhaps for the first 
time as a Chinese dictator, had to 
bend to accept the demands of the 
people of Hong Kong. What seemed 
impossible, became a reality.

The people won, the students won, 
the artists, the housewives, the old 
on their wheelchairs, the workers, 
the journalists, teachers, writers, 
the school girls and young women 
professionals – they all won a hard, 
protracted resistance struggle. 
Millionaires, big time restaurant 
owners, those in the glitzy 
malls, celebrities, traders and 

businessmen, refused to succumb. 
Even the porn industry shut shop 
in solidarity.

Lam finally accepted in pubic her 
unilateral defeat. The extradition 
law was declared dead, null and 
void, without future or substance.

And, yet, the summer of discontent 
seems to continue in infinite rage.

Hong Kong has overcome the 
ultimate fear of the repressive 
state apparatus of a totalitarian 
regime. They are now routinely 
on the streets, spontaneously, 
often with no leadership or 
programme, demanding freedom, 
the resignation of the top-heavy 
state apparatus led by Lam, the 
idea of a police state, and the 
slow infiltration of mainland 
Chinese populations in Hong 
Kong, especially in the borders, as 
has been the time-tested Chinese 
‘Han’ strategy in Xinjiang, Tibet 
and other regions. They even 
captured the legislature and the 
citadels of power, despite police 
action and arrests, something 
unprecedented in post-Mao 
Chinese history. And they seem to 
keep coming in waves, like a tide 
after another tide, day and night, 
in full sunshine and bathed in a 
full moon, obsessed with the heady 
slogans of freedom, dissent and 
democracy.

Like the unarmed, fasting students 
at Tiananmen Square in June 1989.

“Lay off Hong Kong,” seems to 
be the writing on the wall. The 
president-for-life, with his twisted 
half-smile, and one static and 
eternal facial expression, will do 
good to read between the lines 
of this graffiti which is at once a 
call for revolution, as much as a 
chronicle of a prophecy foretold.

There is a Red Star over Hong Kong. 
And it is shining bright.
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Checkmate Chabahar
Why has India wilted under US pressure on Iran?

HARDNEWS BUREAU  |   NEW DELHI

 The Prime Minister, Shri Narendra Modi, the President of Iran, Mr. Hassan Rouhani and the President of Afghanistan, Dr. Mohammad Ashraf 

Ghani, during the Trilateral meeting, in Tehran on May 23, 2016. Wiki Commons

The quiet manner in which the 
Indian government has acquiesced 
to US sanctions and brought its oil 
imports from Iran to zero is being 
replicated stealthily with West Asian 
nation’s oceanic port, Chabahar.  
India, which manages the Shahid 
Behesti port at Chabahar, has been 
granted waiver from sanctions, but 
it is in a difficult conundrum on 
whether it should go ahead with 
the project when it is becoming 

impossible to do business with 

Iran. All indications, including the 
latest slash in the budgetary outlay 
for Chabahar port, suggests the 
Indian government’s rethink on the 
project.

When US Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo visited Delhi and 
congratulated India’s assertive 
diplomacy on the manner in which 
it stopped oil imports from Iran, 
government sources claim that he 
also asked questions about how 
India could do business with a 

Knowledgeable sources claim 
that the Indian consignment 
included some material for the 
US army posted in Afghanistan. 
It was this reason convinced 
the Indian government that its 
Chabahar foray had US backing
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country that is on the threshold of 
being blacklisted by the Financial 
Action Task Force (FATF) for money 
laundering and terror-funding. 
The FATF has threatened counter 
measures against Iran if it does 
not take steps to prevent money 
laundering by October 2019. Iran’s 
President Hassan Rouhani has also 
told his government to fulfill FATF 
guidelines so that the country is not 
blacklisted again.

India has always been a reluctant 
investor in the Chabahar project. 
In 2016, when India signed the 
trilateral deal with Iran and 
Afghanistan, it was hoping that the 
relief that Tehran got after the P5+1 
nuclear deal would be enduring. 
It did not really expect a volte face 
on the nuclear deal by the Trump 
administration – hence, causing 
considerable anxiety about the 
course India had taken to sidestep 
Pakistan, which had geographically 
denied access to Afghanistan and 
Central Asia after Partition.

Donald Trump’s policy on Iran, 
which captures the interests of 
America’s close allies like Saudi 
Arabia and Israel, is threatening 

in its implications for all the 
countries that do business with the 
West Asian nation. After the US 
announced sanctions against Iran 
and forbade countries to buy their 
oil, it became a challenge for most of 
the countries to defy these bilateral 
sanctions. 

China and Russia were the 
exceptions. India and European 
powers -- all of them wilted under 
American pressure. Chabahar was 
exempted from these US sanctions 
as the port was meant to help 
Afghanistan’s reconstruction. It is 
believed that it had the backing of 
Washington. 

Some of the early despatches of 
wheat to Afghanistan through 
Chabahar took place at the behest 
of the US. Knowledgeable sources 
claim that the Indian consignment 
included some material for the US 
army posted in Afghanistan. It was 
this reason and other reasons that 
convinced the Indian government 
that its Chabahar foray had US 
backing.

Saudi Arabia and Israel, which 
are close to the BJP-led NDA 

government, have not been fond 
of the Chabahar deal. Saudi Arabia 
believes that it could hurt the vital 
interests of Arab countries as India’s 
purchase of Iranian oil could happen 
at their expense. Saudi Arabia’s 
position has been articulated in a 
paper published by a Saudi-backed 
journal of Iranian studies. The 
paper, authored by Muhammad 
Hassan Husseinbor, claims that 
Chabahar would help Iran meet its 
geopolitical ambitions, allowing 
its influence to reach South Asia, 
South-East Asia and Central Asia. 
In the reckoning of the author, the 
Chabahar project has to be resisted 
by Pakistan, Turkey and Saudi 
Arabia.

India’s progressive devaluation of 
its commitment to Chabahar has 
disappointed Iran which was hoping 
that it would exercise strategic 
autonomy and stand its ground. 
Iran was also hoping that India’s 
attempt to enlarge its influence 
in Central Asia to checkmate 
China was only possible through 
the Chabahar route and it would 
bring in more predictability to its 
policies. It hoped that India would 
not vacillate under US pressure. Iran 
seems to have been proved wrong in 
the short run.

To ensure that Chabahar becomes 
unviable, countries opposed to it 
are quietly working with Pakistan 
to allow India overland access to 
Afghanistan and Central Asia. The 
FATF squeeze on Pakistan and the 
demands that IMF is making on 
Islamabad is coming in handy to 
make its rulers see reason. If land 
access is provided to India, then 
Pakistan would not just get huge 
transit fees, but also neuter the 
challenge that Chabahar poses to 
its China-sponsored Gwadar port. 
The forthcoming trip of Imran Khan 
to the White House could provide 
an important clue on the fate of of 
Chabahar in the tense and delicate 
days to come. 

12



WWW.HNFP.IN AUGUST 2019  HARDNEWS

Huawei: India’s 5G Dilemma
If Huawei were to be ousted from the September 5G trials, then this would 
possibly by the fourth occasion when India would have changed its well-
articulated foreign policy to align itself with that of the US 
 
SANJAY KAPOOR  |   NEW DELHI

At the time According to reliable 
sources, China has reportedly 
issued a possible demarche to the 
Indian government. The report 
is however unconfirmed. China 
has allegedly expressed its deep 
resentment over the manner in 
which Chinese telecom giant 
Huawei is being excluded from 
the upcoming 5G trials. Indians, 
Chinese believe, seem to be 
acquiescing to US pressure to stay 

away from their telecom giant. 
If India obliges President Donald 
Trump, then it could be saddled 
with delay in the 5G rollout 
and then get saddled with an 
expensive system that will have 
fewer takers in the world. Besides 
being inexpensive that helps cash-
strapped economies like India, 
Huawei has 20 percent global 
patents and 50 percent market 
share.

Before the Chinese lifted their 
technical hold, they reportedly 
wanted an assurance from New 
Delhi on three counts: stop 
interfering in the process to 
find the successor of Dalai 
Lama, resumption of talks with 
Pakistan, and allow Huawei to 
participate in the 5G trials in 
India
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Officially, the Indian government 
has not announced that it is 
excluding Huawei from the 5G 
trials, but, there are enough 
indications that it may follow 
the US and some countries of the 
western alliance, at least, in the 
short run. If that happens then 
it would cause a grave setback to 
the ties between India and China, 
and also hurt India’s image as a 
non-aligned (multi-aligned, as it is 
fashionably called now) nation that 
exercises strategic autonomy. If 
Huawei were to be ousted from the 
September trials, then this would 
possibly be the fourth occasion 
when India would have changed its 
well-articulated foreign policy to 
align itself with that of the US. 

First, New Delhi, in deference to 
US sanctions, brought oil supplies 
from Iran to zero. Second, it put 
its engagement with Iranian port, 
Chabahar, on the back-burner.  
And, third, more importantly, it 
has made adjustment in its data 
localization policy that allows 
US companies to keep Indian 
banking data on their servers for 
24 hours after their transaction 
is completed. Trump also wants 
India to cancel its order of missile 
defense system, S-400, with 
Russia. India is holding firm, at 
least, on this issue.

Difficult and complicated issues 
all, this entire process could push 
India’s ‘multi-aligned foreign 
policy’ in disarray and result 
in national humiliation if the 
government is seen so brazenly 
succumbing to US demands.

Since 2017, India and China 
have been trying to mend fences 
after the Doklam face-off that 
brought the two countries close 
to a possible war. Conscious 
of Beijing’s sensitivities, the 
Indian government lowered 
its engagement with Tibetan 
Buddhist leader Dalai Lama and 
ordered government officials not 

to participate in programmes 
held by the exiled community 
to thank India for providing 
them refuge. India also backed 
China’s candidature for heading 
the Financial Action Task Force 
(FATF)– a body that monitors terror-
funding and money laundering 
issues. China, in turn, agreed 
to India’s demand to remove the 
technical hold on declaring Jaish-e-
Muhammad chief, Masood Azhar, 
as a global terrorist. 

However, before the Chinese 
lifted their technical hold, they 
reportedly wanted an assurance 
from New Delhi on three counts: 
stop interfering in the process to 
find the successor of Dalai Lama, 
resumption of talks with Pakistan, 
and allow Huawei to participate in 
the 5G trials in India.    

These assurances were sought 
during the election campaign here 
and China was expecting the new 
Narendra Modi-led government 
to fulfill them. At that time, the 
Union home ministry had broadly 
agreed to grant permission to 
Huawei as there was no evidence 
of security breach in various 
technological equipments that 
are used in the country. After 
Trump threatened sanctions and 
penalties if India decided to do go 
with Huawei, it became clear to 
New Delhi that it was staring at an 
expensive zero-sum game.

Could the Modi regime really afford 
to cock a snook at Trump and dare 
to go with the Chinese? 

Nine out of ten people in 
India would favour the US as 
its contribution to the Indian 
economy is immense; but, China 
is the future and has provided 
inexpensive inputs that have 
powered the Indian economy in 
the last few decades. Expectedly, 
a cheaper 5G technology with 
lower latency could lead to a 
quicker rollout and adaptation 

China is learnt to have issued 
a demarche to the Indian 
government expressing its 
deep resentment over the 
manner in which Chinese 
telecom giant Huawei is being 
excluded from the upcoming 
5G trials. Indians, Chinese 
believe, seem to be acquiescing 
to US pressure. If India obliges 
Trump then it could be saddled 
with delay in the 5G rollout 
and then get saddled with an 
expensive system that will have 
fewer takers in the world
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in all the smart products that 
the government is toying with, 
including smart cities. 

There are only a few countries 
that can dare to antagonise US 
and India surely does not want to 
be one of them. Since the BJP-led 
government has returned to power, 
it is playing the same narrative 
that is available, with a click of a 
mouse and a Google search which 
discloses that Huawei constitutes 
a security threat. Instances of 
how the employees of Chinese 
companies have walked away with 
crucial data from US servers and 
computers have been repeated in 
the Indian media also. Fears of 
how the Chinese could disrupt 
the Indian economy and upset 
defense preparedness have been 
periodically raised.

A member of the panel constituted 
to decide on the composition 
and time of 5G trials suggested 
Huawei’s exclusion on security 
grounds, despite their offer to 
give a commitment that their 
technology had no ‘backdoor’. This 
was not the majority view since 
even the Intelligence Bureau, it is 
reliably learnt, did not recommend 
its banning. Interestingly, the 
report of a representative of the 
government having reservations 
towards Huawei was played up by 
only one media publication. The 
competing views did not get any 
space.

Last week, an Indian 5G expert, 
Prof  V Kamakoti, in his talk at the 
Indian Council of World Affairs 
( ICWA), highlighted Indians 
security concerns about Huawei. 
A Chinese diplomat objected to 
this view and said that there was 
no evidence of a security breach 
vis-a-vis Huawei. He pointed out 
that Germany and the United 
Kingdom were using the Chinese 
company’s technologies and found 
nothing amiss. Prof Kamakoti 
agreed to the submission of the 

Chinese diplomat that there 
was no evidence of any link 
between Huawei and data theft or 
surveillance.  

There is a recognition that US 
opposition to Huawei has less to do 
with a Chinese telecom, security 
breach or surveillance, but more 
to do with hard and long-term 
business interests. Huawei and 
ZTE have seen a spectacular rise 
in the last 10 years and if there 
is an uninterrupted 5G rollout 
then the company would be in an 
unassailable position. Even now, 
it sells more smartphones and is a 
shade below Samsung. 

In terms of being a telecom 
equipment supplier, it has left 
Ericcson behind. Huawei has 
provided the backbone to the 
telecom network in African and 
the ban by US could cause serious 
supply chain disruptions. Huawei 
was anticipating action from 
Trump and hence stacked its 
warehouses with semiconductor 
microchips and other spares that it 
normally procures from America.

For India, Huawei would not only 
provide relatively inexpensive 
cutting edge technology to jump 
development stages by building 
smart cities and improve the lives 
of people, but it could also serve as 
an important test of its strategic 
autonomy. Before Narendra Modi 
left for the G20 summit at Osaka, 
Japan, in last week of June, it was 
apparent that this matter would 
come up in the proposed bilateral 
meeting between Trump and him. 
The matter indeed came up during 
their talks, but there was little 
clarity whether India withstood its 
ground or agreed with the US on 
banning Huawei technology.  

Modi talked about how the 
evolution of 5G technologies will 
depend on the decision that a 
country of billion people takes. 
Both the leaders agreed to harness 

capacities that reside in both 
countries to build 5G systems. 
Observers have interpreted this 
statement as a rejection of Huawei, 
even when Trump has allowed his 
country’s companies to transact 
with it.

One wonders why the Indian 
government is still giving 
precedence to issues of security 
and surveillance when it comes to 
denying access to Huawei in India, 
when other countries of Europe and 
the global south have found little 
merit in the American argument. 
Instead, they have chosen to ignore 
the false logic peddled by the US 
and rightfully given importance to 
what would serve the interests of 
their people. 

South African President Cyril 
Ramaphosa was quite candid when 
he told a conference recently that 
the US was jealous that Huawei 
had outstripped them and they 
were determined to punish it 
and use it as a pawn in their 
fight against China. Ramaphosa 
was categorical that to address 
the triple challenges of poverty, 
inequality, and unemployment, 
South Africa would have to 
leapfrog into a fourth industrial 
revolution and that path will be 
also be determined by acquiring 5G 
technologies.

The South African leader’s worries 
can be easily replicated here, 
but the big difference is that 
the African country is not using 
unsubstantiated surveillance 
charge against Huawei to block 
it. In contrast, India seems to be 
buckling under US pressure, as in 
the case of sanctions against Iran.
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The World On A Brink
Political leadership requires, balance, responsibility and a sensible 
leadership to create an atmosphere of predictability and security. The 
contrary is a recipe for disaster. In too many countries, that is precisely 
what we have

GUSTAVO DE ARISTEGUI  |   MADRID

The world is facing phenomenal 
challenges, some re-growing in 
intensity and complexity, quickly 
taking us all to a very dangerous 
point of no-return. Some of these 
challenges were addressed by the 
recent G7 Summit, but, definitely, 
not all, and may I say so, not the 
most perilous ones. In many ways, 
the multifaceted risks that we face 
are sometimes too intricate to fully 
understand. This makes them an 
even more pressing threat to peace, 
stability and security, precisely 
because they don’t seem to be as 
urgent as they really are. 

The absence of open conflict, 
generalised war, and the fact that 
terrorism is concentrated in certain 
regions of the planet, have given 
public opinion a wrong sensation 
of safety because of what wrongly 
appears to be a drop in the intensity 

of the terrorist threat. All of this 
has made us lose perspective of 
what can happen if we don’t act 
immediately, as many of these 
challenges can spiral out of control, 
pushing the world into different 
types and intensities of chaos on 
different scales, in different regions 
and sectors. 

The list of menaces is long, but, by 
the urgency and immediacy of the 
threats, let me underline some of 
the most dangerous ones.

