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Sara Abraham, PhD, JD

| would like to thank the
organizers for the honour of
being invited to speak on the
topic of Imperialism and the
Women’s Movement in South
Asia and Canada at the present
time. This is a difficult and
painful topic—the very high
incidence of women’s poverty
and landlessness; high
incidence of violence against
women by the state, by the
economy, and by the family; of
prejudices against girls and
women; of the perception that
women are to only give birth
and raise children and do
unpaid household labour; the
fear that men have of women’s
freedom and how they
continually seek to control them
— these are not easy problems,
they are structural, they are
embedded in our daily lives, and
there are no easy solutions.

| have set us a task for
today which is to open our
minds to realize that it is in
everyone’s interests for women
to win their independence; that
when women are independent
they will have that much more
power to change society — to
challenge inequality in a
fundamental and radical way —
and they will design systems of
living and caring which are
nurturing for all. In contrast,
when women are kept
dependent, subordinate to a
family, subordinate to a religion,
they can only serve the family
and die unfulfilled, exploited,
misunderstood, and abused in
the process.

Our society has put so
much status into being married
compared to being single and
we do this to cover up the fact

Social Challanges &
Question of Concerns

that from marriage onwards the
woman’s life changes so
drastically-some say it
becomes that of cook, server,
cleaner and sexual partner.
That is the testimony you have
heard today from the women
who are here. Hundred of
millions of women in India and
South Asia, of all classes, have
already lived this fate. The first
point | wish to make is that it is
not just the family benefits from
women’s labour—the capitalist
and feudal economy also
benefits — for here is somebody
doing all this work for free which
allows for even lesser wages to
be paid to the outside worker. |
make this point because one of
the first things that President
Chavez, the recently deceased
head of state of Venezuela who
brought literacy and healthcare
to his people, when he drafted
the Venezuelan constitution
was to put in Article 88 that
unpaid household labour would
be paid. This identified
women’s unpaid work as
labour — which means it is
counted in the national
productivity data and gdp, and
it should be compensated out
of the national treasury. Can
you just imagine what that does
to our conception of economy
when this calculation is brought
into the picture?

Now when women are
independent, educated,
working, and free from the
restrictions of family, perhaps
not yet married, are they free?
Look at the case of the 23-year
old lower middle class woman
Jyoti Singh Pandey in Delhi
whose gang rape and torture
sparked two months of outrage
on the streets. She was too
independent, out of her place,

exerting sexual power, invading
men’s public space, available
for abuse — whatever was going
through those men’s heads and
their fantasy world, we can only
speculate — but she was a
lower- class, therefore
vulnerable, woman who was
out of her place and in their
space — and they subjected her
to their domination, brutally, and
they killed her. So, no, women
are still not free.

The response however is
not that women should retreat
from public space and into the
family; they will have to make
new spaces where they and
others can actually live in
freedom.

And that is why when
women are free to fight for their
independence they will be
forced to fight not just against
norms of the family or norms of
the religion but also the state

and other forms of public power
where patriarchy is practiced.
Both the economy and the state
will shake when women are
recognized and win their
freedom.

So it is in everyone’s
interests, and | mean all
freedom loving, equality loving
people—for women to win their
independence, to not be
stopped, in their struggle for
freedom— men, the elderly,
children will all benefit, and the
world can be transformed
through this point.

What is the proof of this —
let us look at the freedoms to
receive an education, to
receive paid employment, and
to live. Nobel Laureate Amartya
Sen has documented in a study
of 300 districts in India that it is

women's education and
women's employment that are
the two most important

influences in reducing fertility
rates. Kerala has a fertility rate
of only 1.7 in contrast with
many areas which have four
children per couple (or even
more), and the level of female
education provides the most
effective explanation. Women's
education and literacy also
reduce the mortality rates of
children, and this is what | mean
by freedom to live.

Yet, in Kerala, women’s
literacy still does not keep them

out of the kitchen and in a
servile role to men and the
family; domestic violence rates
are on par with the rest of the
country. Much greater struggles
will need to ensue and the
demands have to be more than
education and employment.
We are beginning to see
these struggles for change ....
In 2013 there is something
different happening, a slight
shift at the global level — on the
one hand, women’s pain is
more evident to everyone
because of the clear
instructions by the state, the
political class and leadership to
abuse women (we can think of
1. Harper ignoring the findings
of the Human Rights report that
stated that the RCMP is
implicated not just in the
missing indigenous women of
British Columbia but in raping
and silencing multiple women;
the campaign which originated
out of Brampton to compel
sponsored spouses to live with
their sponsor for two years, or
to lose their PR status - this
results in forced cohabitation
even where there is abuse, the
Indian political leadership, male
and female — whether from
Congress, BJP, AIADMK or the
CPM - and the shameful
statements they released
around the issue of rape, the
fatwa released against the
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brave women of Cairo Egypt
who have been fighting against
the state and the military).
Across the world we are seeing
a very overt rise in state
victimization of women.

