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The Crisis of
Neoliberal

Reforms in India

55th AKPCTA State Conference,
Inaugural Address (abridged)
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The first decade and more of the
present century has seen
developments that can truly be
called dramatic in a long-term
historical perspective. A little over
two decades ago - ten years before
the new millennium arrived - it

SiilLaft | appeared to many that the battle
Venkatesh Athreya | for a society free of exploitation
Former | and not based on the drive for
private profit had been lost, with
the decisive rise to unipolar
global dominance of the USA, the
dismemberment of the mighty
Soviet Union and the restoration
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of capitalism in former USSR and the
formerly socialist countries of Eastern
Europe. Confident spokespersons for
global capitalism even announced
‘the end of history”. At about the same
time, our rulers in India began to
proclaim loudly the virtues of
globalization, liberalization and
privatization (LPG, for short), and
imposed upon the country, without
even the legitimacy of a genuinely
earned parliamentary majority, a
series of so-called ‘economic reforms’
which are still being pursued two
decades later despite having been
rejected by the people of this country
in every general election held from
1991,

The issue today is, moreover, not
only about the ‘Great Recession’, as
spokespersons for capitalism
describe it, not wanting to use the
dreaded term ‘Great Depression’. It
isalso about the collapse of the ‘social
contract’ that emerged in the late

_——-'---‘
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1940= and the early 1950s in
prt second world war Europe

Letween the social democratic |

labour movements and the
ruling classes in the context of
dramatic changes in the
balance of class forces in the
world. This development, in
turn, presages a period of

intensified class struggles in the |

advanced capitalist world.
QOver the long post war boom
from 1945 to 1973, the trans-
national corporations (TNCs)
from the rich countries were
able to accumulate enormous
surpluses. The oil TNCs also
made huge profits from the
OPEC-imposed oil price
increases in 1973-and 1978.
The enormous cash reserves of
TNCs and the money made by
OPEC countries contributed to
substantial increases in the
liquidity in the international
financial system. In addition,
workers and employees in the
advanced capitalist countries
were saving money for life after

retirement. These led to the |

rapid growth of pension and
provident funds and mutual
funds of various kinds. All of
these together led, by the end of
the 1970s, to a huge increase in
liquidity in the global economy.
These funds were naturally
seeking profitable investment
outlets. This was the start of the
contemporary  process  of
globalization. This process is
essentially globalization of
capital as finance. This is not
globalization primarily of
industry, of technology, of
science, of production, though
these also happen to varying
extents. Moreover, it is a new
kind of finance. Earlier, we had
national finance. We had British
capital, French capital,
American Capital. What has

"‘“‘-——_

emerged since the late 1970s, on
the other hand, is international
finance capital. Very rich
people, big companies, in
several countries, have invested
in financial assets in other
countries, Global finance capital
today is international in
character. Lenin had already
explained in his classic work
Imperialism the rise of finance
capital in the global economy
between 1870 and the
beginning of the Great War in
1914, What we now have, from
the 1980s, is the further
evolution of finance capital to
that of highly mobile and foot-
loose international finance
capital, its global mobility in
real time having been made
possible by important advances
in technology, especially in the
field of information and
communication technology
(ICT). While a large number of
wealth holders may hold some
part of this global finance
capital, its ownership and
control is in fact highly
concentrated and centralized.
MNeoliberalism cannot,
however, solve the basic
problem of capitalism as an
economic system. I will spend a
few minutes discussing the
nature of capitalism as an
economic system. What is the

essence of capitalism? In |

capitalism, there are two
contradictory forces. On the one
hand, competition among
capitalists drives capitalists to
innovate and technologically
advance, to mechanize, to
automate, try and increase
productivity from mechani-
zation, so that they may lower
their unit cost and sell at a
marginally lower price in order
to defeat their competitors and
capture the market. This is one

part. But more important, the
class struggle between capital
and labour is fundamental.
What does it do? For the