Populism, political extremism and 
its most violent manifestations: 
These phenomena are prevalent 
across the world, especially 
unleashed by some regimes that 
have become not only wildly 
oppressive against their own 
people, but a menace to world peace 
and stability. Political and so-called 

religious extremism (actually a 
brand of political radicalism) has its 
most violent expression in terrorism 
which has been intermittently 
giving some people a misguided 
and overconfident sensation of false 
security. 

Terrorism has a high capacity of 
disruption and cannot be taken 
lightly. Lately, terrorism has been 
dismissed as an existential threat to 
the United States and this opinion 
seems to be taking root among some 
leading opinion makers. This is a 
grave mistake. This position ignores 
that cyber terrorism, and biological, 
chemical or nuclear terror, can 
have a devastating domino effect 
on any country, even those that are 
consolidated democracies, sending 
destructive shockwaves across the 
world. However, even conventional 
terrorism has a disruptive capacity 
that can’t be ignored.

Unresolved conflicts that have 
become cystic continue to be a 
very powerful source of violence 
and conflict -- for instance, the 
Arab-Israel conflict. Plus, there 
exist so many other conflicts that 
are decades old and nowhere near 
a solution. Besides, the older they 
are and the more stagnated they 
become, the lees urgent they end 
up being in the list of priorities of 
world leaders. 

Political uncertainty and instability 
seems to be lurching into almost 
every political system having an 
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The world is facing several 
forms of crises that are 

coinciding in a very short 
period of time. This 

concentration of disruptive 
power has not been seriously 

measured. Some will be the 
trigger, while others will be the 
catalysts and accelerators of its 
devastating effects spawning a 
new and even deeper recession. 

immediate economic effect that 
adds volatility to markets that 
already fear a new and vicious 
economic recession. It is not only 
populism which is growing and 
taking positions of power, its 
political unpredictability is shaking 
the foundations of some of the most 
important western democracies. 

Take the example of Italy and two 
populist forces on the rise, the 
Five Star Movement of indefinable 
Leftwing tendencies, and the 
xenophobic extreme Rightwing 
Lega Nord of Mateo Salvini. In Spain 
there have been four elections in 
four years. Minority governments 
have been weakened by the uprising 
of hard Right and extreme Leftwing 
parties, with a disproportionate 
political weight of radical separatist 
movements. All of this has slowed 
down Spain’s economy threatening 
a recession even before it hits the 
rest of the world. 

The political crisis in the UK is 
unprecedented. Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson suspended 
Parliament to prevent the 
depository of legitimacy and British 
sovereignty to control the actions 
of his government, determined 
to leave the EU without a deal. 
This could very well kick-start the 
recession that is already hovering 
over our heads, in Europe, and 
in the rest of the world. Even in 
Germany, the political scene is 
becoming disturbingly shaky. The 
regional elections in Brandenburg 
and Saxony have confirmed the 
alarming rise of the extremist and 
deeply xenophobic AfD (Alternative 
für Deutschland), that could very 
well be a prelude of what can 
happen at a federal level in the next 
general elections. 

Political leadership requires, 
balance, responsibility and a 
sensible leadership to create an 
atmosphere of predictability and 
security. The contrary, no matter 
how able the leaders, is a recipe for 

disaster. In too many countries, 
that is precisely what we have. 

This brings us to the shaky world 
economy that is walking on the very 
thin ice of a precarious economic 
recovery of a devastating recession, 
the likes of which has not been seen 
in decades since the 1973 oil crisis, 
or the Great Depression of 1929. 
When the world started coming 
out of the 2008 meltdown, it did 
so on a very weak basis. GDP and 
employment are far from the levels 
of 2007. And the world has not yet 
fully recovered from the scars and 
consequences of the long and deep 
recession. 

If a new depression hits a weakened 
world economy, the effects will be 
even more devastating that in 2008. 
Unfortunately, that is exactly where 
we are headed. 

The world is facing several forms 
of crises that are coinciding in 
a very short period of time. This 
concentration of disruptive power 
has not been seriously measured. 
Some will be the trigger, while 
others will be the catalysts and 
accelerators of its devastating effects 
spawning a new and even deeper 
recession. 

Among these causes-triggers-
catalysts are the US-China trade 
war, a hard Brexit without a 
EU-UK deal, the successive and 
growing immigrants’ crises in 
Europe, the reigniting of terrorism 
(as is foreseen by well-informed 
analysts), instability and mayhem 
in the Middle East, including the 
enduring Arab-Israel conflict, the 
wars in Syria and instability in Iraq, 
the tensions between Iran and its 
neighbours, and the failure of the 
Iranian nuclear deal, also known as 
the JCPOA. 

These are all immediate causes or 
triggers. Indeed, the other causes 
or long-term catalysts of what can 
become a deeply rooted matter of 
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global despair are climate change 
(a clear danger unlike what 
irresponsible skeptics affirm), 
political crises and the lack of 
world leadership of quality. All 
of this coupled with every single 
problem that riddles humanity 
on a daily basis will trigger a big 
crisis. This spells a great deal of 
potential turmoil that is brewing 
a corrosive and poisonous broth 
of a new economic meltdown and 
geopolitical insecurity.

World leaders in the recent G7 
Summit partially addressed some 
of these issues. Not all of them 
were addressed seriously and 
urgently, and surely not with the 
depth and vision required due to 
the magnitude of the threat and 
its consequences. A summit that 
meets only once a year should have 
been much more strategic in its 
thought and more integrated in its 
conclusions. 

The leaders highlighted their 
divisions; the most exclusive club 
of the richest industrial powers 
that share democratic principles 
were only able to boast division 
and rift. To further underline this, 
there was no ‘final communiqué’ 
as is the norm in these summits, 
simply because of the profound 
disagreements not only between 
President Donald Trump and the 
rest of the leaders, but also between 
all of them on some of the most 
important matters discussed. This 
includes not just Iran, but Ukraine, 
the Korean Peninsula, Libya, Hong 
Kong, Syria and the Middle-East. 
Climate change remained a crucial 
issue which too was not discussed 
with the urgency it deserved.

There was hope as the foreign 
minister of Iran was invited to the 
sidelines of the summit by French 
President Emmanuel Macron in a 
move considered as audacious and 
surprising. This was an attempt to 
engage Iran after serious tensions 
threatened to escalate out of 
control. The move was finally 

deprived of any transcendence 
because of the complete absence of 
positive results.  

We are now waiting for the 
negotiations between the US and 
China so as to break the gridlock 
and extinguish one of the most 
potentially deadly wildfires of the 
present geopolitical situation. 
The contest between the first and 
second economies of the world has 
distressed the global economy, 
bringing shakiness and uncertainty 
in the markets all around. Even the 
staunchest conservative economic 
commentators of Fox News have 
expressed their concern. 

There is the fear of the nefarious 
consequences of a new world 
economic meltdown thrusted by 
all of the above-mentioned triggers 
and catalysts. There is no time to 
waste. World leaders, business 
captains, media and opinion 
makers have to open their eyes 
to what is surely one of the most 
precarious moment in the last 30 or 
40 years.  

There are no simple recipes (that 
is exactly what populists sell, 
simplistic solutions for complex 
problems) to prevent what seems to 
be inevitable for so many analysts. 
Political instability is a stirring deep 
and destructive economic crisis 
that in turn will feed geopolitical 
turbulence, spinning into a 
hazardous vicious circle that can 
last several years to come. 

The leaders highlighted their 
divisions; the most exclusive 
club of the richest industrial 
powers that share democratic 
principles were only able to 
boast division and rift
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Goodbye, Mrs Dikshit
Sheila Dikshit would be missed as a liberal democrat, a great and visionary 
administrator, a symbol of urban modernity, a refined connoisseur of arts 
and culture, and an affable and amiable person with a big heart full of 
warmth and generosity.

SANJAY KAPOOR |  NEW DELHI

SHEILA DIKSHIT
1938-2019
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In the death of former chief 
minister of Delhi, Sheila Dikshit, 
the media has lost a good friend. 
Though she was unwell for a while, 
her end came rather soon. Just 
a day before her death, she was 
battling it out with the central 
leadership on how to revive the 
Congress party after the numbing 
loss in the 2019 elections. Dikshit 
contested the Lok Sabha elections 
and seemed like a winner, but she 
suffered the same fate as that of 
other Congress candidates when 
she lost by a big margin. Indeed, 
her stunning second loss in the last 
six years was no evidence of her 
waning popularity or the abundant 
love people had for her.

Despite being in the opposition, 
thousands of her admirers came 
to pay homage to a leader who 
was cultured, soft-spoken and 
displayed considerable stamina and 
patience listening to the problems 
of her party men or the people 
of Delhi. She actually once stood 
to stop the bulldozers which had 
come to demolish a slum in Delhi. 
After her death, commentators 
and political leaders have tried to 
limit her contribution to building 
flyovers and the metro, but what 
Sheila Dikshit did was more 
fundamental, permanent and 
long-term. She set new standards 
of democratic and transparent 
urban governance for not just 
Delhi, but for the entire country, 
by giving primacy to fighting 
vehicularpollution or involving 
residents in policy-making. 
Dikshit, alumina of Delhi’s 
Miranda House, went beyond brick 
and mortar and created liberal and 
open spaces of great refinement 
and sensibility to promote 
classical and performing arts 
that recaptured the glorious and 
plural past of the capital, and the 
entire country’s pluralist cultural 
diversity. 

Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru Park, 
the Central Park, the Dilli Haats, 

university campuses, and various 
auditoriums near Mandi House 
in Delhi became the open-air 
theatres for legendary and young 
performers, sometimes till the 
early hours of the morning, whose 
renditions were  not just meant for 
the ‘Lutyens’ elite’ but for ordinary 
people, students, middle class 
citizens and the masses. It could be 
classical music or Urdu poetry, the 
repertoire was vast and nuanced. 
And all this for free — a collective, 
secular and democratic shared 
space to elevate the mind and soul 
courtesy the finest performers 
and artists residing all across the 
Indian landscape, resurrecting the 
great syncretic cultural traditions 
of India. For artists, Sheila Dixit  
became a true patron of arts and 
culture.

She was not just a patron of arts, 
but an active aficionado who sat 
through the entire programme 
herself, often on the grass under 
a tree on a full moon night in a 
park with a simple and aesthetic 
platform for the performer marked 
as the stage. In a non-elitist sense, 
the refined sensibilities of Sheila 
Dikshit would be deeply missed.

It was her relationship with 
the media that should be an 
important lesson for politicians 
and bureaucracy in a democracy, 
especially in the current era where 
only loyalists are patronised. She 
always had her office and home 
open for journalists — young or 
old. She would greet unknown 
journalists with a warmth and 
affection so familiar with her 
personality. She never had airs or 
carried any aura of arrogance. She 
was easily accessible and ready 
for difficult questions, even sharp 
criticism. She took criticism well 
with an open and flexible heart and 
was always forthcoming on giving 
information. 

Dikshit was cognizant of the 
role that small and medium 

newspapers and magazines play 
in shaping public opinion and 
hence the Directorate of Publicity 
(DIP) under her charge gave 
advertisements liberally to them. 
They were not discriminated on 
account of their ideology or their 
editorial position, unlike other 
regimes which favoured media 
organisations with big brother 
corporate status.

Sheila Dikshit earned her spurs 
as a politician watching and later 
helping her father in law, former 
Congress President, Uma Shankar 
Dikshit. She became a minister in 
Rajiv Gandhi’s office during his 
stint as prime minister and 
thereafter she acquitted herself as 
the parliamentary affairs minister. 

In 1998, she became the chief 
minister of Delhi and got down to 
changing the face of the ‘city-state’ 
in a manner that had not been 
attempted elsewhere. Before she 
got down to finding a solution, 
sometimes painful, Delhi was an 
extremely polluted, unplanned and 
difficult city, almost chaotic, with 
routine traffic jams. She executed 
some of the Supreme Court orders 
to bring in green fuel and relocated 
industries. Both these moves found 
considerable opposition from 
the entrenched lobbies, but she 
measured up to the court’s strict 
deadlines. Delhi’s air cleaned up 
due to these initiatives till other 
extraneous factors dirtied it again 
many years later.

Her astute administrative 
capabilities, her educated 
refinement, and her political 
flexibility using the politics of 
consensus gave her a national 
profile. Many observers actually 
believed that she was prime 
ministerial material, and fit to be 
the Congress president.

Indeed, the small islands of green 
forests she has built all around 
Delhi’s flyovers, and the tree-lined 
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BJP MLAs stage a walkout from the Karnataka State Legislative Assembly, shortly after the 

resignation of BS Yeddyurappa.UNI

roads and parks, transcended 
the elitism of a green and lush 
Lutyen’s Delhi meant only for the 
VVIPs. Ordinary people, therefore, 
as in the suburbs of East Delhi, 
could enjoy these little islands of 
green landscapes with their fresh 
breathing spaces. These spaces still 
exist, like a thick and dense micro 
forest, and so do the trees, now 
tall and big, many full of seasonal 
flowers. 

For 15 years, she had a dream 
run in Delhi till two agitations 
blighted her term. First was the 
spontaneous agitation after the 
brutal rape of Nirbhaya. Though 
the Delhi government had nothing 
to do with law and order, the 
reiteration of her government’s 
limitations was held against 
her. Second, she was sucked into 
a vortex of accusations leveled 
against the Congress government 
for squirreling funds from the 
Commonwealth Games (CWG). 

The agitation by Anna Hazare-led 
India Against Corruption (IAC), 
backed, infiltrated and patronised 
by the Sangh Parivar, cut very 
close to the bone. Her position was 
weakened by an inquiry conducted 
by the then prime minister 
Manmohan Singh. An unintended 
consequence of the report was 
that it hurt her more even 

while Delhi hosted an excellent 
Commonwealth Games. The 
massive spend on Delhi, changed 
the face of Delhi.

Arvind Kejriwal, who rode to 
power after Congress’s colossal 
loss, showed up to be antithetical 
to his predecessor. Indeed, he took 
full advantage of the patronage 
of Hindutva forces to push the 
Congress, then in power, to the 
edge. In power, in the initial 
phase, he seemed quarrelsome, 
conspiratorial, rigid and did not 
have the refinement of Sheila 
Dikshit. For the 15 years that she 
was in power, she found amicable 
solutions on contentious issues 
that surfaced with the central 
government on jurisdiction. 
Kejriwal, on the contrary, had a 
running battle with the Centre that 
hurt the interests of the people of 
this half-state. However, it can 
be argued that the Atal Behari 
Vajpayee dispensation during her 
time was in stark contrast to the 
current regime in conduct and 
behaviour.

Surely, Sheila Dikshit would be 
missed as a liberal democrat, a 
great and visionary administrator, 
a symbol of urban modernity, a 
refined connoisseur of arts and 
culture, and an affable and amiable 

person with a big heart full of 
warmth and generosity.

of kids getting arrested and shot 
by the Israeli army.Some of the 
earliest words my son Gibreel 
learned were ‘wall, war and 
cartridge’. 
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Greece Elections: Sterility, 
and a failure to deliver
Greece went to general elections on July 7. The outcome of the poll has been 
described as a landslide victory for the centre of right New Democracy party – 
and a crushing defeat for the governing leftist Syriza party

RONALD MEINARDUS  |   NEW DELHI

The general elections in 
Greece came to a close on July 7. 
The outcome of the poll has been 
described as a landslide victory for 
the centre of right New Democracy 
party – and a crushing defeat for 
the governing leftist Syriza party. 
Dr Ronald Meinardus, who until 
recently has held the position of 
Regional Director South Asia for the 
Friedrich Naumann Foundation for 
Freedom (FNF) in New Delhi, speaks 
to Hardnews in an email interview.

Dr Meinardus has also served as 
the Director of the Greek Service of 
the Radio Deutsche Welle (DW) and 
his PhD was on Greek and Turkish 
relations during the Hellenic 
Republic (1967-1982) and is currently 
in Greece.

Good afternoon, Dr. Meinardus. Syriza lost. 
The Left lost. Was it due to the austerity 
measures? Did the Greek Left fail?

Quite obviously Syriza and their 
charismatic young leader Alexis 
Tsipras lost these elections.  This 
was widely anticipated and, thus, 
hardly came as a surprise. On the 
other hand, the party managed to 
garner 31 per cent of the popular 
vote. Considering the very dismal 
result for Syriza in the elections for 
the European Parliament just a few 
weeks earlier, when Tsipras and his 
followers fell to a low of 23 per cent, 
the result in the parliamentary 
elections of early July may be 

termed very respectable. For me, 
and many others, this relatively 
strong showing has been one of the 
surprises of this contest. The day 
the results came out, I tweeted that 
for me, Syriza’s strong showing was 
one of three surprises. The other 
two were the defeat of the Neo-Nazi 
party Golden Dawn, which was 
not returned to parliament and the 
success of Yanis Varoufakis and his 
Mera25 Party. 

Before we get to Varoufakis, let’s look at the 
reasons for the defeat of the left in Greece. 
Was it due to the pressure of Angela Merkel 
and the Western capitalist model?