BUT the slight shift we are
seeing is also the wide
broadcasted call for women to
protest every one of these
impositions, and for society as
a whole to take women’s life
and security seriously.

Every year on feb 14,
indigenous  women in
Vancouver march for missing
indigenous women — this years
thousands of women were out
on the street protesting
pipelines, missing women, the
rcmp, historic discrimination.
The huge numbers are driven
by the work of the Idle No More
movement which has emerged
in Canada. This movement
was sparked by the hunger
strike of a woman chief,
Theresa Spence who was
opposing the unilateral attempt
by the Harper government to
roll back its obligations of
consultation with indigenous
peoples over the use of
indigenous territory. The
movement is stopping trains
and blocking mining projects
across the country; it is
demanding new social
relations, new treaties, and new
social contracts between
Canadian peoples. As in Delhi,
women and youth are amongst
its leadership.

We saw the vivid
television pictures of the two
months of struggle in the
streets of Delhi waged by
young people and women
mostly, to protest ‘the rape
culture’ of India. What is rape
culture? Three examples :
where women and we should
add Igbt people are continually
subject to sexual harassment,
where marital rape is not a
crime, and where rape by a
upper caste man of a woman
of a lower caste and class is
acceptable. The use of the
phrase ‘rape culture’ is to
shock us in how we normally
think about Indian culture.

The struggle in Delhi has
been kept at a very high level of
understanding —women are not
asking for increased protection
(from the very state that
abuses them) or to return to
their families - rather Kavita
Krishnan, Secretary of the All
India Progressive Women's
Association has stated in
words which are now famous —

..when that journalist
Soumya (Vishwanathan) was
murdered, Sheila Dikshit had
issued another statement
saying “If she (Soumya) was
out at 3 am in the morning, she
was being too adventurous,” —
we are here to tell her that
women have every right to be
adventurous. We will be
adventurous. We will be
reckless. We will be rash. We
will do nothing for our safety.
Don’t you dare tell us how to
dress, when to go out at night,
in the day, or how to walk or
how many escorts we need!

| am saying this because |
feel that the word ‘safety’ with
regard to women has been
used far too much — all us
women know what this ‘safety’
refers to, we have heard our
parents use it, we have heard
our communities, our
principals, our wardens use it.
Women know what ‘safety’
refers to. It means — You
behave yourself. You get back
into the house. You don’t dress
in a particular way. Do not live
by your freedom, and this
means that you are safe....No
one is talking about protecting
her ‘bekhauf azaadi’, or her
freedom to live without fear.
We know a struggle is
hitting its mark when there is a
backlash — and this came in the
form of the Ordinance from the
Prime Minister which did not
institute any of the
recommended changes
suggested by the Varma
Commission, and from ongoing
confusion in the government
about provisions in the Act; the
backlash also came more
directly by Delh police openly
threatening women who come
out to protest Chief Minister
Narendra Modi’s presence on
the Delhi University campus —
they asked, do you want us to
rape you like we did in Gujarat.
This too has been exposed by
young women who are not
going to let the clock turn back.
And here’s the second
point | want to make - this is
also politics. Politics is not only
the games played by the
mainstream politicians and
their Left counterparts. The fight
for women’s freedom which is
on the streets, which is
demanding change, which is
keeping the leadership
accountable, which is building
women’s networks and self-
organization to continue to
resist, this is also politics.

Now the spirit of protest
can get co-opted by slogans
and campaigns of imperialism
— at this very time when
women-led movements
growing as in India, Canada, we
can add Egypt, elite white
women in the US have
launched something called “the
billion women rising campaign”.

They speak about how
every hour 50 women are raped
in the DRC, and for these
women to rise up. It sounds
good. But Congolese women
are telling these elite American
women to go back to their
country and to do something
for the women there; to not be
a part of US foreign policy, after
all the Congo is the region of
the world with extremely rich
mineral resources, to not come
to the Congo in the guise of
protecting women as a cover
for U.S. military expansion.

In the last decade, we also
saw the very easy cooptation of
women’s struggles with the
dominant U.S. rhetoric of
saving Muslim women —this
was a pretext of U.S. and
Canadian invasion of
Afghanistan. It is within these
processes of co-optation that
women’s movements have to
manoeuvre and operate.

So, this is the background
in which we are meeting today
— there is a new rise in
women’s struggles, and new
forms of state driven co-
optation and backlash.