' capitalist, the worker is a source

of profit. But the worker is also
a nuisance because, unlike the
machine, the worker will go on
strike. Capitalists naturally
prefer machines, since they do
not argue nor go on strike. No
strikes, no problem. So
capitalists will constantly try to
eliminate labour, by
mechanization or automation.
Also, if they depend on the
skills of the worker, then, they
cannot rapidly adjust levels of
output to serve changing
markets, they cannot expand
scales of production quickly.
And if the production process
is crucially dependent on the
skills of the workers, the
bargaining power of the
workers will be high. So
capitalists prefer to constantly
make workers redundant. Class
struggle between capital and
labour as well as the
competition among capitalists
thus leads to the constant
replacement of labour by
machinery under capitalism.
Capitalism constantly renders
the skills of the working people
redundant. It creates unskilled
labour on mass scale. Before
capitalism, we have heard of
artisans, we heard of skilled
agricultural workers, but not of
a mass of unskilled labour.
Unskilled labour on a mass
scale is a product of capitalism.

It is true that capital needs
the worker to generate surplus
value and thereby profit. But
each capitalist looks at the
worker as an element of cost.
‘Try to get rid of the worker,
mechanize, automate’ -this is
the refrain of capital. This
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aspect of production relations

under capitalism leads, via the

processes of mechanization
and application of micro-
rationality to each element of the
production process, to a
sustained  increase in
productive forces. The
productive power of the society
advance rapidly. Technology
improves all the time.

And again, no matter what
the state does, no matter what
the government does, go into
crisis. So business cycles
consisting of phases of
expansion, recession,
depression, recovery and
expansion again constitute an
inevitable feature of capitalism
as a system. It is part of the
essential nature of capitalism as
an economic system,

The Current Crisis of
Globalization

Apart from the inherent
tendency of capitalism as an
economic system to go through
business cycles involving both
expansion and recession, there
are features specific to the
current crisis of global
capitalism. In recent weeks and
months, the focus has been on
the Eurozone developments,
where what is being portrayed

as a crisis brought about by the

profligacy and ‘living beyond
the means’ ways of the state and
the people of specific European
countries such as Greece, Spain,
Italy, Ireland and Portugal, is
really not a crisis of sovereign
debt but of massive attacks by
speculative finance that has
managed to defeat all attempts
toregulate it and the dominance
of neoliberalism in both policy
and ideology. While finance
capital operates globally, and
with minimal control by
governments, given

increasingly free movement of |

capital as finance across
country borders, the nation-
states, including powerful
metropolitan states, remain
paralyzed and ineffective in
responding to the crises
repeatedly caused by financial
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policies of all major capitalist
governments, not the least
because of the material - and not
just ideological — power of

finance capital in these
countries.
The inability of

governments in the western

speculators in country after
country. After being initially
pushed on the defensive in the
wake of the crisis of 2008,
finance capital in the US and
elsewhere, has managed to
regroup its forces and effectively
prevent any serious regulation
of its operations by national
governments or international
agencies such as the IMF,
MNeoliberalism, discredited
intellectually for long by
economists not wedded to the
dominant neoclassical
tradition, and even officially in
the wake of the global crisis of
2008, continues to inform the

world to address the serious
economic crisis of Europe and
the US - and with a continuing
stagnation of the Japanese
economy - has spawned a
political crisis of confidence
among the global ruling classes
as well. The idea that somehow,
countries like China, India,
Brazil and South Africa -
patronizingly called emerging
economies — can provide the
stimulus needed to overcome
the crisis of stagnation in the
metropolitan capitalist world is
of course completely far-
fetched, given the relative sizes
of the economies concerned and
their own dependence on
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exports to the metropolitan
economies to sustain their
economies. In any event, given
that finance capital will frown
upon any fiscal expansion in
any of the major nation states
on their own, and the near-
impossibility of coordinated
action by all the major States
together, global reflation as a
means of reviving global growth
remains a non-starter. The
chickens of globalization have
come home to roost.!