We need to look at these issues 
one by one. First, the left – if you 
wish to group the various left and 
left from centre parties into one 
category – continue to enjoy sizeable 

support. New Democracy (ND), the 
right of centre government party, 
won close to 40 per cent of the 
popular vote. This percentage has 
secured the new Prime Minister 
Kyriakos Mitsotakis a comfortable 
majority of 158 seats in the 300 
seat chamber. On the other side, 
and to answer your question, the 
accumulated vote share of Syriza, 
plus the left of centre KINAL party, 
plus the communist party and 
finally Varoufakis’ group adds up to 
close to 50 per cent of the popular 
vote. In short, very many people in 
Greece continue to support left or 
leftist views. 

That a party can rule with a clear 
parliamentary majority without the 
support of a majority of the popular 
vote is due to the Greek electoral 
system which gives a bonus to 
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the strongest party. In a way, this 
reminds me of India, where the 
BJP is also far away from a popular 
majority but still almighty in 
parliament – and consequently in 
government. Another parallel that 
comes to my mind would be the 
lack of unity among the parties 
on the left of New Democracy. It is 
politically inconceivable that they 
join hands to form an alternative 
to the right-from-centre party in 
government. 

The main points of contention in the 
elections were the economy and the various 
ways to get the country back on her feet, and 
the many unemployed back to work

Of course, Syriza paid a political 
prize for implementing the 
austerity measures agreed upon 
with the European institutions. 
That it has been Angela Merkel who 
stands behind all this, is one of 
the many myths of the populists in 
Greece and other countries. It might 
sound awkward, but in the end 
Tsipras and Merkel got along very 
well. One main reason, why Tsipras 
lost domestic support was because 
some of the austerity measures 
disproportionately hit the middle 
class – and these people reacted by 
punishing the government at the 
polls. I find this a perfectly normal 
process in a democratic country.   

What about the refugee crisis that has 
affected electoral politics in many European 
countries. Has that accelerated the crisis in 
Greece?

Surprisingly, the refugee crisis and – 
more importantly – the Macedonian 
issue, where Tsipras had negotiated 
a landmark agreement with the 
government of the neighbouring 
country which has for all practical 
purposes defused a decades-old 
international crisis, was not high 
on the agenda of the election 
campaigns. The main points of 
contention in the elections were 
the economy and the various ways 
to get the country back on her feet, 

and the many unemployed back 
to work.  New Democracy stands 
for a pro-market approach. After 
seeing that the policies of Syriza 
which relied heavily on government 
interventions failed to attract 
the needed foreign investments, 
many Greeks are now ready to give 
Mitsotakis a chance. 

The future will show to what extent 
Kyriakos Mitsotakis has the space 
to implement liberal policies. He 
was off to a very bad start when he 
announced a cabinet of 51 members 
with only 5 women. This, many 
Greeks find, is not acceptable in the 
times we live in. And I agree. 

So this is the main reason for the victory of 
the conservatives in Greece – their economic 
program? Are they extreme right-wing? Will 
they follow the trend of right-wing assertion 
as in Poland and Hungry?

As I said, a pro-market economic 
program and the promise to 
reduce taxes stood at the centre 
of the party’s campaign. New 
Democracy (ND) is a traditional 
party with roots that reach far back 
in history. It was founded under 
the present name in 1974, the year 
Greece threw off a seven years 
military dictatorship. Since then, 
the party has been in power more 
than once. ND is not an extreme 
right party but has included in the 
ranks politicians who hail from 
the extreme right. This strategy 
of reaching out is one explanation 
for the political marginalization 
of the Neo-Nazi party. Kyriakos 
Mitsotakis himself is all but a 
right-wing extremist. I could easily 
call him a liberal, some have even 
termed him a progressive liberal.  
But, in the end, he is the head of 
a big party with different wings – 
and the right-wingers and deeply 
conservatives play a formidable role. 
The future will show to what extent 
Kyriakos Mitsotakis has the space 
to implement liberal policies. He 
was off to a very bad start when he 
announced a cabinet of 51 members 

Syriza paid a political prize for 
implementing the austerity 
measures agreed upon with 
the European institutions. 
That it has been Angela Merkel 
who stands behind all this, is 
one of the many myths of the 
populists in Greece and other 
countries
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with only 5 women. This, many 
Greeks find, is not acceptable in the 
times we live in. And I agree.   Let 
me get back to the Left, led by Alexis 
Tsipras of Syriza, has he forgotten 
its original ideals? What led to its 
rise and what led to its fall?

As I mentioned, the fall is not 
bottomless. As the results came 
out, the party was actually quite 
happy with the vote share. In what 
I found a powerful programmatic 
speech, Tsipras announced that his 
priority would now be to rebuild 
the party.  The main victims of this 
relative success of Syriza are the 
traditional Panhellenic Socialist 
Movement (PA.SO.K) which for long 
years was a dominant force in Greek 
politics and continues to be widely 
associated with former Prime 
Minister Andreas Papandreou. For 
all practical purposes, Syriza has 
destroyed the hope of that party 
to become the dominant force 
of Greece’s centre-left. Political 
observers here agree that Syriza will 
sooner or later assume this role – 
with the perspective of returning to 
power as the big left of centre party 
in the future. In the context of the 
general crisis of social democratic 
parties in Europe, this I find an 
interesting – and rather singular – 
development.     

What is your opinion of Yanis Varoufakis 
winning 9 seats in the latest polls? Do you 
think it is a trend-setter or will he always be 
a marginal player? 

The political revival of Yanis 
Varoufakis for me was one of the 
special surprises of this election. 
I would not call this result a 
trendsetter, more an indication of 
the popularity of this extraordinary 
politician. While I do not agree with 
him in most issues (and am aware 
that many Greeks despise him as 
they make him responsible for 
the deepening of the crisis during 
his tenure as Finance Minister), 
Varoufakis continues to be popular 
with a group of Greek voters. He 
is a nay-sayer, a rejectionist of 

the European integration of the 
Greek economy, and this in a more 
radical manner than others. Many 
Greeks are sick-and-tired with the 
austerity measures agreed upon 
with the European creditors, and 
some – and these are the supporters 
of Varoufakis – believe that Greece 
can get along without them. I have 
my doubts about whether this is 
a viable option. But some Greeks 
see this differently – and they like 
Varoufakis.     

He is greatly respected as a classic 
and brilliant Marxist intellectual. 
Do you think the young follow 
him in Greece? Do you think the 
people understand his language and 
theories which are often original 
and non-conformist?

The success of his publications 
shows that he has a following also 
outside of Greece. From published 
exit polls, Varoufakis’ vote share 
among the youth is 5.7 per cent, 
which is 2 per cent more than the 
general average. Also regarding 
Syriza’s vote, the share of young 
voters is higher than the overall 
number. I am not sure whether 
this has to do with the language. 
My understanding is that Greece’s 
young generation has been hit 
by the crisis more than other age 
groups, and is therefore open to 
radical, leftist, anti-establishment 
rhetoric. It will now be up to 
Kyriakos Mitsotakis to prove that 
he has the better, more effective 
policies to give these people who 
deserve a better future a chance in 
their lives. In this regard, Tsipras 
has been great as an orator, but he 
has failed to deliver many of the 
results he had promised. And this, 
in democratic countries, comes at a 
political cost.   

The success of his publications 
shows that he has a following 

also outside of Greece. 
From published exit polls, 

Varoufakis’ vote share among 
the youth is 5.7 per cent, which 

is 2 per cent more than the 
general average
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IRAN’S TWO ARMIES

REVOLUTIONARY GUARDS 
STILL CALL THE SHOTS
When Iraq invaded Iran, the regular army defended the country. But the 
Revolutionary Guards were given military legitimacy, too, with a mission 
to serve the ideology of the Islamic Republic

Akram Kharief  | Translated by George

On 5 May the US announced it 
was deploying the USS Abraham 
Lincoln Carrier Strike Group and 
a bomber task force to the Gulf. 
National Security Advisor John 
Bolton said this was “in response to 

a number of troubling and escalatory 
indications and warnings” and told 
Iran that “any attack on the United 
States’ interests or on those of our 
allies will be met with unrelenting 
force”. 

Tension in the Gulf and on the 
Arabian peninsula has continued 

to rise, and Washington’s allies, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates have, with varying degrees 
of explicitness, blamed Iran for the 
sabotage of oil tankers near the 
Strait of Hormuz and the increase 
in Houthi rebel activity in Yemen.

Bolton went on to say, “The 
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United States is not seeking war 
with the Iranian regime, but we 
are fully prepared to respond to 
any attack, whether by proxy, the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps, or regular Iranian forces.” 
This ominous statement makes it 
clear that the possibility of armed 
conflict between Iran and the US, its 
Gulf allies and Israel, while still only 
theoretical, cannot be discounted. It 
is also a reminder that any belligerent 
attack on the Islamic Republic of 
Iran will be met by two distinct 
military forces: the regular army 
and the Revolutionary Guards. To 
understand their origins and assess 
their capability to withstand a US 
military intervention, it’s necessary 
to go back 40 years to the days that 
followed the fall of the Shah.

On February 12, 1979 the new 
Islamic regime in Tehran brutally 
purged the Imperial Iranian Army, 
especially its upper echelons, even 
though it had declared its neutrality: 
the mullahs suspected that the army 
remained loyal to the deposed Shah, 
who had fled to Morocco. 

The regular army was renamed 
the Islamic Republic of Iran Army 
(Artesh) and placed under the 
direct control of a hardline political 
organisation that served the regime: 
the Sepah-e Pasdaran-e Enghelab-e 
Islami or Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC, known 
informally as the Pasdaran). 
Originally created from popular 
militias that supported Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Khomeini, the 
Revolutionary Guards have since 
served as a counter-balance to the 
regular army and an effective way 
to dissuade anyone contemplating 
a coup. The history of the Islamic 
Republic, especially its early 
years, is strewn with plots of 
varying credibility thwarted by the 
Revolutionary Guards and followed 
by bloody purges.

A REGION AT WAR

11 May 1949: After its defeat of the Arab armies, Israel becomes a 
member of the UN.
28 April 1951: Major tension between the Iranian state and the Anglo-
Iranian Oil Company; Mohammad Mossadeq becomes prime minister 
of Iran and nationalises oil.
23 July 1952: Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Free Officers seize power in Egypt.
19 August 1953. The Mossadeq government is ousted; dictatorial rule 
under the shah, backed by General Zahedi, follows.
October-November 1956: Israel, Britain and France attack Egypt after 
Nasser nationalises the Suez Canal. Israel temporarily occupies Sinai.
4 June 1963: Peasant riots signal the failure of the shah’s ‘white revolution’ 
(Iran’s agrarian reform). Ayatollah Khomeini is imprisoned, released, 
then expelled.
January-March 1979: The shah’s rule collapses. Khomeini returns to 
Tehran and founds the Islamic Republic.
22 September 1980-20 August 1988: The long Iran-Iraq war begins with 
Iraq’s invasion of Iran; it ends eight years later when Iran accepts a UN-
brokered ceasefire. By the end of the war, the Iraqi army is the world’s 
fourth largest.
2 August 1990-28 February 1991: The first Gulf war (Operation Desert 
Shield and Operation Desert Storm) comes in response to Saddam 
Hussein’s occupation of Kuwait. President George H W Bush leads a 
35-nation coalition; the great majority of its military forces are from the 
US, with Saudi Arabia, then the UK and Egypt, as leading contributors. 
Kuwait and Saudi Arabia pay around $32bn of the $60bn cost.
11 September 2001: Al-Qaida launches four coordinated attacks on the 
US.
7 October 2001: The US invades Afghanistan, supported by the UK, 
Canada and Australia, and later a 40-country coalition including all NATO 
members, in reprisal for the 9/11 attacks on the US, blamed on Osama bin 
Laden. The Afghan war that follows is the longest war in US history.
19 March-1 May 2003: The US-led invasion of Iraq, under President 
George W Bush, with UK participation, is launched on the pretext of 
Saddam Hussein’s possession of weapons of mass destruction, despite 
worldwide protests against this war on 15 February 2003. The initial 
invasion leads to the collapse of the Baathist regime, and the capture 
and subsequent execution of Saddam. The invasion leads to widespread 
sectarian violence and anti-US insurgency, and a protracted armed 
conflict, known as the Iraq war, continues over much of the next decade.
14 May 2018: The US moves its Israel embassy from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem in a provocative gesture signalling Israeli sovereignty over land 
that it captured in the Six Day war in 1967.
2015-present: Iran agrees a Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action with the 
P5+1 (US, UK, France, China, Russia + Germany) – known as the nuclear 
deal – limiting its nuclear activities in return for the lifting of economic 
sanctions. In 2018 President Donald Trump ends US participation in the 
nuclear deal and reinstates US sanctions against Iran. Under Presidents 
Trump and Rohani, military tensions escalate sharply in 2019.
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When Iraq invaded Iran in 
September 1980, barely a year-and-
a-half after the Islamic revolution, 
Artesh got an opportunity to 
prove its loyalty to its new masters. 
Retired officers were called up and 
others, such as pilots who had come 
under suspicion because they were 
US-trained, were released from 
prison and assigned to combat 
units. Artesh’s successful counter-
offensive against the Iraqis led to 
the port of Khorramshahr being 
retaken in May 1982, a turning 
point in the war, and in the course 
of that summer Iran recaptured all 
of the territory it had lost to Iraq.

Revolutionary Guards to the fore
However, the mullahs soon relegated 
Artesh to a subordinate role to allow 
the Revolutionary Guards to acquire 
military legitimacy. Fanaticism 
made them want to fight on and 
overthrow Saddam Hussein, but 
their general offensive against Iraq 
proved a disaster, with hundreds of 
thousands killed, and the war ended 
in stalemate in August 1988.

Since the war, Iran’s military 
has maintained this dual base, 
each element having a well-
defined role. According to Article 
143 of the 1979 Constitution 
(amended in 1989), the regular 
army is “responsible for protecting 
the independence and territorial 
integrity of the country and the 
order of the Islamic Republic”. 
Article 150 stipulates that the 
Revolutionary Guards “will remain 
in effect to continue in [their] role 
of protecting the Revolution and its 
achievements … with emphasis on 
fraternal cooperation and harmony 
among [different branches of the 
armed forces]”. 

In reality, Artesh, the regular 
army, is conceived as a classic 
defensive force, with four corps: 
army, air force, navy and, since 2007, 

air defence. Its main mission is to 
guard Iran’s borders and protect its 
territory.

The Revolutionary Guards 
went from being a people’s militia 
to a true army in 1985, with the 
mission of serving the ideology of 
the Islamic Republic. Answering 
directly to the Supreme Leader and 
led since April 2019 by Hossein 
Salami, they are estimated to be 
150,000 strong; they have access to 

the best recruits and take the theory 
of permanent asymmetric warfare 
to the limit. Through their Quds 
Force (Al-Quds means ‘Jerusalem’ 
in Arabic and Farsi), they have 
the ability to operate in foreign 
theatres, such as Syria, where they 
have fought alongside the Assad 
regime’s forces; Lebanon, where 
they have supported Hizbullah; and 
Iraq, where they have backed Shia 
militias.
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The regular army lacks the 
logistical capability to operate 
outside Iran’s borders. So in the 
event of an enemy counter-offensive, 
the air force would be unable to 
protect troops or control the skies. 
Its 350,000 men (200,000 of whom 
are conscripts on compulsory 18-24 
month military service) nonetheless 
give it a solid territorial base. There is 
no official summary of its doctrine, 
but speeches by Iranian leaders at 
commemorations of Iran’s claimed 
victory over Iraq emphasise its 
resilience. Its identity is founded on 
its success in absorbing the shock of 
the Iraqi surge in 1980 and turning 
the situation around after several 
months of bloody fighting.

A foreign invasion would have 
to contend with a regular army 
trained to hold its positions, come 
what may, in addition to the patriotic 
mobilisation that would undoubtedly 
occur among the general public. It 
would also be met by Revolutionary 
Guards trained to conduct a war of 
harassment abroad against superior 
forces and to pose a permanent threat 
to their enemies and their economic 
interests. The Gulf offers a wide 
range of sensitive targets, including 
oil tankers, desalination plants and 
foreign warships.

The same defence/offense 
division of labour between the 
regular army and the Revolutionary 
Guards characterises Iran’s air 
defence strategy. The air force, 
which has only 65 combat aircraft, 
some dating from the time of the 
Shah (Northrop F-5 fighters and 
F-4 fighter-bombers), is Artesh’s 
poor relation. But the army has one 
of the world’s best territorial air 
defence systems, including Russian 
Rezonans over-the-horizon radar 
and Avtobaza ground-based passive 
ELINT systems, as well as many 
classic Russian and Chinese radar 
systems.

Yet, more significantly, Iran, 
which on paper is able to detect 
stealth fighters, in 2016 acquired 
the Russian S-300 surface-to-air 
missile system, which enables it 
to defend strategic sites within a 
200km range. The Revolutionary 
Guards also have the mission of 
developing ballistic capability to 
deter attack. It is hard to assess 
Iran’s missile arsenal, but the 
Revolutionary Guards are known 
to have at least 300 Shahab-1/-2 
missiles, which have a maximum 
range of 500km. 