I now want to speak about
the land on which we are — on
which the town of Brampton
has been built - for two reasons.
One, while we can think broadly
and globally, we live here and
we have to know about where
we live, and the kind of

problematic politics our
communities are throwing up.
Secondly, | want to draw a
parallel between Canadian
history and Indian, specifically
Punjabi history, to understand
the historical processes in
which we are living.

From approximately 1000-
1610, Brampton was the
hunting and fishing grounds as
traditional Iroquoian territory for
the Neutral Confederacy. In
1701, the Anishnabeg Nation
(Mississauga/Ojibway) took
control of the northern shore of
Lake Ontario. In the springtime,
the Anishnabeg peoples would
travel along the northern
shores of Lake Ontario
gathering maple sap from
sugar bushes. In the summer
they would settle at the mouths
of rivers such as Credit River,
while in the fall the Anishnabeg
peoples would gather wild rice,
and harvest crops of corn,
beans and squash. In the
winter, the Anishnabeg would
move to their hunting and
trapping grounds to the north
including what is now known
as Brampton.

Despite trade and contact
with the French, the nature of
the interaction resulted in little
conflict between the different
peoples. However during the
American War of Independence
(1775-1783), the British
promised land to its allies. In
1787 a deal was signed with
the Anishnabeg to buy a
significant portion of present-
day Toronto — this is called the
“Toronto Purchase”. The word
purchase is misleading — small
arms, knick knacks, and
tobacco was traded for the land
— and the deed itself was blank
and therefore illegal.

More treaties needed to be
signed to attempt to
consolidate this initial treaty. In
1805, 10 shillings was paid for
250,880 acres of land. Each
time more land was taken than
in the original treaty. On
October 23, 1818 Treaty 22 —
known as the Second
Purchase - was signed
surrendering the remaining
648,000 acres of the
Mississauga Tract leading to
the eventual settlement of
Brampton, Ontario. By the
1840s, white farmers settled
the area completely, and
without deed to the land the
Anishnabeg peoples were
forced to leave and move north
to reservations.

With the elimination of the
Anishnabeg presence, in 1834,
John Elliot had the village
renamed after his English
birthplace: Brampton. Its very
name signifies the extinguishing
of Anishnabeg presence in
contrast to Mississauga
(named after the original
inhabitants of the area).

However, the indigenous
people never forgot and their
activists and lawyers have
struggled for decades to
reverse the harm of the illegal
reaties and deals. In 2010,
Harper’s federal government
was forced to pay $144 million
to settle the land claim of the
Toronto Purchase. This was
after 20 years of legal requests
and an official commission. It is
clearly a fire sale, a fraction of
the worth of the land.

Why am | bringing all this
up? the activists of the Idle No
More movement have asked for
our—and | mean all settler—
support — and that we first learn
the history of the land on which
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we live so that we change the
way we look at Canada. We,
like the original European
settlers, tend to look at the land
as blank land — for us to move
onto it and to purchase it. This
in fact is the colonial approach
to viewing indigenous territory —
as terra nullis — or empty land.

Are we willing to break with
the settler mentality where,
once we arrive, we work to
exclude others who are yet to
arrive and we denigrate
indigenous persons here, or
are we willing to go deep into
our how histories and see how
they intersect with indigenous
histories?

To help us do so we
should understand that what
happened to indigenous people
250 years ago in Canada is
what is going on in India in the
last 40 years — theft of land,
signing over of indigenous
territory to mining and industrial
concessions without the input
of people, displacement of
people in the millions, increase
in debt and landlessness, and
the discarding of people in the
drive to building the new form of
capitalism in India.

The process is even more
brutal in India than it was in
Canada. There is no attempt at
legal nicety and diplomatic
traditions. And the problem is
compounded because unlike in
Canada where food is imported
in large amounts with the
displacement of traditional
agriculture, when land and
agriculture collapses in South
Asia we move into a process
of malnutrition, famines, and
eventually death and suicide for
large numbers of people.

We are living at a time
where in India our country’s food
producers — our farmers and
agricultural labourers — are
taking pesticides or ropes to
end their lives. Quarter million
suicides across India have
been recorded which means
millions more are on the brink
of extreme despair. In two
districts of Punjab- Bhatinda
and Sangrur — there have been
over 2900 suicides, 61%
farmers and 39% agricultural
labourers. We know the reason
for the suicides — the crushing
debt with a fivefold increase in
the last decade — owed to
private moneylenders and
banks. It is reported in many
places now that 77% of the
Indian population, man woman
and child, live on less than Rs.
20 a day or Rs. 600 a month.