The Rise of People’s
Movements

We have so far focused on

the crisis of contemporary
globalization. It is also
important to take note of some
positive developments. The
period since the onset of the
current global crisis has seen
increasing anger among
ordinary people in the
developed capitalist countries
against the financial elite and
the governments seen as
pampering them. People’s
protests have taken different
forms. In recent months, a
spectacular protest movement
has emerged: The Occupy
Movement. It began initially a
couple of years ago in New York
where protesters occupied the
headquarters of global finance

capital: Wall Street, demanding |

that investment banks and other
financial corporations who had
caused the financial crisis of
2008 with their reckless
operations and speculative
gambles should be brought to
book and not rewarded with
bail-out funds as had happened
in the US. The movement then
rapidly expanded, not only

geographically, but also in |
terms of its agenda and ils |

demands. From ‘Occupy Wall
Street’ (OWS), it became a more
general Occupy movement. It

|
!
|

spread to numerous cities in the
US and in other rich countries.
Two months into the OWS, the
mayor of New York, Bloomberg,
himsell a major benefliciary of
finance capital domination,
tried to remove the protesters
forcibly in the dead of night
from the Park where they were
camping, but this action only
strengthened the determination
of the protesters. The movement
spread not only to many cities
and smaller towns in the US and
elsewhere, but attracted an
entire cross section of society,
including students facing
severe loan repayment
problems on educational loans,
home OWners facing
foreclosures on their home
mortgages, unemployed
persons laid off in the wake of
the economic crisis, poor people
of all races protesting cutbacks
in welfare benefits and so on.
The anger of the people was not
only at their own plight because
of the nature of the economic
system that had forced them
into unemployment or
unsustainable debt or giving up
their desire to pursue formal
education. It was also at the fact
that those who had been
responsible for the financial
and economic crisis in the first
instance - the banks and the
financial speculators — were
being rewarded with bail-outs
and tax cuts for the super rich
were continuing, even while the
resulting budgetary deficits
were cited as undesirable and
as a reason for cutting back on
welfare programmes.
Unemployment rates have
remained unacceptably high
throughout the period of crisis,
and this has also been an
important source of anger and
discontent. The OWS/Occupy
movement has come up with a

brilliantly catchy slogan that
sharply  highlights  the
increasing inequality and
injustice under the neoliberal
ecconomy and the patently
undemocratic nature of the
system: “We are the 99 per
cent’! This helped focus
attention on the blatantly
unequal, unjust and plutocratic
nature of the neoliberal
capitalist economy and the
unresponsiveness of the
government to the demands of
the overwhelming majority - the
99 % - of the population. The
slogan has captured in an
exceptionally sharp manner the
fact that the system serves the
interests of a tiny minority and
not that of the ordinary
Elsewhere in the world, as
well, there are important
changes under way. The
frequency with which Western
powers have been invading
sovereign countries, ostensibly
on ‘humanitarian’ grounds (in
their own, selective ways, of
course), sometimes using the
UN as a fig leaf for legitimacy
and at other times not even
bothering with such ‘minor’
matters, is of course a
disturbing negative
development directly correlated
with the collapse of the USSR
and the rise of a unipolar world
under US dominance. However,
it is also true that across the
world, people’s movements for
democratic rights and for better
conditions of life and livelihood
have been on the rise. The fact
that the major capitalist
countries have entered a period
of economic stagnation while
other countries such as China,
Russia, Brazil, South Africa and
India have sought to coordinate,
to some extent, their actions on
international issues, is also
relevant to an understanding of

i
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the emerging global situation
and its inherent possibilities.

Taking all these
developments into account, it
seems fair to say that we are
living through a period of
severe crisis of capitalist
globalization - multiple crises,
as we have noted earlier -

The term “globalization”
has gained wide and popular
currency today. Yet, there is
often a lack of clarity on the
precise meaning and definition
of the term, and of its
implications. In the more
euphoric versions,
globalization is seen as the
wonderful culmination of a
century of glittering
technological progress which
has made the world a global
village, and has made it
possible for people everywhere
to communicate with great ease
across the globe. These versions
cite the phenomenal progress in
such fields as biotechnology
and  information and
communication technology to
highlight the fact that a whole
new range of technological
possibilities have emerged
which could potentially
enhance human life spans and
the quality of life for all. But they
do not pause to examine the
track record of scientific and
technological progress under
hitherto existing socioeconomic
regimes, which have more often
than not led to both highly
inequalizing and highly
destructive uses of science and
technology. The more explicitly
ideological versions of this
genre see globalization as the
ultimate triumph of capitalism
and as signifying “the end of
history”. The reality and the
lived experience of
globalization of the wvast

majority of people in the world
call seriously into question the
euphoric  versions, the
strenuous eflforts of electronic
and print mass media to
portray otherwise.