Some of these missiles, which 
were designed in the 1980s and 
manufactured in North Korea, have 
been updated locally, giving them 
a range that could threaten US 
regional bases in the Gulf, Iraq and 
Afghanistan. According to SIPRI 
(the Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute), Iran also has 
around 100 missiles with a range of 
over 1,000km (Shahab-3/Ghadr), 
some even up to 2,500km (Soumar/
Sejjil), which put Saudi Arabia, 
Israel, and the interior of China, 
Russia and eastern Europe within 
range.
A moderate military capability
In a country still marked by the 
damage inflicted (especially on the 
cities) by 400 Iraqi missile strikes 

during the Iran-Iraq war, this 
ballistic capability makes Iran better 
able to respond to an attack, or even 
carry out a first strike, and paralyse 
an enemy’s ability to retaliate. In 
addition to these weapons, the 
Revolutionary Guards’ air force has 
hundreds of drones, which could be 
deployed in swarms to overwhelm 
enemy radar. These drones can carry 
missiles and have been used by 
Houthi rebels in Yemen.

Using swarm capability to 
disorientate the enemy is a possibility 
in the naval sector too. The US navy 
knows that in a conflict situation it 
would face an onslaught of Iranian-
built speedboats and midget 
submarines and ground-effect 
vehicles (Ekranoplans), designed 
for sustained, low-level flight over 
water. Iranian observation drones 
also filmed US ships, and even 
aircraft carriers, in the Gulf on 
several occasions between 2010 and 
2017 (1). In mid-May, Saudi Arabia 
even accused Iran of ordering drone 
attacks on its oil installations.

Despite all this, it’s important 
not to exaggerate Iran’s military 
capability: in 1991 the Iraqi 
army was classed as the fifth 
best in the world, before being 
defeated by international coalition 
bombardments. Artesh and the 

A FOREIGN INVASION WOULD HAVE TO CONTEND WITH 
A REGULAR ARMY TRAINED TO HOLD ITS POSITIONS. 
IT WOULD ALSO BE MET BY REVOLUTIONARY GUARDS 
TRAINED TO CONDUCT A WAR OF HARASSMENT ABROAD 
AND TO POSE A PERMANENT THREAT TO THEIR ENEMIES 
AND THEIR ECONOMIC INTERESTS. THE GULF OFFERS A 
WIDE RANGE OF SENSITIVE TARGETS, INCLUDING OIL 
TANKERS, DESALINATION PLANTS AND FOREIGN WARSHIPS



29WWW.HARDNEWSMEDIA.COM AUGUST 2019  HARDNEWS

Revolutionary Guards do, though, 
possess considerable financial 
resources. The 2016 defence budget 
was $15.9bn, 42 per cent of which 
went to the Revolutionary Guards. 
That’s a similar level of spending 
to Turkey and Israel, but much 
less than Iran’s other regional 
rival, Saudi Arabia, whose military 
budget is $60bn. 

The US, EU and UN sanctions 
have made Iran a pariah in the 
international arms market; its main 
suppliers are China, North Korea 
and Russia, but Russia’s enthusiasm 
for selling to Iran fluctuates. In 2016 
it refused to deliver 200 Sukhoi Su-
30 multirole air superiority fighters 
and it has delayed supplying S-300 
missiles following pressure from the 
US and Israel.

This ostracism explains Artesh’s 
chronic state of under-equipment. 

Its most powerful combat tank is the 
Russian T-72, designed in the early 
1970s (and modernised locally), and 
the bulk of its armoured division 
is formed of Patton and Chieftain 
tanks dating from the Korean and 
Vietnam wars (1950-53 and 1955-
75). The domestic arms industry, 
built on what remained of the 
Shah’s plans for a western-style 
military-industrial complex, has 
struggled to compensate for the 
effects of the international embargo. 
Because of their constant activity 
and presence in foreign theatres, the 
Revolutionary Guards are a driving 
force in innovation in this field. 
Their ballistic missile programme, 
although inherited from North 
Korean technology, is a good 
illustration.  

Akram Kharief is a journalist and 

publishes the website menadefense.
net/. Translated by George Miller

Reference:
(1) See ‘Iranian drone approaches 
Navy aircraft carrier in second 
dangerous encounter in a week’, 
Washington Post, 14 August 2017.
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‘WE KEPT THE FIGHT ALIVE, BUT WE WERE IRRELEVANT’

DEMOCRATIC 
SOCIALISTS OF 
AMERICA
How did the US socialist movement, which, five years ago, could have 
fitted its true believers into a medium-sized hall, return to national politics 
and help create the agenda for all of America’s Left?

Bhaskar Sunkara 

‘When did everyone become a 
socialist?’ asks a New York magazine 

headline. It seems that for many 
young Americans “calling yourself a 
socialist sounds sexier than anything 
else out there”(1). Things certainly 

are getting strange. For most of the 
past half century, you had to be a 
masochist to call yourself a socialist 
in the US. It risked attracting 
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disdain and ridicule, and put you on 
the political margins.

I joined the Democratic 
Socialists of America (DSA) as a 
teenager in 2007. It was then the 
largest such organisation in the US 
and the country’s sole representative 
in the Socialist International (it left 
in 2017). But, in the world’s most 
capitalist nation, with a population 
of more than 300 million, our 
socialist movement had just 5,000 
members.

I went to tiny meetings, in 
private homes or community spaces 
offered for free. There were often 
fewer than a dozen people. Some, 
like me, were young; most were over 
60. There was never anyone from the 
generations in between. 

We learned to sing the 
Internationale, we heard stories 
from red diaper babies (children of 
Communist Party USA members) 
and veterans of the New Left of 
the 1960s and 70s. We kept the old 
language and the old fight alive, but 
we were irrelevant. When I worked 
one summer at DSA’s national office, 
we didn’t even have enough money 
for a water cooler. We carried our 
mugs to a shared restroom, shuffling 
past well-dressed professionals who 
were in the same building, and drew 

lukewarm New York tap water.
America’s handful of democratic 

socialists were survivors, a position 
not new to us. DSA was formed 
from the shattered remnants of 
the once mighty Socialist Party of 
America (SPA), whose most famous 
exponent was Eugene Debs. By the 
early 1970s, the SPA had just a few 
hundred members and was bitterly 
divided over how to relate to the 
New Left, whether to work within 
the Democratic Party, and even 
where to stand on the Vietnam war.

The SPA’s three wings
The SPA split into three in 1972. 
Its Right-wing formed the Social 
Democrats, USA, with civil rights 
activist Bayard Rustin, formerly an 
advisor to Martin Luther King, as its 
first chair. It soon became associated 
with hawkish anti-communism and 
was never more than an irrelevant 
pressure group within the trade 
union establishment. The SPA’s Left 
continued the Debsian tradition 
of running independent electoral 
campaigns, which were often noble 
but yielded meagre results: his 
successors won only 6,038 votes in 
1976 and 4,430 in 2012.

The SPA’s ‘centre’ formed the 
Democratic Socialists Organising 
Committee (DSOC) under 
Michael Harrington, who believed 
that the anti-democratic nature of 
US election laws and other barriers 
made ‘third party’ campaigns 
futile. Instead, he worked to bring 
together social movements (student 
groups, associations), trade unions 
and Democratic Party officials in a 
European-style social-democratic 
coalition in the US, where the 
term was unknown. Eventually, 
the DSOC merged with a post-
New Left organisation, the New 
American Movement, to form DSA 
in 1983. But the timing was off. 

The new party campaigned for 

a full employment bill, took part in 
the anti-apartheid movement, and 
cheered social-democratic victories 
in France and Greece. This had no 
impact on the Democratic Party, 
which swerved sharply to the Right 
in the 1980s, abandoning the spirit 
of the New Deal and its drive to 
expand the welfare state.

Willy Brandt, the German 
Social Democratic party leader, used 
to say that Harrington could have 
been a head of state in a European 
country. But, as conservative 
journalist William F Buckley put it, 
being the most prominent socialist 
in the US was like “being the 
tallest building in Topeka, Kansas” 
(2). When Harrington died, a few 
months before the fall of the Berlin 
Wall in 1989, socialism and even 
social-democracy had almost gone 
from the American political map. 
Yet, even without its leader or new 
recruits, DSA survived, just.

A few hundred miles north of 
our tiny New York office, some 
other holdouts survived, too. Bernie 
Sanders’s political life started in 
obscurity, like Harrington’s, in what 
remained of the SPA. As a student 
in the 1960s, he fought for labour 
and civil rights alongside New 
York’s workers, but eventually left 
his native Brooklyn for the rural 
state of Vermont. His first foray 

WE LEARNED TO SING 
THE INTERNATIONALE, 
WE HEARD STORIES 
FROM RED DIAPER BABIES 
AND VETERANS OF THE 
NEW LEFT OF THE 1960S 
AND 70S. WE KEPT THE 
OLD LANGUAGE AND THE 
OLD FIGHT ALIVE
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into electoral politics, a state senate 
special election in 1972, yielded 
results typical for the US Left: 2.2% 
of the vote.

Unknown till run against Hillary
Sanders was dogged and his 
message was simple, denouncing 
“the world of Richard Nixon, and 
the millionaires and billionaires 
whom he represents”. Even back 
then, he was reminding voters that 
“this is the world of the 2 per cent 
of the population that owns more 
than one third of the personally 
held wealth in America”(3). His 
words were too clear not to resonate. 
After an early career littered with 
failures, he was elected mayor of 
Burlington in 1981, running as an 
‘independent socialist’. In the next 
30 years, the core of his appeal didn’t 
change: inequality in America is a 
chasm that can only be closed by a 
coalition of working people.

Sanders’s message made him a 
local favourite, and brought him to 
Washington DC as a congressman 
(1991-2007), then, as a senator 
(from 2007). But he was still almost 
unknown at the national level until 
he ran against Hillary Clinton in 
the 2016 Democratic primaries. 
He linked his fight against inequity 
to a programme of single-payer 
healthcare, tuition-free college and 
a $15 national minimum wage, 

and won the support of millions 
of Americans. Most knew little 
about socialism, but were ready for 
a politics that put their needs first. 
Sanders lost the primaries, though 
he won 11 million votes. In a few 
months, he had roused American 
socialism from torpor by returning 
to its roots: class struggle and a 
working-class base.

Social context was key to 
this renaissance. Since the 2008 
financial crisis, anger at the power 
of corporations and stagnating 
wages has fuelled the return of mass 
protests, including a long strike by 
public sector workers in Wisconsin, 
the Occupy Wall Street movement 
in 2011, and a strike by teachers and 
nurses in 2018. Publications like 
Jacobin helped define a coherent 
politics to the Left of the Democratic 
Party. ( Jacobin’s subscriber base 
tripled during Sanders’s campaign 
in 2016, to 15,000.) Most new 
readers were in their 20s, often 
the declassed children of senior 
managers or professionals. They 
were angry. It was common to see 
these new converts to socialism 
attacking the Democratic Party 

and the mainstream media online, 
using the rose emoji to show they 
belonged to the socialist movement.

Clinton paid the price during 
the last stages of the primaries. 
Several dozen members of DSA, 
including me, distanced themselves 
from her on November 4, 2016, a 
few days before she faced Donald 
Trump; we signed a statement 
arguing that “campaigning for 
Clinton entails convincing people 
that she and her party will move to 
do a number of things – attacking 
the finance sector, opposing bad 
free trade deals, raising the national 
minimum wage to $15 per hour, 
defending and expanding Social 
Security etc, – they are not likely to 
do. Socialists should not undertake 
this work because it has the potential 
to undermine our efforts to build 
a base after the election, when all 
too often the promised effort to 
“hold the Democrats accountable” 
doesn’t materialise’(4). This position 
was fiercely debated on the Left: 
representatives of the Communist 
Party USA argued that the need to 
oppose Trump required the Left to 
support Clinton.

THIS IS THE WORLD OF 
THE 2 PER CENT OF THE 
POPULATION THAT OWNS 
MORE THAN ONE THIRD 
OF THE PERSONALLY 
HELD WEALTH IN 
AMERICA --BERNIE 
SANDERS

A man rides a motorcycle along a street in the snow in Altay, Xinjiang. 
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After the election
The post-election atmosphere was 
unexpected. We had feared we would 
be blamed for Clinton’s defeat, but, 
instead, new recruits flooded into 
DSA; soon it had 50,000 members 
( Jacobin’s subscription base grew 
from 17,000 to 36,000 in two 
months). Media profiles and the 
over-representation of our members 
on social media helped.

Anyone could join DSA, 
and they could apply online. The 
organisation became a refuge for 
anarchists, communists and Sanders 
supporters. Its loose structure 
gave autonomy to local chapters, 
which led to great diversity in 
forms of engagement: DSA 
has supported the formation of 
tenants’ associations, helped poorer 
members of communities to replace 
car brake lights, and mounted large 
national campaigns, such as the one 
for the ‘Medicare for All’ universal 
healthcare programme.

DSA has also proved a potent 
electoral threat. In Chicago, six 
of the 50 council members are 
socialists. Socialists have been 
elected to the state legislatures of 
Virginia and New York. Nationally, 
DSA was instrumental in the 
election of a new crop of Left-wing 
Democrats at the 2018 midterms, 
including Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez (‘AOC’), elected to the 
lower house of the New York state 
legislature. AOC is closer to the 
Democratic Party than most DSA 
members, but she is vocal about her 
socialist politics and has used her 
social media savvy and charisma to 
build an enormous platform. Since 
Sanders’s 2016 campaign, millions 
of Americans have been exposed to 
our ideas this way.

Yet we are starting to hit the 
limits of what we can achieve 
through media savvy alone. There 

is a mass movement growing in the 
US against inequality, but it is not 

supported by DSA. Sanders has 
little affiliation with DSA, and AOC 
is trying to reform the Democratic 
Party from within. DSA remains 
largely white and middle-class.

The goal now is to root ourselves 
within a class movement. DSA 
organisers helped lead the 2018-
19 strikes of nurses and teachers, 
and hopes to increase its influence 
among workers through further 
efforts with trade unions and 
others. It is now obvious to millions 
of Americans that far-reaching 
changes are needed. The US socialist 
movement is off life support, but 

is only at the start of its road to 
recovery.   

Bhaskar Sunkara is the founder 
and director of Jacobin magazine 
(New York), former vice-chair of the 
Democratic Socialists of America and 
author of The Socialist Manifesto: the 
Case for Radical Politics in an Era of 
Extreme Inequality, Basic Books, New 
York, 2019.
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WE HAD FEARED WE 
WOULD BE BLAMED 
FOR CLINTON’S DEFEAT. 
INSTEAD, NEW RECRUITS 
FLOODED INTO DSA; 
SOON IT HAD 50,000 
MEMBERS. JACOBIN’S 
SUBSCRIPTION GREW 
FROM 17,000 TO 36,000 IN 
TWO MONTHS
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Charles Perragin and 
Guillaume Renouard 

The first Galileo satellite 
navigation services have been 
operational since 2016 and 
Europeans may soon have access to 

the world’s best geo-location system, 
with horizontal positioning accuracy 
of 1.8m(1) (and a vertical accuracy 
of 2.9m) for the general public, 
compared to 4.9m for the current 
GPS (Global Positioning System)
(2). For specific applications it will 

be accurate within centimetres. 
Precision improves services 

in many fields: navigation for 
transport; controlling and tracking 
devices from autonomous vehicles 
and farm machinery to missiles; 
mapping; time synchronisation in 

THE CARVE-UP BEHIND THE GALILEO PROGRAMME

EUROPE IN SPACE
The EU set out 20 years ago to challenge the dominance of the US GPS 
system, but the Galileo project has been damaged by delays, infighting and 
cost overruns. Now, the UK, a major contributor, may be on the way out
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telecom networks; and banking and 
finance systems, especially high-
frequency transactions.

The European Commission 
began the project almost 20 years 
ago, and when the full constellation 
of 30 satellites is operational, in 
2020 or 2021, Galileo will offer a 
free Open Service for the general 
public (the only one currently 
available with base-level accuracy 
of less than 5m); a Commercial 
Service (free, despite the name) 
with greater accuracy for businesses; 
a Search and Rescue Service, a 
distress alert detection system; and 
by 2023 a Public Regulated Service 
(PRS), restricted to government-
authorised users, including the 
military.

During European Space Week 
in Marseilles last December, the 

European Commission emphasised 
the programme’s community 
and civilian nature, in contrast 
to military-run global navigation 
satellite systems (GNSS), such as 
GPS in the US, Russia’s Glonass 
(Global Navigation Satellite 
System) and China’s BeiDou 
(‘Northern Dipper’) system (3). The 
EU praised Galileo as a scientific and 
humanist venture that enhanced the 
EU’s political identity and opened 
up huge new markets worth tens of 
billions of euros. Then, sidestepping 
discussion of missiles or financial 
markets, journalists were invited on 
a boat trip to test the distress alert 
response capability.