Who can pay a debt when they
are earning this amount?
People have to continue to
borrow to survive. When they
cannot repay their loans what
should they do — their lands,
their children, their homes are
taken away from them. Women
too have taken their life in this
crisis, though this is not ever
reported in the news. In this
context, we begin to see things
very clearly, and this is my third
major point-the destruction that
patriarchy produces in the lives
of people who are already in
crisis, for right through this
agrarian crisis there are three
very problematic patriarchal
notions which are being
reproduced - the demand for
dowry, the understanding that
marriage is the only future for
women, and most importantly
the intense pressures of izzat
and keeping male honour.
Ranjana Padhi (author of
Those Who Did not Die: Impact
of the Agrarian Crisis on
Women in Punjab, Sage
Publications 2012) who has
studied the lives of the families
where there has been a suicide
has said that fetching a
bridegroom has become the
most costly purchase for
farmers and labourers, pushing
them into deeper debts. In this
crisis of landlessness and
debt, men and women continue
to turn to moneylenders to be
able to afford a wedding and to
pay some dowry — it seems that
humiliation is more bearable
than not being able to marry a
daughter.

When they cannot pay,
suicide is the only way.

She spoke to hundreds of
women. The women reported
to her that before a suicide for
a year or more they watched
their husbands and sons move
into a silence, they would not
speak, they would not share
their feelings, in some cases
they would not even say they
had taken a loan, the silence
would grow, one day the person
would take their own life. There
are also many cases of suicide
occurring immediately after a
wedding in a house. Raising
the money to marry daughters
weighs like a nightmare on the
fathers and brothers; after they
commit suicide the mothers
and daughters are left carrying
the burden of the debt which
still needs to be paid.

In other words, whereas it
is normally said that agricultural
loans and high input costs are

the reasons for farmers to
commit suicide we have to
understand that it is not just the
public world but the complete
distortion of our private world —
of the virus of marriage in the
Indian context which is tied up
with the reproduction of caste,
and the issue of male honour —
which has equally contributed
to the ongoing tragedy. The
answer then cannot lie in that
we need more employment
and more subsidy for
agriculture alone; we have to
also fight this system of moving
girls into marriage as their
future; it is a costly game; it
confuses girls who are unclear
whether to study or to get
married; the game of male
honour suffocates men; it
destroys so many young lives,
boys and girls, with its
pressures. We also have to
resist wanting the status that
comes from having a big
marriage, we have to value
girls equally as boys so that
they are not seen as this costly
burden — you know the figures
on sex selected abortions; all
these aspects are interlinked —
it is a deeply destructive game.
And it is not just a question of
more inter-caste marriages
which was a site of major
reform for the South Indian
Dravidian nationalist
movement. Punjab along with
Kerala and Goa have the
highest rate of inter-caste
marriages in India — about 21%.
| want to quote from one of the
mothers Ms. Padhi interviewed
— the daughter’s husband had
committed suicide and now the
mother was helping her
daughter. How did she manage
to help her?

| gave her some money
and ensured her brothers also
gave her. | have to stay
independent of my sons so |
can help the one who needs me
most. | stayed with one son, it is
natural that they will advise me
what to give and what not to give
others. It is much better to stay
alone. | have managed to
convince my husband of this
truth. And that is why my
daughter is able to rely on us. If
we remain scared of others
around us, we will not be able to
do anything for anyone. Society
has many rules; you do not have
to abide by them all. | do not
worry about breaking rules that
are based on selfishness. On an
individual level that is what that
woman had learnt — she can
help more when not trapped by

the expectations of family.

On a collective level, after
the tireless work of many
peasant unions, people have
begun to protest the issue of
landlessness and debt, though
they still do not dare to impose
expensive marriages and dowry
because of a fear of male
backlash. In May 2009, when
the Punjab government returned
350 crores of money unused to
Delhi, and when it did not give
dalit allotted land, people
protested. Over 1300 labourers
including 511 women and 42
children were locked up in jails
across Punjab. Almost all the
leaders of the Mazdoor Mukti
Morcha and CPl (ML)
(Liberation) were jailed. In 2010
there was another mass protest
against the withdrawal of
electricity subsidy — with over
25,000 people and very high
proportion of women. They were
also protesting the murder of a
leader from BKU Ekta. Again
many were arrested and 600
peasant organizers were
arrested. On June 21 2011 the
project to give land to a thermal
power plant site was marked
out and villagers resisted by
blocking railway tracks. These
are the very same tactics used
by indigenous protestors here.
The police took 19 women, 47
men and 6 minor girls into
custody. This happened again in
July and August, thousands now
marched and were lathi
charged. In June 2012 in Patiala
farmers were attacked, they
were resisting the removal of
village common lands.

Women have been part of
every protest, in hundreds, and
they are praised and recognized
for it; at the same time we have
to now realize — we have to see
this clearly — and this is my
fourth and final point they do not
usually benefit from the
struggles. When land reform
was instituted in parts of India in
the 60s and 70s, fought for by
the CPI and later the CPM, the
liberated land was mostly put
into male hands consolidating
yet another layer of patriarchy
over rural women. Women
continued to bear the burden of
their families with no benefits;
they lack decision-making
power in their own homes; they
are kept dependent; their labour
and sacrifice continues to be
disparaged; and their
movements and destiny
continue to be controlled. We
have to recognize that even
when women have physically

fought alongside men, when
they return to the family they are
once again put in their place, all
power is taken away from them,
and they are there only to serve.