Contemporary
globalization’s distinctive
feature is centralization and
globalization of finance. Cross-
border flows of finance via
currency transactions amount
to fifty times the value of
international trade in goods.
Global capital is largely
metropolitan capital, which
seeks quick gains in portfolio
investment in the third world.
Globally, foreign direct
investment (FDI), while large
compared to the decades of the
1970s and 80s, is much smaller
than portfolio investment, and
is concentrated in a few
countries. In the third world,
China and a handful of other
countries account for nearly all
FDI from the advanced
capitalist countries.

An important implication of
the dominance of finance
capital globally is that countries
seeking to attract and retain
capital must maintain high
interest rates and provide other
incentives to such capital. In
turn, this means that
governments cannot follow
expansionary policies through
increased government
spending and lower rates of
interest to stimulate growth in
the economy. This is why the
decades of rapid globalization-
1980s and 90s- have seen a
sharp decline in the growth
rates of capitalist countries, after
a long period of expansion
since the end of the second
world war. This is especially the
case with third world countries,
since they face hostile

| international
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markets
dominated by the monopolistic
MNCs, and end up with severe
problems in their balance of
payments and foreign exchange
holdings. The ruling regimes in
most of these countries are
unwilling to tax the rich and
unable to curb imports, while
exports face uncertain and
highly competitive markets, and
expenditures cannot be curbed
beyond a point for fear of
tremendous popular unrest. The
resulting crisis of both internal
resources and balance of
payments pushes these
countries into the stranglehold
of the so-called Bretton Woods
Institutions (BWI), namely the
World Bank (WB) and the
International Monetary Fund
(IMF), which then dictate
policies of “structural
adjustment” requiring the
withdrawal of the state from
economic activity and social
protection, and the handing
over of the economy to private
capital, largely foreign, but with
willing and pliant domestic
partners. The grip of G7
countries and MNCs over the
economies of third world
countries has been greatly
strengthened by the emergence
of the world trade organization
(WTO) in 1995 from the
erstwhile General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT).
WTO, IMF and WB act in concert
to keep the third world
countries under the tutelage of
G 7 and the MNCs, and ensure
free movement of finance capital
across the globe, They also aim
at keeping the third world
country markets freely
accessible to G 7 and MNCs.
This is the essence of
globalization.

Though the 1980s saw the

Indian economy grow atabout
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5 to 6 per cent per year in terms |

of the gross domestic product |

(GDP), this growth was based
on massive and unsustainable
government borrowing both
inside the country and abroad
and catering to elite

deregulating and privatizing
the economy in the 1980s,
abandoned the effort al
independent and self-reliant
development  under  the
leadership ol the State. Under
pressure from the IMF and the

WAL*MART

consumption, but without
taxing the rich. By the end of the
1980s, this process had led to
both a severe fiscal crisis and a
severe balance of payments
crisis, aggravated by
developments in West Asia
relating to Iraq and Iran, in
which U.S. played a key and
aggressive role. The rise to
hegemony of finance capital in
the capitalist world and the
collapse of the USSR and the
restoration of capitalism in
Eastern Europe and former
USSR led to major policy
changes in India. The ruling
classes in India who had begun

n_"‘-.____-_-_-___

World Bank as well as the US.
and other Western powers, the
minority Congress government
with Narasimha Rao as prime
minister and Manmohan Singh
as finance minister embarked on
the path of liberalization,
privatization and globalization
The Essence of
LPG Policies

LPG policies involve
deregulation of the economy,
opening up the economy as
widely as possible to private
capital and opening up the
nation as widely as possible to
foreign capital. Specifically,
deregulation (also called

liberalization) means the
removal  of regulations
poverning the operations of

- private companies, especially

the large ones. In other words,
it removes these companies
from all social responsibility
and social obligations. They are
to be left free to make profits in

. any manner they wish and to

any extent possible. This
naturally implies that the State
will no longer defend even the
minimal rights of working
people. It also implies that large
companies are free to gobble up
smaller companies and become

powerful monopolies,
ironically in the name of
promoting competition!