‘Jittery about meeting the 
schedule’
Although 22 functioning satellites 

are already in orbit, there are still 
concerns about Galileo behind 
the scenes: over the steering of the 
project, a poorly defined business 
plan, the Commission’s risky 
choices, and industrial warfare 
between nations. The system has 
almost been scrapped several times. 
It is already more than 10 years 
late and its budget has tripled to 
at least €13bn ($14.5bn)(4). At 
a time of political instability and 
EU elections, “people regularly get 
jittery about meeting the schedule”, 
according to David Comby, a French 
government Galileo coordinator 
based in Brussels.

Keynote conference speaker 
Pierre Delsaux, deputy director-
general of the European 
Commission, had been guardedly 
optimistic. In June 2018, the 
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Commission proposed a space 
industry budget of €16bn ($18bn) 
for 2021-27, more than 50 per cent 
earmarked for Galileo, which the 
European Council and Parliament 
have yet to approve. Delsaux said, 
“The entire industry is in agreement, 
but it doesn’t sign the cheques. 
Without this money, nothing is 
possible and we won’t be able to 
provide the best GNSS service in 
the world.” 

Galileo is presented as too 
expensive for any country to fund 
alone, but has turned out to be 
vulnerable to conflicts of interest 
and national self-interest. The 
project illustrates how hard it is 
for the EU to manage large-scale 
industrial and strategic policy, 
while inter-governmental projects 
unconnected to EU structures, such 
as Airbus and Arianespace, have 
been very successful.

From the start, Galileo was 
poorly defined, so some saw it as 
a tool for European geo-strategic 
independence and others simply 
as an economic venture. Its origins 
might be traced back to 1996, when 
a newly re-elected US President 
Bill Clinton told the Pentagon to 
open up military GPS (then the 
most accurate system) to civilian 
use within four years without 
comprising national security. 
Previously, the public only had access 
to an intentionally degraded signal. 
But, in May 2000, the accuracy of 
the open system improved from 
100m to 10m, revolutionising geo-
location and making it a genuinely 
useful navigation aid.

Behind this initiative was 
the idea of the ‘information 
superhighway’, popularised by 
Vice-President Al Gore. With 
the Internet taking off, digital 
information needed to be sent over 
great distances at high speed to yield 
significant commercial benefits. 

Under pressure from industries keen 
to take advantage of GPS, especially 
aviation, the Clinton administration 
wanted to convert the powerful 
(and expensive) military technology 
developed during the Cold War 
into a tool that would strengthen 
US economic and industrial might. 
The market created by satellite 
geo-location now include receivers 
found in everything, from cars 
and boats to phones and cameras, 
and many applications that exploit 
the opportunity of real-time geo-
location of people and things. 
According to a 2017 report, this 
market generated over $26bn in 
2016 and could reach up to $94bn 
by 2022(5).

Aggressive US campaigning
In Europe, growing dependence on 
GPS rankled, especially in France. 
In 1999, in a report to France’s 
National Assembly on the Kosovo 
war, parliamentarians worried about 
the growing proportion of GPS-
reliant military technology (missiles, 
aircraft), which was “entirely under 
US control”(6). The EU decided in 
2001 that its response would be a 
unified programme rather than an 
inter-state collaboration.

The British immediately 
opposed this; their ‘special 
relationship’ with the US meant 

they had no interest in a competing 
system, which they feared would be 
a waste of public money. The US 
was unimpressed, too. The Pentagon 
was concerned that an enemy state 
could access the signal and use it to 
target missiles (it had retained its 
ability to intentionally degrade its 
civilian GPS signal, as it had done 
during the Gulf and Kosovo wars 
(7)).

The US campaigned aggressively 
against Galileo. In December 2001, 
shortly before a key European 
Council meeting, Deputy Defence 
Secretary Paul Wolfowitz wrote a 
threatening letter to dissuade EU 
governments from releasing initial 
funds for the programme. He 
insisted that a civilian management 
structure was inappropriate for 
the project given the security 
implications and was unhappy 
with Galileo’s planned, possibly 
dangerous, use of the same spectrum 
as GPS’s military signal. Wolfowitz 
noted that it was in NATO’s 
interests “to preclude future Galileo 
signal development in the spectrum 
to be used by the GPS M-code”(8). 

The US then released 
a memorandum criticising 
a report by consultants 
PricewaterhouseCoopers for the 
European Commission that was 
intended to convince EU countries 
of Galileo’s commercial potential(9). 
Initially, the US tactic seemed 
effective; besides the UK, Germany, 
the Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden 
and Austria blocked funding. 
“Galileo is almost dead,” said 
Gilles Gantelet, spokesman for 
Ignacia Loyola de Palacio, the EU 
commissioner overseeing it(10).

‘Defined in negative terms’
The EU had experience of 
developing economic and 
commercial collaborations, but it 
needed to come up with an attractive 

OPEN SERVICE ALREADY HAS 
OVER 700 MILLION USERS. 
MANY PEOPLE ARE UNAWARE 
THAT THEIR PHONE OR CAR 
IS USING THE NETWORK. 
EVEN IF THE SIGNAL IS NOT 
YET OPTIMAL, ‘IT IS ALREADY 
MORE ACCURATE THAN GPS’
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deal. Xavier Pasco, director of the 
Foundation for Strategic Research, 
said, “Galileo kept having to be 
defined in negative terms. So the 
British and Americans were told it 
wasn’t a military programme, and 
at the same time the French were 
told it wasn’t just a commercial 
project. Industry had to be brought 
on board by telling them it wasn’t 
just a sovereign project, it had a real 
business plan, and member states 
were told the opposite.” 

In 2003, the EU responded 
to US demands and changed the 
proposed spectrum, which meant 
the Pentagon could, if it wished, 
scramble Galileo without affecting 
GPS; this helped mollify the US 
position, according to Bleddyn 
Bowen, a space sector expert at the 
University of Leicester.

The EU then chose a public-
private partnership (PPP) model, 
with 33 per cent of the funding to 
be put up by governments and the 
remainder to come from private 
investment. To attract investors, the 
Commission proposed creating a 
more accurate signal for business as 
a paid-for service. “The Commission 
produced several studies to show 
that Galileo represented a huge 
economic boon,” said Pasco. “But, 
industry was under no illusions 
about the amazing commercial 
opportunities being touted. The 
programme was too complicated. It 
involved ground stations all over the 
world, atomic clocks in space, things 
that had never been done before.” 
Aerospace giants such as Thales and 
EADS eventually came on board, 
having ensured they won’t have to 
contribute any funds.

Jean-Yves Le Gall, president of 
CNES, France’s space agency, said, 
“Who’d have thought it? It was an 
illusion to think people would pay 
for a Galileo service, even a superior 
one, when GPS could already be 

used for free.” The PPP fell apart in 
2007. 

Frans von der Dunk, then a 
consultant on the programme, said, 
“The Commission found itself 
having to give so many guarantees 
to private partners to compensate 
for the financial uncertainty that it 
no longer made any sense.”

 In 2009, the European Court 
of Auditors criticised the PPP as 
unrealistic and the programme 
for lacking a helmsman(11). Even 
though a test satellite had already 
gone into space, there was again talk 
of dropping the programme.

The Court of Auditors’ report also 
criticised states for only supporting 
their own national industries and 

blocking decisions, leading to 
implementation problems, delays 
and cost overruns. Galileo showed 
how hard the EU found it to act 
federally, and the incompatibility 
of its liberal rules with the running 
of strategic projects. The main 
difference between an EU project 
and an inter-state cooperation is 
that the latter offers a ‘fair return’ 
on investment, as in the case of 
ESA programmes, which allow 
each country to pick up contracts 
in proportion to its stake; EU law 
demands ‘free and undistorted’ 
competition. But, the EU’s biggest 
contributors, such as Germany and 
France, which in 2004 provided 

22.8 and 17.6 per cent of the 
budget, were unwilling to risk losing 
the juicy industrial contracts linked 
to Galileo.

The EU was forced to bend its 
own rules several times to keep 
major contributors on board. 
In December 2005, before the 
collapse of the PPP, former EU 
competition commissioner Karel 
van Miert negotiated agreements 
that got little press coverage. 
Outside the tendering process, 
important infrastructure contracts 
were awarded on the basis of ‘Yalta 
in space’ negotiations behind the 
scenes in EU institutions, a process 
at odds with neoliberal orthodoxy. 
Italy and Germany each secured a 
control centre designated to run the 
most important operations, the UK 
got a security surveillance centre and 
Spain a ground centre, responsible 
for a signal that was important for 
air security in particular; France got 
the headquarters of the doomed 
PPP concession.

‘Its timetable was unrealistic’
When the EU attempted in 2007 
to relaunch Galileo as a wholly 
publicly-funded project, the battle 
among states to maximise the 
benefits for their own industries 
continued, causing significant 
delays. As a sweetener to Germany, 
the EU had to devise a complicated 
tendering system that would 
avoid making major countries feel 
cheated. “This carve-up determined 
the rest of the programme,” 
admitted a former Thales employee 
involved in Galileo’s management. 
“So we accepted from the start that 
we were denying ourselves access 
to Europe’s industrial strength on 
some contracts to keep Germany 
happy. Thales, which could have bid 
on three contracts, held back and 
passed up the chance to build the 
satellites.”

WE ACCEPTED FROM THE 
START THAT WE WERE 
THROTTLING EUROPE’S 
INDUSTRIAL POWER ON 
SOME CONTRACTS TO KEEP 
GERMANY HAPPY: FORMER 
THALES EMPLOYEE
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A small German company, 
OHB-System AG, made the 
winning bid to build the satellites 
in 2010. Michel Iagolnitzer, 
former chairman of the Security 
Accreditation Board, set up to 
represent states on security matters, 
said, “OHB’s bid seemed very 
good, but everyone knew that its 
timetable was unrealistic and would 
be impossible to meet.” In 2013, 
the Commission and the European 
Space Agency (ESA) had to appeal 
for help, on OHB’s behalf, from 
other companies, including Thales. 
Military programmes such as the 
US’s GPS and Russia’s Glonass 
avoid such complications.

Serge Plattard, founder of the 
European Space Policy Institute, 
said, “The Commission has no 
experience in delivering public and 
commercial services. Traditionally, 
it provides rules and regulations, not 
services.” A former ESA director 
added, “In Brussels, no one knows 
how Galileo works. Running a 
technology development project 
is a job for professionals. You need 
to acquire the technical expertise 
or delegate management to a 
competent entity.”

Galileo remained at the mercy 
of budget negotiations. In 2007-08, 
at the height of the economic crisis, 
the programme was relaunched 
with funding from the Common 
Agricultural Policy. In future, if a 
serious agricultural crisis occurs, 
funds could go in the other 
direction. According to a recent 
report(12), “So far, the European 
Commission has managed to 
preserve the staff resources granted 
to the programme, but has not 
significantly increased them for the 
exploitation phase (2021-27).” 

The Commission needed to get 
results if it was to retain Galileo’s 
funding and preserve its space 
dream. Iagolnitzer, who attempted 

to rein in Brussels’ eagerness several 
times, said, “It wanted to launch its 
first satellites before everything was 
ready technologically. The politicians 
responsible for the programme were 
under pressure and had to show 
they were making headway.”

The European Commission 
had not thought long-term about 
Galileo. Until 2016, satellites were 
launched from the Guiana Space 
Centre using a Russian Soyuz 
rocket, then a cheaper option 
than Ariane 5. “We needed extra 
procedures to ensure the security 
of the launch. But worse, the 
Russians subsequently exploited 
their monopoly and bumped up the 
price,” Iagolnitzer said.

European government 
representatives intervened several 
times to block the Commission’s 
path. In 2010 OHB, the 
German company building the 
satellites, planned to outsource 
the construction of solar panels 
to an inexperienced but low-
cost Chinese subcontractor. A 
Belgian firm that felt passed over 
challenged this decision with the 
Belgian government’s backing. 
The Commission initially insisted 
this was an industrial dispute but 
backtracked when it realised that 
the Chinese contractor was an 
unsuitable supplier.

A global network of ground 

stations had to be installed, in 
permanent contact with the 
satellites. The EU Council went so 
far as to censure the Commission for 
the first ever time, in order to prevent 
the installation of ground stations 
outside its borders. Iagolnitzer 
recalled, “Some countries demanded 
open, real-time access to classified, 
encrypted European data transiting 
their territory. We had to draw the 
line there.”

Avoiding harmful debates
The Commission was still under 
strong behind-the-scenes political 
pressure. In 2015, it decided to 
invite bids to build the third batch 
of satellites and to run operations 
on the two control sites that the 
Commission had awarded to 
Germany and Italy in 2005 under the 
Van Miert agreements. On 30 July, 
2015, Germany’s transport minister, 
Michael Odenwald, demanded 
the Commission reconsider, so as 
to “avoid harmful public debates” 
about the satellites and indicated 
that if Germany no longer ran the 
stations on its territory, they would 
not be made available to a foreign 
competitor free of charge.

“Reading that was enough to 
make you fall off your chair,” said a 
source close to the legal and political 
wrangling. “The Commission 
must preserve the EU’s political 
coherence. So it’s understandable 
that there should be arrangements in 
a programme of this scale to achieve 
overall political and industrial 
balance. Everything depends on 
that balance. The problem is that 
with such methods, things tend 
to come unstuck, and cause even 
more political pressure, which the 
Commission can’t handle.”

In 2016 OHB won a third 
contract to build satellites worth 
over €300m ($336m). Germany and 
Italy were also awarded the contract 

SOME COUNTRIES DEMANDED 
OPEN, REAL-TIME ACCESS 
TO CLASSIFIED, ENCRYPTED 
EUROPEAN DATA TRANSITING 
THEIR TERRITORY. WE HAD 
TO DRAW THE LINE THERE: 
IAGOLNITZER 
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to run the infrastructure on their 
territories through the German-
Italian company Spaceopal, worth 
an estimated €1.5bn ($1.7bn). 
Eutelsat, a competitor consortium, 
has taken this contract award to the 
European Court of Justice, alleging 
multiple anomalies in the tendering 
process. The case is still under 
consideration.

The Commission’s lack 
of expertise, and the power 
relationships between EU states 
and institutions, have resulted in 
a complex management system. 
In theory, the Commission is 
responsible for the political 
direction of the programme, the 
ESA for its technical aspects and 
the European GNSS Agency, 
established specifically for Galileo, 
for operational matters. In reality, 
every new phase causes profound 
disagreements. In November 2018, 
Germany demanded more clout 
for the ESA and its ‘fair return’ 
operating model. This February, 
the Commission clashed with the 
Council and Parliament over the 

governance model and threatened 
to withdraw it. To avoid this, the 
EU has favoured a vaguer form 
of regulation, leaving room for 
behind-the-scenes arrangements 
and endless debate. There are 
no precise rules governing the 
necessary cooperation between the 
Commission and the ESA.

Having no one in the driving 
seat could hamper the use of the 
signal. Plattard explained, “If a 
business using Galileo spots an error, 
it has to go laboriously through a 
whole reporting chain, including 
the ESA, the Commission and an 
authority specifically responsible for 
security… It’s very complicated and 
unresponsive.” 

Although manufacturers are 
mainly equipping their products 
with compatible receivers and 
the open signal is operational, 
management of the service is already 
causing problems for users, as an 
anonymous manager at France’s 
Civil Aviation Authority reported: 
“We recently pointed out an error, 
a failure risk with the signals made 

available to us. The problem has yet 
to be addressed. The ESA has been 
informed and done nothing. It has 
sheltered behind the fact that it 
hasn’t been specifically asked to deal 
with these errors… It’s astounding 
coming from an agency which 
always complains about not having 
enough control.”

More accurate than GPS
Despite the launch of two satellites 
into the wrong orbit in 2014 and 
problems with the atomic clocks in 
2016, Galileo is almost complete 
and is undoubtedly a technological 
achievement. The CNES estimates 
that the Open Service already has 
over 700 million users. Many people 
are unaware that their phone or car 
is using the network. And even if the 
signal is not yet optimal, “it is already 
more accurate than GPS”, according 
to Le Gall. “With Galileo you not 
only know what street you are on, but 
also which side of the street.”

This may seem a small gain for 
$14.5bn, but it could make all the 
difference to high-tech industries 
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such as autonomous vehicle 
developers. The market for apps, 
which did not exist 20 years ago 
but now has double-digit growth, 
needs ultra-precise geo-location to 
develop games, augmented reality, 
social networks and geo-marketing. 
The US has not accepted defeat and 
is making the most of the hold-ups 
in a project that was supposed to 
give Europe the edge; GPS III, a 
direct competitor with comparable 
accuracy, should be operational by 
March 2023.