To wrap up, globally
women and youth are leading
popular struggles for economic
change and peace for they have
the least to gain from the
current set up. And people as a
whole are talking about
fundamental changes to the
economy — no longer just the
right to education or the right to
employment, like Amartya Sen
wrote about decades ago. Anti-
capitalism is growing across the
world as a necessity for
ecological and human survival.
For us from South Asia we also
need to oppose the very, very
strong patriarchy which
suppresses women, girls, and
people of marginalized
sexualities. | have made four
points in this regard:

a. The (owners of the)
economy benefit from women’s
unpaid labour, not just the men
and the family

b. Women’s struggles can
become political struggle; it is
not marginal or lesser than
traditional Left struggle

c. Patriarchal structures
are worsened in economic
crises if there is no collective
challenge to the crises

d. Women have not
benefited from major economic
reform movements; they need
to be in leadership for this to
change.

In conclusion - when
women are released from the
control that men and the state
wield over them, when they are
released from the time
consuming exhausting unpaid
work of child care and elderly
care, when they are free to
form collectives and not just do
daily battles to help their own
family survive, they will fight for
liberation of the economy in a
wider sense, and for them to
engage in the wider fight they
have to be freed of these
restraints. | have also
suggested that when women
will win their independence
everyone will benefit. So, let us
make a commitment to join
our hearts and minds with
women’s and peasants and
workers and indigenous
issues and struggles as it is
emerging now — to create a
powerful and united movement
for change. Thank you for the
opportunity to share my
thoughts.
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Conference

Raw Sinha

It is with considerable
satisfaction and with a mild
sense of accomplishment that
we arrive at this moment. For
those of us who have been a
part of this process, it has been
an exciting but difficult journey.
One little climb is over. After
every climb, howsoever small,
one gains a view. And a view we
have gained.

| speak of satisfaction, and
of a sense of accomplishment.
But, | also speak of trepidation.
| do so because a climb much
steeper and far more
challenging begins from here.

We have gained a view,
admittedly still hazy, but much
clearer than the one we had in
the valley we come from. Most
of the climb, however, lies
ahead of us.

Fortunately, it is not like
climbing in the mountains.
Fortunately, metaphors have
their limitations. There, in the
mountains, as you gain height,
the air gets thinner and
climbers begin to drop out.
There, it gets lonely at the top.

The terrain of history is
different. Climbing has a
different meaning in the
movement. Here, the air gets
thicker as you climb higher.
Here, you join others as you
gain a clearer view. With clarity
comes a higher but broader
platform for unity.

Here, a summit is reached
when an entire revolutionary
class stands united in its
resolve to overturn the status
quo. Here, a summit is gained
when an invincible mass of
humanity comes together to
bend the course of history.We
know that others too are
climbing from their respective
valleys. We know that we all,
coming as we do from our
respective valleys, are on
course to meet at the summit,
if not earlier. Till then we all
have to do our climbing. Till
then we have to continue
joining with groups after groups
of climbers. As | said, in this
terrain, the few become many
and the sparse become the
mass as we gain height and as
we gain a clearer view.

The process that we now
call New Socialist Initiative
started long before it gained a
measure of self-awareness.
Those who were there at the
beginnings  before the

beginning started out more
from compulsion than plan.
Most of us had joined a
movement that was already on
the decline. But we thought the
decline was a temporary
setback caused by revisionists
and rotten eggs. We were
certain that we could build the
party and make revolution
within no time if only others
were willing to listen. Yet, as
most of us spoke and few of us
listened, we kept getting
fragmented even further.
Despite a little gain here or a
small victory there, the
movement continued its
descent into the valley.

No one is perfect, and no
one will ever be. It is easy to feel
wise when looking into the rear
view mirror. But | can say
nevertheless that we had more
of hubris than forethought;
judged more often than
analysed or introspected;
valued partisanship much more
than objectivity; inspired
aggression  more than
solidarity; claimed much more
than we ever understood;
announced conclusions even
before learning the methods to
arrive at them.

If you hear in this a tone of
regret, you have heard it
wrong. You should hear in this
a note of pride, because proud
we are to have fought against
ourselves and to have
overcome at least some of our
weaknesses. If you smell in this
any hint of resignation, you
would be absolutely mistaken.
We in the NSI have emerged
into the open leaving much of
the fog behind and we are more
determined than ever to meet
the challenges ahead.