Privatization relates not only to
government selling some of its
shares in  State-owned
companies to private capital,
but also opening up all
economic and social activity,
including those related to
education, health,
infrastructure and so on, to
private players and allowing
them to convert all thes.
activities into profit-making
opportunities rather than
activities governed by the need
to promote social well-being.
This has obvious implications
in terms of denying the poor
access to education and health
beyond minimal levels, and to
raising the costs of
infrastructure services,
including those relating to
energy and power, water and
transport, for people. The third
element of LPG, globalization
means allowing indiscri minate
imports at low larufs and
removal of all quantitative limits
on imports. Even more
importantly, it means removing
all restrictions on the free
movement of capital as finance
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into and out of India, as a
strategy to attract foreign capital
flows into the country. This is
the single most important
aspect of LPG reforms, and the
one with the most disastrous
consequences. The moment
restrictions on bringing money
into India and taking it out of
India in foreign currency is
removed, the government can
no longer be independent in
making policy. It will have to
worry about whether foreign
finance capital brought into
India may be taken out if any
government measure is not to
the liking of foreign finance
capitalists. Finance capital
always demands minimal
government regulation and
minimal government
expenditure.? It does not like to
be taxed, and it wants complete
freedom to speculate, in the
name of ‘financial innovation’.
This has serious consequences
for the government’s welfare
and investment policies. Since
1991, successive governments
in India have cut back welfare
programmes and public
investments to keep foreign
finance capital happy, in gross
violation of democratic verdicts
against these policies in every
election to the Parliament.
Anaverage of 6 to 7 per cent
growth rate of GDP is
impressive when many
countries, including the
developed capitalist countries,
are growing at much lower rates
and only China is growing at
between 9 and 10 per cent per
year for over three decades now.
The issue, however, is not just
the rate of growth, but the
nature and composition of
growth and its implications for
different socio-economic

classes. There are major
concerns in this regard.

First, it is the service sector
that is growing most rapidly.
The share of the service sector
in India’s GDP is now close to
60 per cent. The secondary
sector - which includes
manufacturing, gas, electricity
and water supply - has grown
at much lower rates than the
service sector and has also
shown instability. Its share in
GDP is only around 25 per cent,
much lower than in China. The
share of the primary sector —
agriculture and allied activities,
forestry and fishing, and
mining and quarrying - has
declined to somewhere around
17 per cent.

Second, while the decline in
the share of the primary sector
in GDP is to be expected as an
economy modernizes and
industrializes, the point to be
noted with concern is that the
share of the labour force in the
primary sector, at over 45 %, is
much higher than its share in
GDP. By contrast, services sector
contributes 58 per cent of GDP,
but its share of employment is
less than 30 per cent.

Third, the last two decades

have seen a huge and
continuing agrarian crisis, with
over 250,000  farmers

committing suicide in just the
decade from the late 1990s to the
late 2000s. Growth in
agriculture and in food grains
has been the lowest since
independence during this ref
The Union Budget for 2013-
14 continues the attack on
working people. On the
expenditure side, drastic cuts
have been effected across the
board in 2012-13 as against
budget estimates, so that revised
estimates show much lower
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spending, enabling the finance
minister to claim that he has
reduced the fiscal deficit for the
current financial year to 5.2 %
of GDP. The finance minister
has resorted to the ruse of then
comparing the budgst cutlays
for 2013-14 with ihe sharply
lower revised estimates for
2012-13 to claim that he has
provided adequate resources to
ensure ‘inclusive growth’, This
is a patently untenable claim,

The plan expenditure has
fallen short in the revised
estimate for 2012-13to 4, 29,187
crores from the BE of 5, 21,025
crores. The claim, that the plan
expenditure for 2013-14 at 5,
55,322 crores is up by nearly 30
per cent over the RE for 2012-13
is, to say the least, very
misleading. Comparing the BEs
for the current and the next
financial years, the increase is
a mere 34,300 crores on 5,
21,026 crores, hardly 6 %, lower
than the rate of inflation, and
hence a fall in real terms. It is
the same story with education,
health and so on. In most cases,
the increase in terms of BEs
barely covers inflation or is
even less. Thus, the central plan
outlay for education gets 63,869
crores in BE 13-14 against
61,427 crores in BE 12-13, an
increase of hardly 7 %, again
less than the rate of inflation.