In the race for the best signal, 
there is a major new challenge: 
Brexit. The British overcame their 
initial reluctance to become major 
investors in Galileo, financing 12 
per cent and winning 15 per cent 
of contracts, in particular for the 
construction of the payload (the 
satellite’s ‘brain’). They are also 
heavily involved in services linked 
to the high-precision encrypted 
signal intended for military use. 
Because of Brexit, in accordance 
with Galileo tendering rules which 
the UK approved, they will lose 
their contracts. David Davis, then 
the UK’s Brexit minister, said last 
July, “The Commission has shot 
itself in the foot.” Without the UK, 
he said, Galileo would be delayed by 
up to three years and cost “several 
billion more”(13).

Others are already taking 

precautions. According to Bowen, 
‘SSTL, the British company 
responsible for the payload, belongs 
to Airbus, and the group has begun 
relocating some of its Galileo 
activities elsewhere in the EU. 
Thales and OHB are ready to pick 
up the slack and are courting SSTL 
employees. Delays and cost overruns 
look likely. The UK has condemned 
this as a budding trade war. “The 
UK’s market share is under attack 
and everyone wants a piece of 
the action,” Richard Peckham of 
UKspace, which represents the UK 
sector, said a year ago(14). 

The UK has one of Europe’s 
largest military forces but may lose 
its access rights to Galileo’s most 
accurate signal. The British have 
even threatened to build their own 
system. In the autumn, after the EU 
elections, Galileo’s budget for 2021-
27 will need to be agreed by a new 
Parliament that might not see space 
strategy as a priority.   

Charles Perragin and Guillaume 
Renouard are journalists and members 
of the independent journalists’ 
collective Singulier.  Translated by 
George Miller
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GALILEO KEPT HAVING TO 
BE DEFINED IN NEGATIVE 
TERMS. SO THE BRITISH AND 
AMERICANS WERE TOLD 
IT WAS NOT A MILITARY 
PROGRAMME, AND THE 
FRENCH WERE TOLD IT WAS 
NOT JUST A COMMERCIAL 
PROJECT: XAVIER PASCO
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NEO-NAZI MURDERS BLAMED ON IMMIGRANTS

GERMANY’S COLLUSION 
PROBLEM
For years, little was known about the German Far-Right group that killed 
nine immigrants in the 2000s and evaded capture for 14 years. Their 
eventual convictions have failed to satisfy their victims’ families

Massimo Perinelli and 
Christopher Pollmann 

On 11 July, 2018 Manfred Götzl, 
presiding judge of Munich’s higher 
regional court, passed sentence 
on five members of the Far Right 
NSU (Nationalsozialistischer 
Untergrund or National Socialist 
Underground) at the end of a trial 
for Germany’s longest series of neo-

Nazi crimes since the second world 
war. Between September 2000 and 
April 2007, nine immigrants, mostly 
Turkish, and a female police officer, 
were murdered with the same gun 
in towns across the country.

The police initially thought the 
killings were to settle scores within 
the Turkish community, and focused 
their investigations (Operation 
Bosphorus and Operation Crescent 

Moon) on the victims’ families, 
neighbours and social circle. They 
sometimes even undermined the 
victims’ reputations by alleging that 
they were themselves involved in 
crime. The media called the killings 
the ‘kebab murders’ and blamed 
them on a ‘dark parallel world’ 
of Turkish drug trafficking and 
racketeering (1).

At one time, Operation 
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Bosphorus, one of the biggest 
investigations in German criminal 
justice history, had as many as 160 
police officers pursuing false leads. 
When a policewoman was shot 
dead in her car in Heilbronn and 
her colleague seriously wounded, 
investigators looked at the Roma 
community; police psychologists 
claimed lying was ‘a key feature of 
[Roma] society’ (2). Three bomb 
attacks on immigration-related 
targets, in which 24 were injured, 
failed to draw the authorities’ 
attention to the neo-Nazi 
movement, though victims, families, 
friends and a few journalists 
increasingly suspected the Far 
Right.

Leads point to the NSU
Everythin.g changed in November 
2011 with the arrest of Beate 
Zschäpe, and investigators began 
to follow overlooked leads. In 
1998, after a series of minor violent 
incidents, Zschäpe, Uwe Böhnhardt 
and Uwe Mundlos had founded the 
NSU. Between 1998 and 2011, they 
raised around €600,000 by robbing 
a supermarket and 14 or possibly 15 
banks, injuring a number of people. 
They lived in hiding in Saxony, 
protected by an extensive network 
of supporters. After a failed bank job 
on 4 November 2011, Böhnhardt 
and Mundlos were found dead, 
either suicides or killed by persons 
unknown. A few days later Zschäpe 
set fire to their home, sent video 
clips confessing her crimes to the 
media and surrendered to the police.

The efforts to exonerate the neo-
Nazi scene before 2011 continued 
during the trial, which ran from 
May 2013 to July 2018, called 
on 540 ordinary and 56 expert 
witnesses, generated 600,000 pages 
of evidence and cost an estimated 
€30-37m. Zschäpe was sentenced 
to life, but the four accomplices 

got only two and a half to 10 years 
and, taking account of time served, 
were freed (3). A dozen neo-Nazi 
activists present in court applauded 
the decision.

This leniency contrasts with 
the severity towards demonstrators 
against the G20 summit in 
Hamburg in July 2017, sentenced to 
39 months in prison without parole. 
But the real problem is elsewhere; 
the writer Ralph Giordano said the 
trial failed to dispel the impression 
of ‘blindness on the part of police 
and security services that could even 
be taken for complicity’ with the 
neo-Nazi movement (4). 

The Thuringian state 
parliament’s commission of inquiry 
into the authorities’ handling of 
the NSU reported a ‘disaster of 
such a scale as to justify suspicions 
of deliberate sabotage’ (5) It’s as if 
there were an institutional tolerance 
of the Far Right criminal activity in 
Germany, even though racist and 
antisemitic attacks rose by nearly 20 
per cent in 2018, following historic 
highs in preceding years.

Throughout the trial, the court 
tried to restrict the proceedings to 
the five accused and exclude any 
wider context, as often happens 
in criminal cases with social 
and political implications. No 
account was taken of independent 
inquiries which suggested that 
the NSU founder members and 
their accomplices could not have 
committed their numerous crimes 
or remained in hiding for so long 
without help. Zschäpe was silent and 
uncooperative for much of the trial. 
Two of the accomplices expressed 
no regret for their actions and 
proclaimed their national-socialist 
beliefs; today their supporters treat 
them as heroes.

State actions ambiguous
The investigation was also 

inconsistent. Halit Yozgat was shot 
dead on 6 April, 2006 at an Internet 
café in Kassel run by his family. 
Andreas Temme was there, looking 
at an online dating site. Temme’s 
profile is interesting. As a youth, 
he was known as ‘Little Adolf ’, 
a nickname he professed not to 
understand though he admitted to 
having copied out the entire text of 
Hitler’s Mein Kampf as a teenager. 
He now worked for the Hessen state 
Verfassungsschutz (Office for the 
Protection of the Constitution), a 
domestic intelligence service, where 
he was responsible for informants 
monitoring neo-Nazis.

Temme did not respond to 
the police appeal for witnesses 
and, when first questioned, denied 
having been at the café. But his 
browsing history and eyewitness 
testimony showed that he had 
been present. Temme had some 
experience of firearms but claimed 
he had not heard the two silenced 
shots, smelled powder, or noticed 
a body lying in a pool of blood 
between the reception area seating 
and the door. The judges decided 
that Temme and his statements were 
credible, but London-based research 
agency, Forensic Architecture, 
commissioned by the Yozgat family 
and their supporters to provide a 
second opinion, demonstrated that 
he must have been aware of the 
murder.

Temme’s case is typical of 
the ambiguity surrounding the 
actions of the State and federal 
Verfassungsschutz, which had more 
than 30 agents and informants 
watching the NSU trio. Some 
conscientious police officers had 
complained early on; as far back 
as 2001, Commissioner Sven 
Wunderlich had criticised, verbally 
and in writing, actions by the 
Thuringia Verfassungsschutz that 
prevented the discovery of the 
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fugitives. Yet, during the trial, the 
court refused to consider evidence 
that people cooperating with 
the Verfassungsschutz had been 
involved in the NSU’s crimes. After 
Zschäpe’s revelations in 2011, their 
reports on the NSU were mostly 
destroyed, or classified for 120 
years; Temme’s file will be shielded 
from parliamentary inquiries and 
criminal investigations until 2137. 
Several people cooperating with 
the intelligence services gave false 
evidence under assumed names. 
Klaus-Dieter Fritsche, secretary 
of state responsible for the 
coordination of German intelligence 
and domestic security services, had 
justified this in advance, telling 
the first federal parliamentary 
commission on 19 October 2012 
that ‘state secrets [whose disclosure 
would] undermine government 
actions must not be disclosed’ (6).

Research by Hans-Joachim 
Funke, professor emeritus of 
political science at the Free 
University of Berlin and an expert 
on the NSU, shows that after the 
reunification of Germany the 
Verfassungsschutz played a major 
part in the creation of neo-Nazi 
networks in the former East German 
states. The intelligence services 
paid many members and leaders 
of the movement as informants, 
and protected them from criminal 
investigation. The recent discovery 
of a network of army officers, 
police, Verfassungsschutz agents, 
judges and other public servants 
who fantasised about a coup and 
executing Left-wing politicians 
shows how far the rot has penetrated 
the system.

‘We do not recognise this verdict’
After the murders of Halit Yozgat 
and Mehmet Kubaşık, the victims’ 
families and their supporters held 
demonstrations that attracted several 

thousand people. When the NSU 
trial began in 2013, they organised 
monitoring and critical analysis, 
cultural and artistic activities, and 
political and legal mobilisation. 
The group NSU-Watch, with seven 
regional and issue-related branches, 
analysed the investigative work of 
the 13 parliamentary commissions 
and the proceedings on each of the 
438 days of the Munich trial (7).

In May 2017, there was a rally 
of 3,000 in Cologne; in Mannheim, 
a citizens’ jury (8) brought 
together lawyers, and individuals 
and organisations critical of 
the investigation. They felt the 
Munich judges and parliamentary 
commissions had failed to 
investigate properly or deliver 
justice, and drew up charges of 
racism against around 100 people, 
including not only neo-Nazis and 
others involved in the crimes, but 
also police officers, prosecutors, 
journalists and politicians who had 
blamed the victims’ families and 
contributed to the exoneration of 
the Far Right.

On the final day of the trial, 5,000 
people demonstrated in Munich and 
7,000 in other cities, demanding 
an official inquiry into institutional 
collusion with racist crime, and 
declaring, like Ismail Yozgat, “We do 
not recognise this verdict.”

The affair is not yet over. 
Zschäpe, her accomplices and the 
federal prosecutor have all, for 
different reasons, appealed against 
the verdicts to the federal court 
of justice in Karlsruhe, which will 
probably take several years to reach 
its decisions. Three victims’ families 
are suing the German State in 
the high court at Nuremberg for 
damages over the false accusations 
of the victims and failings of the 
investigations.

Massimo Perinelli works at the 
Rosa Luxemburg Foundation; 
Christopher Pollmann teaches public 
law at the University of Lorraine 
and is an associate researcher at the 
Collège d’Etudes Mondiales in Paris. 
Translated by Charles Goulden
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THE TRIAL FAILED TO 
DISPEL THE IMPRESSION OF 
BLINDNESS ON THE PART 
OF POLICE AND SECURITY 
SERVICES THAT COULD EVEN 
BE TAKEN FOR COMPLICITY 
(WITH THE NEO-NAZI 
MOVEMENT).
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Bombay Rose 
And The Addictive 
Smell Of Jasmine
Chosen for the inaugural critic’s film in the Venice Film Festival, Gitanjali 
Rao’s  ‘Bombay Rose’ travels across the underbelly of  Mumbai defying both 
the fragrance and the stink inside its rain-soaked bylanes

GITANJALI RAO  |   NEW DELHI

Gitanjali Rao is an Indian theatre 
actress, animator and filmmaker. A self-
taught animator and filmmaker, she 
emerged onto the international stage 
with her brilliantly animated and deeply 
sensitive short film, ‘Printed Rainbow’, 
which premiered in Cannes Critic’s week 
2006 ( Kodak Discovery Award, Petite Rail 
D’Or, Prix Du Jeune). The film went on 
to win 25 awards and was shortlisted for 
the Oscar in 2008. Her four independently 
produced animated shorts have been to over 
150 international film festivals and received 
more than 30 awards. They have been 
showcased in international art biennales in 
India, Poland and USA. 

Painted frame by frame, Gitanjali’s films 
travel seamlessly between harsh urban 
reality and the dream world created by the 
psyche, to escape that reality. While her 
depiction of urban reality has a documentary 
style, the intricate dream worlds are inspired 
from the rich and varied folk art styles of 
India. Her body of work includes animated 
commercials, pre-production for animated 
features, logo-motions, as well as graphic 
novels and illustrated stories. She is also an 
award-winning actor on stage and in films. 
‘Bombay Rose’, a labour of love made over 
six years, is her debut feature. It is being 
showcased as the inaugural critic’s film 
in the Venice Film Festival on August 28. 
Then the film travels to the Toronto Film 
Festival and other locations across the 

globe. Gitanjali Rao speaks to Amit 
Sengupta of  Hardnews.

Your brilliant, award-winning 
and offbeat films have been 
showcased and appreciated all 
over prestigious international 
film festivals in the past. ‘Bombay 
Rose’ making it to the inaugural 
critics' side-bar section of the 
Venice Film Festival, a great 
honour, indeed, seems part of 
the illustrious trajectory of a 
certain genre of great cinema 
you have created. Surely, as you 
have stated elsewhere, there are 
lineages and narratives from your 
past work which also reflects in 
the film made after some years 
of hard, painstaking work. So 

‘Bombay Rose’ is original and yet 
belongs to images and memories 
of the past, is it?

Yes. The first time I got down the 
idea to paper was in 2009 when I 
started work on the film ‘Girgit’. 
Due to lack of funds, we had to 
halt that film in six months. Since 
I did not get paid, I walked away 
with the idea and characters and 
developed it over the years into 
what is now ‘Bombay Rose’. The 
stories of the characters, Kamala 
and Salim, changed over time, but 
their basic nature, their identity 
and their soul, remained the same. 
I sometimes joke that Kamala and 
Salim are terrific actors and since 
Gitanjali Rao they are awaiting 
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their big break in Bollywood, so 
I owe them ‘Bombay Rose’. My 
characters in all my films traverse 
from the present to their past (real 
or imaginary) and this I do best 
through animated imagery.

Was it only financial constraints 
which compelled you to drop 
your films half-way-- films which 
could have been great cinema if 
fully completed? Reminds me of 
the incomplete films of Ritwick 
Ghatak --which are still great, 
even if incomplete...

Yes, it was always finances. 
Although, I am not sure if it would 
make great cinema. No one will ever 
know because those are stuck with 
the financiers through copyright 
contracts. Ghatak may never have 
had to face corporate villainy like 
we do now. As I mentioned with 
'Girgit', I did not get paid so could 
walk away with the idea, but I also 
worked on a feature script with 
Disney India where I got paid but 
they had no intention to make 
the film so it remains shelved. 
No one will ever get to read it. 

That's how corporates work. Also, 
in animation, the costs of paying 
artists for years together to make 
a single film are so high that one 
cannot do it with one's own money. 
Shorts is possible. Not features. 

Why did you choose the archival 
and popular name of the city: 
Bombay? It's like nostalgic 
Bengalis still insisting to call 
Kolkata -- Calcutta, including a 
top daily English newspaper in 
Bengal. Besides, why Bombay 
Rose? Why not, for instance, 
Bombay Jasmine?

Bombay, because I was born in 
Bombay, studied in Bombay, 
went to art school in Bombay, and 
suddenly some bunch of politicians 
come along and in a bid to erase its 
history, change its name. Calling it 
Mumbai after 30 years of calling it 
Bombay would be doing a disservice 
to history. I always call it Mumbai 
in Marathi and Bambai in Hindi 
and therefore Bombay in English. 

Rose and not jasmine, because, in 
the film, we travel through the eyes 

of a rose that is grown by a lover for 
a dead loved one to put on the grave, 
but is stolen by another lover to gift 
to his beloved who is alive. I bring 
together these love stories through 
the point of view of the rose.

The film stars flowers as a key 
protagonist. The main poster has 
a red-pink rose like a childhood, 
kitschy, art poster. Why flowers? 
Is it symbolic tenderness, 
sensibility, beauty, fragrance, 
love, intimacy -- in a rough city 
of eternal and infinite struggles, 
in contrast to the unimaginable 
and vulgar wealth of a few? A 
city which celebrates a hard and 
tough life for most of its citizens, 
insiders, outsiders, refugees, 
immigrants, settlers, middle 
class, daily passengers, the 
homeless, and so-called original 
inhabitants? Why flowers?

 I could not have said it in better 
words than yours. Me and my sister 
Niva, my mother, my maid, most of 
my women friends, all love gajaras. 
What starts unconsciously as 
fondness for flowers in a Bombayite 
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( I feel) is the simple need to escape 
from the smell. The smell of sweat 
of bodies pressed together in local 
trains, buses, then the smell of the 
overflowing gutters, Mahim creek, 
rotting fish, dead animal carcasses 
on the highways and so many other 
things. A simple jasmine gajara 
hurriedly purchased form young 
girls and kids before boarding that 
local train could change your day. 