But it will take more than
pride and determination. It will
take much more than
overcoming our own
weaknesses. The Left - here in
this country as well as in the
whole wide world - is
confronted with daunting
challenges - challenges that are
not merely a product of our
weaknesses and failings. More
than anything else, they are
posed by the changing times
and by the new realities. They
are more objective than
subjective; their sources are
out there in the real world.

We in the Left must put
our house in order if we hope

to overcome this challenge.
But let us be clear that it will not
be overcome merely by putting
our house in order. In any case,
if we fail to understand the
nature of the times we live in,
how shall we agree even about
the ways to put our house in
order? After all, houses are
made to suit the weather and to
withstand the conditions
outside.

We have often proclaimed
answers without understanding
the questions and explained
away challenges rather than
meeting them. Is it any surprise,
then, that the influence of Left
has declined worldwide? And
this has happened despite the
fact that the number of leftists
- if you were to count them all
over the world - has not
declined. There are big and
small leftist parties all over the
world - some of those are even
ruling parties. And, there are
leftists - perhaps even larger in
number - who do not belong to
any party.

At times we think we have
answers because in past we
really had answers. We often
think we can beat the
challenges just because in past
we have done so. But there are
no eternal answers, and the
challenges keep changing.

Left came to the forefront
of history more than a century
ago. It became a global force in
the aftermath of the October
Revolution. It led glorious
revolutions of the twentieth
century and took on the heroic
task of building socialism in
extremely difficult conditions.

We made revolutions
against kings and compradors,
against colonial rulers and
military dictators, against
feudal, fascist and autocratic

regimes. We really know how to
do that. We could build a party
that could act as a military
commander and we could raise
a revolutionary army out of
peasants and serfs, village
artisans and forest dwelling
tribes. Our revolutions could
never be defeated as long as
the task remained to pull those
societies out of the conditions
left behind by the old order.

But, just because we
made revolutions a century or
half a century ago, does it
mean that we know how to
make a revolution today? Look
at Nepal as a latest illustrative
example. We threw the king out
because we know how to do
that. But we are having enough
trouble in figuring out the next
step. And if we do not find a
way soon enough, who knows
what will happen? Even the
king might stage a comeback
even if in a different avatar.

There was never a manual
for making revolutions. But the
problem goes deeper than that.
Past revolutions do not teach
you much about how to make
a revolution against capitalism
and against bourgeois
democratic regimes, which is
precisely on the agenda now.
For the first time in history,
revolutions are now to be made
directly against capitalism and
under the conditions of
bourgeois democracy.

Instead of finding a way to
do that - instead of creatively
and inventively engaging with
the realities of today - we have
largely been engaged in
imitating past revolutions.

We stretch the meaning of
colonialism to make it come
alive long after it has departed
from the stage of history. We
do so because we know how to
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fight colonialism. We cite what
the American imperialism is
doing in Iraq or Afghanistan, but
we choose to ignore the fact
that this behemoth of a
superpower is having enough
trouble keeping even one little
colony, precisely because the
time for colonialism is over.

We keep finding the ghost
of feudalism in every corner of
India and elsewhere. We raise
an alarm about it because we
know how to fight feudalism.
We ignore the fact that wage
labour and cash transactions
are all-pervasive, including in
the remotest villages and in the
densest of forests. We ignore
the fact that India is a full-
fledged capitalist country, even
if the capitalist system sits here
in the lap of a less than modern
society. We ignore the fact that
those who need revolution
cannot win Delhi by fighting in
the forests. They cannot even
win the forests by fighting in the
forests.

Fighting ghosts is not the
only folly we indulge in. More
often we go to the other
extreme. We become
accomplices in running the
capitalist system. At times we
end up changing sides
altogether and become full-
fledged captains of capitalism.
That is what has happened in
China. A party that still calls
itself a communist party is busy
building the fastest growing
capitalism that the world has
ever seen. That is why it
worries more about the health
of the dollar and of the world
economy and less about the
fate of the Chinese working
class. The Left in India too is not
free from such deviations. It
needs to realize that we are not
obliged to build capitalism just
because we live under
capitalism. Who has asked us
to run governments instead of
making revolutions? Is it any
surprise if some of us are left
with Singurs and Nandigrams
hanging around our necks?

But, realizing this much is
hardly enough. The capitalism
we are confronted with is not
the capitalism of a hundred
years ago. We cannot devise a
strategy to fight it merely by
going back to our books.
Capitalism has survived and at
times even thrived during the
past century by continuously
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changing itself. Of course, it
has not changed into
something else. It remains the
same system and operates by
the same logic. But it has
adapted to the changing times.
Mere declarations about it being
moribund are not going to pose
any threat to it.

We are not awed by the
adaptability and the survival
instinct of capitalism. Being
awed by your adversary is to
give up the fight. But it is equally
self-defeating to underestimate
the adversary.