Perfumes were an elite concept to us 
back then. So it stayed with me. 

I wanted to know and tell the story 
of that girl who would string that 
gajara and change the day for so 
many people. How would her life 
that is filled by beautiful smells 
all the time but also filled with 
difficult realities of survival get 
woven together like a gajara. There 
is even a conversation in my film 
about Chameli being Hindu and 
Gulab being Muslim. But then it is 
broken down with names like Gulab 
Khan and Gulab Singh to remind 
the audience that flowers through 
history have trespassed religion in 
the most beautiful way possible.

Three characters in ‘Bombay 
Rose’: one male Kashmiri Muslim 
with a political backdrop, one 
young Hindu woman from 
the central provinces who has 
escaped child marriage, one 
Anglo-Indian woman surrounded 
by the crumbling and addictive 
nostalgia of Old Bombay. Does 
their relationship or bonding 
reflect a bigger and complex 
picture of endearment, purity 
and resilience against all odds? 
Or, is it something so natural 
and inevitable, like the torrential 
rain in Bombay every year -- 
another important dimension of 
the film?

It is both. Before 1992, no one would 
even notice they are from different 
religions. Now that same story 
would mean something special. 
In an ideal world, it should not 

be special, but the norm. But the 
world has moved very far from 
being ideal in my own lifetime. In 
today's world, a picture of a Muslim 
boy dressed as Krishna sitting on a 
scooter going to school for a fancy 
dress competition goes viral. Isn't 
it ironic? After centuries of peaceful 
co-habitation, this? 

What is the significance of the 
banning of dance bars in your 
film, set in 2005? Surely, it has a 
significance. Why 2005? Why not, 
for instance, 1992-93, the winter 
of organised State-sponsored 
killings in Bombay? Has the 
wounds healed in Bombay? Or, do 

the memories still hide in dark 
alleys of the mind?

 I used that ban on dance bar 
morality war that began in 2005 as 
a metaphor for the State interfering 
in the life of a working woman 
and telling her that her work was 
immoral and that she needs to 
be rescued by the good men of 
this country, while in actuality 
rendering 8000 women jobless 
overnight with a few suicides 
thrown in. To stress this, it still 
continues in today's times and 
far more intensely. That I used 
as a plot point. However, the 
destruction caused in 1992-93 exists 

metaphorically throughout my 
film. 

Why do you choose animation? 
Why not a 'normal' movie?

Animation is normal. It is just 
not live-action. Live action would 
not allow me to go from reality to 
dream in the way I wish to. Besides, 
so many great people are making 
normal movies, why add to that 
carbon footprint? 

Do you believe in happy endings? 
Can your endings also become 
beginnings and vice-versa. 
‘Printed Rainbow’: Your deeply 
sensitive work of genius, 
travelling through an infinite 
expanse of loneliness and 
solitude so typically and brutally 
predictable in a socially alienated 
metropolis, ends with a tragic 
ending. There could have been a 
happy ending too. So, why not?

My endings are open. Some people 
think death is tragic. Others think 
it is a gateway to a better place. I 
like to leave my endings open to the 
audience's interpretation. 

Does ‘Bombay Rose’ have a happy 
ending?

That too would depend on your 
interpretation! On who you are, 
what you are feeling and what 
remains with you after watching 
the film. 

Bombay, because I was born in 
Bombay, studied in Bombay, 
went to art school in Bombay, 
and suddenly some bunch of 
politicians come along and in a 
bid to erase its history, change 
its name. Calling it Mumbai 
after 30 years of calling it 
Bombay would be doing a 
disservice to history. I always 
call it Mumbai in Marathi and 
Bambai in Hindi and therefore 
Bombay in English
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The Unbearable 
Lightness Of Being Black
In the white world, black is still not beautiful. However, Toni Morrison’s 
engagement as a writer was primarily about ‘how to rip that veil drawn 
over proceedings too terrible to relate’

RATNA RAMAN  |   NEW DELHI

Indian newspapers announced 
Toni Morrison’s death in New York 
at the age of 88 on August 6, 2019. 
On August 6, in 1945, an atom 
bomb dropped in Hiroshima and 
destroyed most of the city, killing 
80,000 people and released radiation 
that would damage and ravage 
residents for decades thereafter. 
Although August 6 has now been 
co-opted as ‘World Peace Day’, and 
is observed worldwide annually, 
horrendous avenues for violence 
-- nuclear, racist, fascist, sexist, 
political and religious extremism -- 
continue to exist in our civilisation 

alongside the instinct to destroy, 
marginalise and disempower. 

So how should we view Morrison’s 
powerful writing in this fraught, 
coterminous world?  

Photographs that surfaced after 
news of her death were splashed 
all over the world. These allowed 
us glimpses of her intense energy, 
while, she, prophetess-like, smiled 
down upon us with a majestic 
headdress of luxuriant silver braids 
woven atop her head. Hers is an 
extraordinary voice chronicling 
black suffering. Repeatedly, she 
draws attention to the pain and 

brutality experienced by characters 
in her novels through cadences of 
poetic utterance that allow it to  
percolate deep within us, startling 
us with new ways of seeing, feeling  
and thinking. 

Morrison recognised early on 
the need to articulate visceral 
experiences in order to  speak for 
the “70 million and more” who 
perished in the ‘Atlantic Slave Trade’ 
through powerful narratives that 
mainstream writing in America 
was totally unprepared for. She 
understood with great clarity that 
her engagement as a writer was 
primarily about “how to rip that veil 
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drawn over proceedings too terrible 
to relate”.

Born in 1931, during the Great 
Depression in the West, to 
parents who migrated during the 
reconstruction process to Lorraine 
in Ohio, Anthony Wofford was 
the second of four children in a 
working class African-American 
family. During her years at Howard 
University, Toni discovered a 
racially segregated world in which 
her awareness of her heritage, 
narratives, songs, beliefs and her 
love for reading, enabled her to 
straddle both realms through years 
of teaching, writing and editing. 
Morrison’s teaching years at the 
university were followed by years as 
a senior fiction editor.

At Random House, Morrison 
contributed singularly towards  
bringing African-American  
literature to the mainstream in 
Contemporary Black Literature 
(1972) and  The Black Book (1999), 
thereby  fostering a whole new 
generation of African-American 
writers. A little before the edited 
volume on Contemporary Black 
Literature, she published The Bluest 
Eye (1970). This was her first novel 
and it was pitched very differently 
from mainstream American fiction 
writing. Writing the story of 
the experiences of black people, 
underdogs in America in the 20th 
century, who continued to be  
victims of race, slavery and class 
oppression, her powerful narratives 
put forward experiences that laid 
bare a world hitherto undiscussed.

The Bluest Eye tells us about 
Pecola growing up in Ohio, a black 
town in white America, with 
deeply ingrained racial biases and 
hierarchies. The Dick and Jane 
Readers, referred to in The Bluest 
Eye, taught language and socialised 
black children, not very differently 
from the nursery rhyme of Jack 
and Jill who peopled the books that 
schooled a large section of Indian 

children to speak in English in 
pre-independent India. Gruelling 
poverty coupled with the complete 
absence of any supportive cultural 
or socio-economic network in 
Pecola’s case is reminiscent of 
countless young girls growing up 

in hostile environments elsewhere 
in the world, brutalised by rape and 
incest, subjected to violence from 
older family members who should 
have known better but didn’t, 
because, their own life stories 
began in want and deprivation.  

Pecola’s desire for transformative 
blue eyes never materialises. 
Instead, she is raped by her drunk 
and violent father, Cholly, becomes 
pregnant and subsequently 
loses her premature baby. Pecola 
eventually becomes crazy and is 
convinced that her eyes have turned 
blue. 

The narrative unabashedly allows us 
to register the fear, terror and utter 
hopelessness that dogs the lives 
of black people in America, who 
continue to be formed and guided 
by trends in popular white culture. 
Morrison’s narrative addresses 
gender keenly, forcing the reluctant 
reader to look at black women’s 
‘double oppression’ in a white 
society. 

Her work is also a sharp reminder 
that closer home in India, the 
cosmetics industry propelled by 
Bollywood starlets  and stars, 
continue to sustain cultural 

obsessions of fair skin and golden 
hair, while dark-skinned young 
women continue to be bogged 
down with a sense of unworthiness 
alongside class oppression. 

The other significant question 
that Morrison raises in The Bluest 
Eye is about the fragile nature of 
female friendships in this world. 
Patriarchal control that percolates 
from patterns set by dominant 
white males abusing black males 
makes it a far more damaging space 
for black wives and daughters.

Sula (1973) also explores the unlikely 
and yet intense friendship between 
two black women, Nel and Sula, 
which lives on as memory for 
Nel after Sula’s death. Nel finally 
accepts her complicity in actions 
(such as the accidental drowning 
of the little boy) that she earlier 
held Sula responsible for, only 
after the latter’s death. In Sula, 
despite normative white control, 
the women seem to have found new 
freedoms by stepping outside the 
framework of whatever constitutes 
heterosexual bourgeois norms 
shared by women and men. 

Significantly, in Morrison’s 
narratives, there is a powerful 
engagement with desire, longing, 
and a deep emotional connect, 
which is shown as existing in 
relationships, between women. 

Morrison’s Songs of Solomon (1971) 
is about Milkman’s discovery of his 
heritage, while Tar Baby (1981) is 
the story of two black Americans 
from disparate backgrounds in the 
Caribbean whose travel to America 
highlights the trauma and struggles 
involved in being together. Beloved 
(1987) is inspired by the real life 
story of enslaved Margaret Garner, 
who killed her two-year-old 
daughter and was captured before 
she could kill herself. It continues 

Earlier, the mention of black 
persons remained taboo while 
black people continued to 
live lives under segregation 
well into the 1960s. Now the 
attention seems to have shifted 
instead to the black writer 
whose writing is being seen as 
dangerous and undesirable
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to engage with the lives of African-
Americans. 

Morrison draws upon traditions 
of folklore, myth, music, history 
and sociology. She writes with 
passionate intensity about black 
lives. 

Morrison’s continued engagement 
with teaching, editing and 
writing provided rich dividends 
for readers. She published a play, 
short fiction, children’s fiction and 
non-fiction, won the Nobel Prize for 
Literature in 1993, besides countless 
international awards and honorary 
degrees, delivered public lectures 
and experimented with new art 
forms such as a ‘libretto’ for the 
opera and formatting rhythms of 
jazz music for the novel Jazz (1992). 

To rephrase Toni Morrison, literary 
ancestors are “not just parents 
who nourish all kinds of ideas, 
they are timeless people,” whose 
imagination allows us to enter 
worlds that we never dreamt could 
even exist. Her contribution in 
allowing us to look at black lives 
and how they have been overrun 
by white hegemony and her 
close exploration of black female 
friendships under constraints has 
few parallels in contemporary 
writing.

The film adaptation of Beloved 
was not a success. A review in the 
Economist tellingly remarked that it 
was perhaps not possible to endure 
“three hours of a cerebral film 
featuring… supernatural themes, 
murder, rape and slavery”.   

This is an excellent example to 
show how removed from reality and 
historical understanding reviews 
can be. It also marks the huge gap 
between aesthetics and ethics that 
dominates cultural politics in the 
world today. 

There can be nothing cerebral 
about suffering, especially the 
brutal suffering that slaves were 

subjected to over a period of 300 
years that was not of their making. 
An acknowledgement of guilt 
and shame and the need to make 
reparation has been slow. 

Ironically, there is no real shortage 
either of cerebral films featuring 
supernatural themes that deal with 
murder and rape. Nor has there 
been a dearth of audiences which 
lap them up, now that the cyber-
skies haves opened up through 
Netflix and Amazon Prime. 

This is not even a good time to 
reiterate that the book will always 
be far more compelling than the 
film, because the battle is no longer 
between infotainment and holistic 
learning. Increasingly, there is the 
need to shut down or freeze strident 
voices in order to render them 
irrelevant. 

Morrison’s books were well received 
at the time of their publication and 
she has mentored generations of 
black American writers. However, 
the response to her fiction from 
insular schools and PTAs in the 
here and now, leaves much to 
be desired. Several school boards 
across America continue to remove 
Morrison’s feted books from 
prescribed reading lists objecting 
to pornographic language and 
inappropriate content. 

This is odd, coming from a popular 
culture where misogyny and 
sexism are rampant and both 
excrement (Are you shitting me? as 

an expression of incredulity!) and 
the reference to the sexual act (why 
don’t you fuck off?), remain part of 
routine conversation.  

How is writing about incest, rape 
and paedophilia more hideous than 
the acts themselves? 

Meanwhile deeper malaises in 
society are submerged by reality 
shows, food extravaganzas and 
popularly watched television 
shows wherein imagined monsters 
such as werewolves, psychopaths 
and sociopaths serve as chief 
protagonists.

Earlier, the mention of black 
persons remained taboo while 
black people continued to live lives 
under segregation well into the 
1960s. Now the attention seems to 
have shifted instead to the black 
writer whose writing is being seen 

as dangerous and undesirable. 
This is cause for alarm because 
ethically repugnant issues or 
events cannot be elided over by 
aesthetic selection or suppression. 
They require examination, 
understanding and analysis. 

Responsibility must be taken first, 
before reparation and apologies 
can follow in order to exorcise 
grievous wrongs perpetuated 
upon human lives, if the world 
is ever to be made a more equal 

place. Censoring history and truth, 
because they create discomfort, 
will continue to damage our world 
further. Perhaps the best way to 
honour our dead poets, authors and 
writers and nurture the values they 
gathered and the truths that they 
unveiled for us in their lifetimes, 
is by engaging with their work and 
examining closely the issues that 
were raised, while resisting all 
manner of censorship of their work.

Morrison recognised early on 
the need to articulate visceral 
experiences in order to  speak 
for the “70 million and more” 
who perished in the ‘Atlantic 
Slave Trade’ through powerful 
narratives that mainstream 
writing in America was totally 
unprepared for
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Resistance to the forces of
tyranny is not only an option,
but the only option
Priyamvada Gopal is currently a Reader in the Faculty of English, 
University of Cambridge and Fellow, Churchill College, UK. Her latest 
book, Insurgent Empire: Anticolonial Resistance and British Dissent, 
written and documented after years of painstaking research and original 
theoretical interventions and interpretations, is making waves across the 
academic circles and campuses in the West, especially in the UK and US. 
She was recently in New York, discussing the book. Published by Verso 
Books, and available in Amazon, the book traces an offbeat narrative: 
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The Guardian, London, concludes 
about your book: “This is an 
important book. Some narratives 
are told for the first time, others 
are retold in a different register. 
Gopal is particularly astute at 
specifying links between calls for 
colonial independence, overseas 
and workers’ movements back 
in Britain, connections that 
older studies have struggled to 
show. Polemic there is, but her 
battles with the empire denial 
lobby come in the opening pages 
and towards the close, and do 
not detract from a rigorous, 
persuasive revisionist history…” 
Do you agree?

I think it is right to say that some 
narratives draw on relatively under-
used archives and others are more 
familiar ones retold in a different 
register. The point about polemic is 
interesting and perhaps points to 
a difference of approach between 
historians (as the reviewer, Miles 
Taylor, is) and literary critics. 
While it is true that the explicit 
statements of disagreement come 
only in the introduction and 
epilogue, I am not sure I would 
make quite so sharp a distinction 
in general between ‘polemic’ (or 
critique) and academic matter. The 
truth is important as are evidence, 
substance, rigour, but they can 
themselves constitute the heart of 
critique (which revising existing 
narratives require). Historians, 
in general, are more cautious 

about taking positions, perhaps, 
although they often, of course, 
do so despite themselves. It is not 
necessary to be agnostic in order to 
be rigorous, I think.

India in contemporary times 
is going through a particularly 
regressive and depressive 
phase, with a repressive and 
fascist regime taking over all 
institutions, ravaging and 
destroying them, celebrating the 
tyranny of mediocrity, including 
in academic and intellectual 
spaces. What, according to you, 
should we learn from history 
to overcome this phase which 
seems to be infinite as of now?

India was very much in my mind 
as I was writing this over the last 
several years when we have seen 
regression and authoritarianism 
rise on an unprecedented scale. 
As I write in the introduction, my 
first book was on dissident and 
progressive movements in India 
which challenged the premises of 
both colonialism and uncritical 
nationalism while imagining a 
new and truly emancipated future 
for the subcontinent. It occurred to 
me, following Edward Said’s lead, 
that if all cultures and civilizations 
share one thing, radical dissident 
traditions, then Britain too would 
have had one in relation to the 
empire. It simply could not have 
been true that all Britons were 
uncritically behind the  

colonial project. 
 