Capital has a terminal
diseases coded in its logic. It is
once again evident in the
current global recession. But it
will be foolhardy to expect that
it will fall on its own. It still has
half of the world to expand into
and it still keeps creating new
markets for selling things it has
never sold before. If the growth
rate comes down from ten to
seven percent in China or from
eight to five percent in India, it
is not exactly the kind of
disaster we expect capitalism
to suffer. A Greece or an Ireland
is sure enough a symptom of
the disease, but it is hardly
enough to bring the beast
down.

There is no point in putting
up a caricature of an enemy so
that we can easily knock it
down. We will have to confront
the real enemy. It is one thing
to fight a capitalism that is
completely bogged down; it is
quite another to fight one that is
still on the move. It is a new
challenge before the Left and it
will take some effort on its part
to find a way to beat it. The first
step in this direction is to
become aware of the task.

Capitalism can never be
reformed into something else.
Nor can it be stopped or
replaced without a revolution
against it. Revolution against a
system is first and foremost a
political revolution. Political
revolution against capital is
primarily a replacement of the
bourgeois state by a socialist
state. Replacing a bourgeois
state would become possible
only if the bourgeois hegemony
is broken and the working
people are weaned away from
it. Among many things, this
would require a vision of
socialism that is accepted by
the people as a desirable and
viable alternative.

Socialism, then, is not only
a goal. Its vision is a part of the
strategy to fight capitalism. This

is why our approach to the
twentieth century socialism
assumes a practical
importance. It is much more
than a matter of historical
interest.

Grappling with this
question has been one of the
triggering points of the NSI
process. It has been a process
of prolonged considerations
and lively debates. It is hard to
do justice to this process in a
few minutes. | can only state the
conclusions we have arrived at.
These are very general
conclusions that may now
appear as little more than
common sense. But they
contain elements of a
significant reorientation towards
our own history.

Our basic position can be
summarised in one sentence.
We uphold the heritage of
twentieth century socialism, but
we do not consider it a model
for future socialism. This was a
socialism of backward
societies and emergency
conditions. It proved to be
invincible in those conditions. It
pulled those societies out of the
crises of the old order. But it
could not inflict a final defeat on
capitalism. It degenerated and
eventually collapsed, primarily
because the task for which it
was built was over.

We must realise that the
demise of twentieth century
socialism cannot be explained
on the basis of subjective
factors alone. It cannot be
explained by the emergence of
revisionism and degeneration of
communist parties. Those
factors did play a role and
debates will continue about
them. But a materialist
explanation would still require
unearthing the causes for
degeneration setting in and
revisionists being victorious.

More important for us is to
dispel the popular notion that
twentieth century socialism is
the only possible model of
socialism. It is part of our
political task to envision
socialism afresh, so that it can
be presented as a superior
alternative to capitalism. It must
be envisioned as a model of
creativity, productivity,
prosperity, democracy and
freedom - a model that will
inspire the working people all
over the world to overthrow
capitalism and build socialism.

Future socialism is to be
presented not only as a superior
economic system and a better

political democracy. It must also
be envisioned as a system that
would actively eliminate all
forms of social oppression and
inequality. It must be envisioned
as a system that does not
become confined to a blind
pursuit of material prosperity.
Instead it uses creativity,
productivity and material
prosperity as the foundation for
enlarging the realm of human
freedom.

We are often asked - what
is this adjective "New" in New
Socialist Initiative? Are we
proposing a new Kkind of
socialism that falls outside the
Marxist tradition? At one level
we clarify by saying that "New"
is to be prefixed to "Initiative"
and not to the word "Socialist".
It is intended to be a new
initiative for socialism.

At another level we say
that socialism is to be
envisioned differently in today's
conditions and doing so does
not take you outside the Marxist
tradition. Just as you cannot
give rise to a New Left by
publishing a journal in that
name, you cannot conjure up a
New Socialism by calling

yourself New Socialist Initiative.
Socialism can be built only by
replacing capitalism and its
actual shape will largely be
determined by what kind of
foundation has been laid by the
capitalism it will replace.

We are also asked - is
NSI going to become in future
a new revolutionary party? Or,
do we reject the idea itself of a
revolutionary party? Our
answer is that we neither reject
the idea nor the necessity of a
revolutionary party. But NSl is
not going to turn into a party. It
would be best if | quote from a
leaflet that sheds light on the
idea behind NSI:

"Ours is not an effort to
create a new revolutionary
party. The advent of such a
party lies yet in the future. Ours
is not an effort to replace the
existing parties and
organizations. Nor is our
intention to work at counter
purposes to any of the existing
revolutionary organizations and
processes. Ours is an effort to
contribute towards meeting the
historic challenge that confronts
the entire Revolutionary Left.
Ours is an effort to begin the
process of forging a new
language that will be the
language of entire Left, of
designing a strategy that will be
the strategy of entire class of
working people, of envisioning
afresh a socialism that will be
adopted as the future of
humanity."

NSl is a combined product
of the special nature of our
times and of the specific history
of the group that has brought it
to life. The special need of our
times is that of a strategic re-

orientation. These times are so
different from a century ago that
Left needs to re-orient itself to
the new realities. Old
orientation will not help in taking
us towards our final goal.

Without such a re-
orientation we cannot chalk out
the path of our onward journey.
Without such a re-orientation a
new revolutionary party cannot
be built and a new programme
for revolution cannot be
formulated.

NSI is one small effort in
the direction of such a re-
orientation. Hundreds of such
efforts are needed. We do not
claim to be the sole repository
of all wisdom and foresight. We
are willing to join with others
and learn from them. But we
also do not shirk from our own
responsibilities.

Left has had a glorious
past. We are proud of our
heritage. But we cannot
resurrect the past and claim it
as our future.

Left has a bright future. But
we must realise that a future
lies in the future and not in the
past.

As our manifesto says,
future is never a destiny. It must
be made. It is to be made on
the platform offered by the
present. Future will be what we
will make of it.

We must occasionally
look into the rear view mirror to
draw inspiration from our
glorious past and to learn
lessons from  previous
setbacks. But, most of the
time, we must look ahead. For
that is how we will claim our
future - a future we deserve and
a future that humanity awaits.
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Book Review

Dr Kuldip Singh

Commission agents had a
long history in the agrarian
economy of the state. Before
the green revolution, their role
was limited to moneylending
but during the post-green
revolution period, their mode of
functioning and status has
changed significantly. These
issues are explored by Dr
Sukhpal Singh and Dr T K
Dhaliwal in an important book
‘Taking More than a
Commission: A Critique of the
Commission Agent System in
Punjab Agriculture’.

Published by Aakar Books,
Delhi, the book outlined that
traditionally, two castes, namely
the Banias and Khatris
(Aroras), dominated in arhtiya
business. But presently, this
business has not remained
confined to these castes only.
Although the dominant caste in
this business is still the Bania,
some new castes have entered
in this business. Presently, 35
per cent commission agents
belong to the Bania, about 27
per cent belong to the Jat, and
25 per cent belong to the Khatri
caste. This reveals that the
capitalist development in
agriculture has transformed the
rigid caste-based arhtiya
system to emerge as an
economic  or business
profession. An average
commission agent in Punjab
State deals with 120 farmers of
71 families and serves farmers
from 11 villages. About 44 per

cent of the farmers are still
dealing with the same
commission agent for more
than one generation. The actual
number of commission agent
families working in the grain
markets is 20,232. The number
of non-traditional commission
agents has been increasing in
the agricultural marketing of the
state.

The non-traditional
commission agents who have
joined this business after the
initiation of the green revolution
are 92 per cent. This is
because of the fact that big
farmers having large sized
farms generated and invested
surplus capital into more
lucrative professions, namely
the commission agent
business. Commission agents
prefer to give articles rather
than cash to the farmer. For
this purpose, the ‘slip
mechanism’ is being used for
farmers to purchase necessary
items from the agents’ own
shops or connected shops.
Always, the price of these
articles is higher than the
prevailing market price and
comparatively lower quality
commodities are given to
farmers through this slip
mechanism.

There is a debate among
academicians, farmers’
organizations, and commission
agents about the role of the
commission agent system in
the agricultural economy of the
state.

It is being presumed that
the survival of the farmers is
not possible without the
commission agents. However,
the present study breaks this
myth and shows large majority
of the farmers are not in favour
of the present system of
arhtiyas. The study underlined
that the respondent farmers
have highlighted the main
problems such as, recovery of
loans before any payment,
charging exorbitant rate of
interest, supply poor quality

farm inputs, high prices of
domestic articles, malpractices
in weighing, and prices of the
produce, delay in making the
payment for their produce,
demanding signatures on blank
promissory notes, and rude
behaviour of the commission
agents.

This book provides rich
empirical evidence to the
commonly held perception

that as commission agents
are accumulating wealth, a
large number of farmers are

being driven into
indebtedness leading in
many cases to

dispossession of land. An
important finding of this
study is that with assured
marketing of important crops
at pre-determined prices and
the emergence of financial

Punjab’s Agrarian Economy in the Grip of Arhtiyas

institutions, the old role of
the commission agent as a
facilitator for marketing of
agricultural produce and the
provider of credit has lost its
ground. This book will be
useful for the academic
community and policy
planners in devising
strategies for addressing the
financial and marketing
problems of the peasantry.
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