Your question is a tough one, of 
course, given the very ‘infinite’ 
seeming gloom in front of us and 
the truly terrifying nature of what 
has been unleashed in India with 
the seemingly enthusiastic consent 
of large swathes of the majority 
religious community. We may 
well be in uncharted terrain, the 
parallels to the 1930s in Europe 
notwithstanding. What should 
we learn from history? Well, 
that, as Herbert Aptheker said, 
resistance and not acquiescence is 
the motor of change and that there 
is absolutely no choice but to keep 
resisting, to keep dissidence alive 
(even as it extracts a heavy price, 
as we saw in Gauri Lankesh’s case 
or that of Dr Sai Baba’s, among 
others). Relatedly, we must keep 
alive, keep the faith, in the Indian 
subcontinent’s great dissident anti-
authoritarian and anti-hierarchical 
traditions, including those with 
syncretic dimensions.   
 
This is, of course, harder than 
it sounds. What we also see in 
history, certainly as far as the 
British Empire is concerned, is 
the vital importance of organising 
against tyranny, making the 
necessary alliances across 
progressive and liberal sectors of 
society and politics.

In terms of Britain, why has it 
become so messy? What is the 

‘Insurgent Empire’ depicts how Britain’s enslaved and colonial subjects 
were active agents in their own emancipation. Besides, they redefined 
the contours of freedom and liberation in Britain, with ideas of resistance 
and dissent, creating new forms of non-conformist and subversive theory 
and praxis, and an undiscovered realm of what can be called as reverse 
enlightenment, right in the heart and the margins of the Empire. 
Priyamvada Gopal earlier studied at Jawaharlal Nehru University, Delhi.
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problem in the inner soul of this 
nation? Are they or are they not 
part of the EU ethos, if there is 
an EU ethos? 
 
Although I hesitate to invoke 
constructs like a ‘national soul’ or 
even a ‘national psyche’, it is clear 
that there are some complicated 
and conflicted psychological, 
emotional and ideological 
inheritances from British imperial 
history. The scholar, Paul Gilroy, 
talks in terms of ‘post-colonial 
melancholia’ and that is certainly 
there, but, also, I think, a toxic 
cocktail of rage, entitlement, 
false victimhood, exceptionalism, 
and vanity.  If, in one sense, the 
project of Empire was turned by 
Victoria’s PM, Benjamin Disraeli, 
into a means of uniting the country 
behind the British flag in the 
face of deep economic inequality 
and vicious exploitation by the 
upper-classes of the working 
classes, Brexit has very clearly been 
used as a means of channelling 
grievances about the sharp edge of 
late capitalism and neo-liberalism 
away from the real culprits — 
the architects of Conservative 
‘austerity’, for instance, into 
xenophobic anti-immigration 
sentiments. It’s a fairly simple 

trick — make people believe that 
their undoubtedly poorer living 
conditions and economic situation 
is due to foreigners rather than the 
financial elites and ruling classes 
of Britain.  And, it has largely 
worked, although bear in mind 
that the country is deeply, deeply 
divided over its relationship to the 
EU.

As for an ‘EU ethos’, well, that 
is another difficult question. 
To some extent, the EU ethos is 
internationalist and more social 
democratic than Britain’s ruling 
classes are inclined to be, but we 
would be wrong to see that as a 
utopian ethos — it too is racialised 
as white and Christian and the 
internationalism is extremely 
limited. The bodies of refugees 
floating in the Mediterranean 
are a stark reminder of Fortress 
Europe and its own commitments 
to cultural homogeneity and 
xenophobia, not to mention 
neo-liberalism. The simpler way 
to put it perhaps is that the EU 
is a deeply limited and flawed 
economic formation with cultural 
dimensions, but, that it is, at the 
current moment, more progressive 
and perhaps more amenable to 
reform than the ‘Little Britain’ 

Labour has a chequered history 
in relation to both anti-

colonialism and anti-racism, 
a complicated history where 

there are both progressive 
and regressive figures on 

the Left. In many ways we 
see examples of this today as 
well, in particular a division 

over whether socialism in one 
country (so-called Blue Labour 
and its fellow travellers) is the 

answer (accompanied by anti-
immigrant sentiments) 
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envisaged by Brexit which is 
without a shadow of a doubt, a Far-
Right racist project dressed up as a 
democratic pro-people’s  
 
Indeed, many countries in 
Europe, such as Hungry, Poland 
and Greece, which suffered both 
fascism and the purges and 
trauma of Stalinism, and post-
Soviet authoritarian regimes, 
have moved Right-wing. Why 
do you think this is becoming a 
pattern, even as the Neo-Nazi 
forces rise in Germany and 
elsewhere?

As I said above, it’s a fairly 
simple but appealing trick. As 
the promises of trickle-down 
capitalism are exposed for the 
hollow con that they are, anger 
does emerge. That anger — and 
potential resistance and upsurge 
— are diverted on to the bodies 
of the stranger — the refugee, 
the migrant, the minority.  I 
don’t, however, think that the 
explanation is only economic — 
hatred is appealing to a racial or 
religious majority which is why 
we have so much middle-class 
support for Hindutva, for Donald 
Trump and for similar Right-wing 
projects. Hatred is perhaps easier 
than the difficult work of figuring 
out who is responsible for misery 
and deprivation; hatred also allows 
for self-regard, feeling better or 
even superior in oneself.

Stalinism and tyranny did great 
lasting harm in allowing for these 
ideologies to emerge and present 
themselves as the only moral 
alternative; it gave them a moral 
sheen they do not actually possess 
in themselves. It also made the 
case for democratic egalitarianism 
harder to make because it can 
always be pilloried as ‘communism’ 
of the Soviet variety. 
 
Last question: Do you think 
the Far Left, the Left, the Left-
of-Centre, the radicals, the 

socialists, the anarchists, the 
feminists and the greens, can 
ever fly their flag of victory in 
terms of power in Britain? Can 
Jeremy Corbyn ever become a 
prime minister, and will he ever 
succeed to push the threshold 
of entrenched lobbies and 
vested interests of the so-called 
Empire to create a new radical 
transformation?

It is not beyond the realm of 
possibility. My own view is that 
broad Left coalitions are needed 
and that alliances with the Greens, 
for instance, would be a good 
idea for the mainstream social 
democratic party — Labour. Corbyn 
may well become PM, although it 
won’t be a simple or easy process, 
given how entrenched interests 
are. I would also caution against 
seeing a Corbyn-led government 
as a simple victory. Labour is a 
house divided, Corbynism as a 
project has its own limitations (not 
least in relation to the evasive and 
shifting stance on Europe), and, 
as I show in the book, Labour has 
a chequered history in relation to 
both anti-colonialism and anti-
racism, a complicated history 
where there are both progressive 
and regressive figures on the Left. 
In many ways we see examples of 
this today as well, in particular a 
division over whether socialism 
in one country (so-called Blue 
Labour and its fellow travellers) is 
the answer (accompanied by anti-
immigrant sentiments) or whether 
to embrace a full internationalism 
which would make a distinction 
between anti-colonialism and 
supporting tyrants like Bashar 
Assad. It’s a messy and difficult 
terrain, a terrain of struggle.
However, if there’s one idea that 
runs through the book it is that 
resistance to the forces of tyranny 
is not only an option, but the only 
option. To that, in fact, there is no 
alternative option. To that, in fact, 
there is no alternative.  `

my first book was on dissident 
and progressive movements 

in India which challenged the 
premises of both colonialism 

and uncritical nationalism 
while imagining a new and 

truly emancipated future for 
the subcontinent

...to keep dissidence alive (even 
as it extracts a heavy price, as 

we saw in Gauri Lankesh’s case 
or that of Dr Sai Baba’s, among 

others). Relatedly, we must 
keep alive, keep the faith, in 

the Indian subcontinent’s great 
dissident anti-authoritarian 

and anti-hierarchical 
traditions, including those 
with syncretic dimensions

53



HARDNEWS  AUGUST 2019

This collection of 40 essays by 
Rakhshanda Jalil is a collection of 
work that has been previously 
published in newspapers and 
journals or presented at seminars. 
They make for absorbing reading as 
she explores and analyses her 
coming of age in contemporary 
India and looks at the various 
influences — literary, 
philosophical, political and 
personal — from an older past that 
have shaped and moulded her 
existence in a difficult, unequal, 
complex and pluralistic democracy. 
 
The book is divided into four parts 
and the short essays are grouped 
as: The Politics of Identity, The 
Matrix of Culture, The Mosaic of 
Literature, and The Rubric of 
Religion. They make for easy, lucid 
reading. 
 
This grouping is not about 
watertight compartments and the 
essays in each section interweave 
with those in other sections, 
showing how the personal is 
always political and cultural, and 
deeply influenced by the mosaic of 
literature and religion. All sections 

explore different facets of Indian 
life, history, literature, food, 
festivals and cultural practice, 
interspersed with poignant and 
memorable personal narratives and 
detailed research and readings on 
various issues. 
 
Rakhshanda’s book celebrates both 
being an Indian and belonging to 
the Muslim middle class and tries 
to engage in a dialogue with India 
and the rest of the world through 
her writings as a writer, critic, 
translator, and literary historian. 
 
She painstakingly examines an 
older heritage and history that 
must remain a reference point to 
end the deep polarisation between 
communities that is the reality of 
everyday life in India today. Her 
essays bring to us the world of 
poets, visionaries and literary 
figures from medieval India such as 
Amir Khusrau, Kabir, Akbarabadi, 
Abdur Rahim Khan and Ghalib, 
among others, who built bridges 
between different faiths that 
sustained and nourished the 
quotidian transactions so vital to 
human life. 

AREN’T YOU 
SUPPOSED TO
BEHAVE LIKE A WOMAN?
Rakhshanda Jalil painstakingly examines an older heritage and history that must remain 

a reference point to end the deep polarisation between communities that is the reality of 

everyday life in India today.

RATNA RAMAN  |   DELHI

By Rakshanda Jalil
Harper Collins
Rs 599; 240 pages
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She draws attention to how Urdu, a 
secular language that evolved 
outside of Islam, has been 
identified as the language of all 
Muslims, although the Muslims in 
Kerala speak in Malayalam and 
those from Assam speak in 
Assamese. She traces our 
inheritance of  a rich oral culture in 
Urdu comprising dohas, sakhis, 
horis, jhulanas, ulatbanis, 
manglas and baramasahs that give 
evidence of pluralistic and syncretic 
traditions and highlights how this 
robust oral culture rooted in 
multiple contexts has been slowly 
replaced by a different language 
and a different vocabulary 
altogether.   
 
Rakhshanda’s maternal and 
paternal families chose to stay back 
in India because the idea of India 
appealed to them far more than the 
idea of uprooting themselves and 
embracing opportunities in the 
‘Land of the Pure’. Staying back 
was an informed choice, one in 
which her father “was putting 
down more roots, stronger and 
deeper into the soil that had 
sustained generations before him,” 
choosing the leadership offered by 
Jawaharlal Nehru over Mohammed 
Ali Jinnah, in the midst of mayhem 
and a bloody Partition. 
 

While reading through these 
accounts, the thought kept 
running inside my head (since my 
life in India has run parallel to 
hers) that the title of this book 
could have easily been, ‘Aren’t you 
supposed to behave like a woman’? 
 
Women in all communities lead 
unequal lives and seldom speak 
out, since no community exists in 
a monolithic fashion, unaltered by 
the markers of class and gender. It 
is, however, more difficult to 
belong to a minority community in 
India, and far more difficult to 
survive being poor with little or no 
access to education, opportunity, 
and resources. 
 
As a young Muslim female, she 
walked the plank with regard to 
nationalism on several occasions in 
independent India because the 
religion she was born into 
immediately made her a suspect in 
the eyes of her young classmates in 
1971, for instance, when she was all 
of eight years. To her credit, her 
belief in possibilities enabled her to 
deal with hostile surroundings in 
her stride. She is part of a very 
minuscule privileged group in 
India that moves beyond 
stereotypical Muslim, Hindu or 
Christian identities, carrying 
forward the best of their traditions 
to embrace the reality of being an 

Indian in a pluralist universe. 
 
She provides delightful 
reminiscences into family events, 
food, festivities and records the 
dwindling of older extended 
families and community collectives 
into more nuclear structures. She 
documents the change in the 
patterns of living among the more 
privileged. 
 
She also draws attention to the 
hidden and expressed communal 
polarisation in New Delhi, the 
difficulties in finding 
accommodation for Muslims, and 
the lack of access to a whole series 
of services that otherwise ease the 
stress of urban living of the 
majority community and is taken 
for granted. For instance, Pizza 
might not be delivered to Jamia 
Nagar and Muslim areas, whereas 
there will be no problem for the 
residents of New Friends Colony in 
the neighbourhood to get the 
delivery; same, perhaps, is the 
routine with a taxi service, among 
daily acts of entrenched 
discrimination. 
 
Pushing oneself to wear “identity 
as a badge of courage instead of 
shame,” I always believed was not 
a life choice that constrained 
followers of a different faith alone.  
It was the raison d’ etre of all 

Zorawar Daulet Singh
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persons displaced as a result of 
generational aspirations who 
migrated from one part of the 
country to another and had to deal 
with shifts in language, dress, food 
and weather conditions and 
remained at the receiving end of 
hierarchies of class, caste, religion 
and gender. Yet, Rakhshanda’s 
documentation of the everyday 
discomforts of belonging to a 
different faith and being treated 
differently thereof is an eye-
opener. 
 
I was unaware that  the Jamia 
Nagar neighbourhood near Jamia 
Millia Islamia in Delhi had no 
functioning MCD dispensary, the 
nearest government hospital was 
miles away,  Fair Price Shops, Safal 
and Mother Dairy outlets for fruits, 
vegetables and milk  were non-
existent, or  that delivery boys from 
nearby eateries, dry cleaners, 
chemists, grocers and florists 
would not provide delivery at 
doorsteps. 
 
While everyday living can be 
isolating and traumatic due to the 
combined indifference of the State, 
civic authorities, insensitive 
landlords and fellow citizens, the 
continued demonisation of the 
Muslims in popular culture and 
films as smugglers, hoodlums or 
sinister dons, and the continuing 
stereotyping of Muslim men as 
debauched, chasing Hindu 
women, and Muslim women as 
inherently sly or cunning (as in 
Ranjhana and LipstickUnder my 
Burkha), have also been 
contributing factors. 
 
It is bigots who speak through the 
language of power — poets and 
visionaries do not. It is necessary 
for us to absorb these narratives, 
revive them and reassert our faith 
in them. Our poetry and literature 
in diverse languages and faiths 
have spoken of collective 
communities and shared living; 
our myriad regional languages and 

dialects need to be revived and 
celebrated instead of being 
continually given short shrift. 
 
Increasingly, in our public spaces, 
languages have been robbed of 
their contexts and culture and 
diminished to a functional and 
linear purpose. Literary and oral 
traditions have been replaced by an 
unvetted audio-visual exchange 
available on the internet and 
Whatsapp. This feeds in all manner 
of unverified hype and hysteria. 
 
Meanwhile, filmmakers and 
actors, movers and shakers in this 
new world, get together to make 
banal films with banal narratives 
that caricature and make simplistic 
all that has inherent originality, or 
a complex value, overlooking 
ordinary rural and urban lives 
altogether. In the film Padmavat, 
for instance, Sanjay Leela 
Bhansali, the film’s director, has 
already erased both history and 
context from a fictional poem 
written in the 16th century, in 
pretty much the same way that he 
erased history from all of his 
previously opulent productions. Its 
lead hero, a Hindu, plays the role 
of a demonised Muslim tyrant. He 
speaks of the acting process as 
demanding a transformation of his 
decent personality into that of the 
savage and vicious Khilji; 
apparently, he could never identify 
with Khilji, though he played his 
part.  Meanwhile, a bounty was 
placed on the lead heroine’s neck 
by certain aggressive casteist and 
sexist groups. 
 
In real life, the villain and the 
heroine from tinsel town 
eventually marry, but before the 
film is released, rabid groups object 
to the insult directed at Rajput 
women, demanding that the 
heroine’s waist be digitally 
covered. Besides, they attacked and 
terrified children in a school bus, 
and burnt and damaged public 
vehicles and property.  Bizarrely, in 

the 21st century, women offered to 
commit ‘jauhar’ should the film be 
released. 
 
How did we even get here?  
 
It speaks poorly of us as a nation if 
democracy is only the brute, 
unthinking power of the mob, 
forever on the rampage against 
ideas, communities, shared 
festivities — disparaging of 
women’s freedoms and thoroughly 
disrespectful of difference. Our 
detached, non-commital media 
report lynchings in different parts 
of the country and videos of the 
horrors inflicted on ordinary Indian 
citizens surface, but little is done to 
end this horror. Most do not even 
report the lynchings or other acts 
of organised and transparent 
atrocities. This is the new normal 
in India. 
 
Have we lost our tongue after all 
and become a nation of passive 
viewers unable to distinguish film 
from real life? 
 
Meanwhile, valued traditions, 
personages from the past and 
powerful institutions, continue to 
be bowdlerised. Truth be told, we 
may look like humans, but, truly, 
we are beginning to behave less 
and less like humans should. 
 
The writer is Associate Professor, 
English Literature, Venkateswar 
College, Delhi University
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