In thisstruggle, the AKPCTA
has a crucial role to play. In
2004, the verdict in the elections
to the Lok Sabha gave the
democratic movements led by
the political Left some space to
contest neoliberal policies. Will
this happen in 20147 Much
depends on Kerala in this
regard, In this context, | am sure
AKPCTA will play its rightful
role in the struggle for pro-
people policies.

I
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Autonomy in the Indian

experience is a complete failure

and it should be stopped by all

means. In Tamilnadu, our

experience with autonomy is very

painful. It has completely

compromised on the quality and

stake holders are getting chealed
mutually.

C. Selvaraj

Govt, College Teachers Mantram
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Among all the siates in In-
dia, Tamil Nadu has the
highest number of autono-
mous colleges. Though the

are colled autonomouns col-
leges, the teachers in these
colleges do not have any
acadamic autonomy and are
treated very badly inomost ol them,
Students are denied even busic democratic

rights, How can there be autonumy in
the absence of democracy? Autonomy
might have made the managements

richer, but, defwitely the gquality of edu-
cation las come down,
Prof. Jomes Williams

Former President of AIFUCTO
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Many private institutions
§ arc effectively little more
thun teaching shops, and
some are nol even that as
they do not bother with
maintaining Nnecessary
standards. There is often litlle 10 restrain
managements from all sons of exploila-
tive behaviour and siphoning off re-
sources for other ends. In such o con-
text, ollowing avlonomous private col-
leges may well be a recipe for further
exploitation of both students and teach-
ers, without furthering genuine cause of
ensuring both more quantity and quality
in higher education.

Jayati Ghosh
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Asghar Ali _Engineer:

A Tribute with

a Salute

R.SreekantanNair

VTM NSS College,
Dhanuvachapuran

Living in a in a parochial and
highly complex society and
upholding ones honesty and
integrity, and all the while to
engage in a perpetual fight and
struggle against the reactionary
forces and to take the people
forward along with the
progressive forces of the nation
is not a simple thing, but a historic
mission. This is what Asghar Ali
Engineer (10 March 1939 - 14
May 2013) did in his life time.
Throughout his career, he kepton
contributing to the values of
gecularism, human rights,

democracy and took a tireless mission
of reforming the Muslim
Communities. No doubt, this mission
gave him both bouquets and bricks. It
is in this backdrop, that we think it is
imperative to commemorate the great
service of an intellectual who took
fearless positions on social and
political issues of his times.

Asghar Ali Engineer, who passed
away on 14 May 2013, belongs to the
a rare breed of intellectual legacy and
tradition in India , did splendid
services to the common man as well
as to the progressive movements of the
nation. A peep in to his life and time
will tell us how systematically he was
transforming himself in to a
spiritualist and brilliantly blended
spirituality with materialism, whereby
he could widen the space of
democratic and progressive
movements of contemporary times.
Asghar Ali Engineer was born in a
highly religious Daudi-Bohra family
on 10 March 1939 in Salumbar,
Rajasthan and he was introduced to
basic Islamic tradition— Quranic text
and literature by his father. At the
same time, he was also sent to a regular
school. These two educational
traditions gave him a critical outlook
to find out a significant difference
between Islamic teachings and
practices. At the same time he did not
become a radical activist overnight,
rather his transformation was
transcendental. He graduated in civil
engineering and worked as a
professional engineer in Mumbai for
two decades. During these years he
continued to write on Muslim issues
and participated in the Bohra reform
movement. However, in the 1970s his
radical ideas virtually forced him to
give up his professional life and
become an independent researcher
and political activist for the rest of his
life. His contribution has been widely
recognized.In 1983 the Calcutta
University conferred an honorary
degree of DLitt on him.Again he was
given the National Communal
Harmony Award in 1997, and finally
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o4 hie was awarded the
(ol §avelihood Award which
je [}0]:1111&‘&["1}’ treated 1 as
cuuivalent to the Nobel Prlze:

" This life-story of Engineer is
exceptionally interesting and it
is i_'u_:fs;_k;il_"li':_‘ to celebrate his life
as a biography of courage and
determination. He could rightly
be described as a “secularist”
because of his adherence to a
particular kind of secular
values; he could be called a
“human rights activist”,
because of his energetic
participation in various socio-
political movements and
campaigns; he could be labelled
as a “liberal Muslim” because
he continued to oppose the
upper-caste, upper-class
politics of Muslim elites; and
above all, he could also be
remembered as an informed
commentator —a prolific author
— who wrote almost 50 books
and a vast number of articles in
the last four decades.In fact, all
these roles he played had casta
profound impact on the society
where it lessened the task of
leftist position and political
penetration.

All these images of Engineer
are legitimate and necessary.
However, these identity
templates — secularism, human
rights, liberal Muslim — might
not be able to fully explicate the
originality of his political
perspective and uniqueness of
intellectual activism. Therefore,
to understand the political
legacy of Asghar Ali Engineer,
weneed tolook in to those facets
of his work, which make his
contribution extraordinary.
There are two intrinsic features
of Engineer’s writings which
are useful in this regard: his
political hermeneutics — a theory
of interpretation, which he
developed to produce an
alternative, emancipatory, and
above all non-essentialist
analysis of religious (mainly
Islamic) texts and social history;

| and his

technigue  of
argumentation — a style of
producing analytically open
but politically committed
arguments.

Engincer, as his very carly
writings suggesl, was a
nonconformist in the true sense
of the term. He was highly
critical of the Islamic religious
elites, who represented (or
rather “preached”) Islam as a
set of ritualistic practices and
dogmatic ideas. At the same
time, he was equally unhappy
with the dominant social science
discourse, which was not at all
interested in recognizing
religion as an important
sociological or political
category. Engineer refuted the
claims made by these two
traditions simply by focusing on
the text (Quran) and its
historical context as a point of
departure.

This rather elusive search for
a “proper perspective” forced
Engineer to make a few
innovative moves. He started
engaging with Marxism, not
merely to bring out ready-to-use
theoretical formulas or models
but to work out a theory by
which Islamic history as well as
the power structure of
contemporary Muslim
communities in a postcolonial
society like India could be
analysed. In fact, he deliberately
called himself an “unorthodox
Marxist” in one of his early
books, Islam, Muslims, India
(1975). On the other hand,
Engineer’s unorthodox
Marxism pays equal attention
to those conceptual spaces
within Islamic traditions,
which could further be
developed for interpreting the
specific nature of community
formation in Islam.

Engineer’s theory of
interpretation thus becomes a
theoretical tool to examine the
historical evolution of Muslim

KERALA FAIVATE
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politics in India. In his book,
Lifting the Veil: Communal
Violence and Connmnral Harmony
in Contemporary India (1995), he
looks at the question of Muslim
politics and the legitimacy of the
so-called Muslim issues. He
tries to show that the Muslim
elites mobilise Muslim masses
by propagating a pro-upper
class perspective of Islam. Asa
result, the religion of Islam,
which primarily emerged as a
political movement for the
liberation of the poor, the
women, the needy and the
destitute of Arabian society in
the seventh century, has become
a tool in the hands of these
upper class Muslim elite.
Engineer forcefully argues that
a pro-poor Islamic
understanding can be used as
a political strategy to counter
the hegemony of Muslim upper
classes.

Thus it is quiet natural that
Engineer’s liberation theology
deviates significantly from the
“Islam as way of life” thesis.
This thesis claims to represent
the “perspective of practising
believers”. It is argued that
[slam is compatible with
modern values - science,
rationality and progress -
because of an enduring
egalitarianism. The task before
the modern Muslims, therefore,
is to get back to its original roots
to trace real rational Islamic
contents. Engineer does not
subscribe to this perspective. He
does not find “everything” in
Islam and therefore brings in
the question of the “here and
now”. For him, the most
creative mode to read a
religious text like the Quran is
to recognise the ways in which
itis understood by the poor and
marginalised sections of
Muslim religious communities.

A closer look at Engineer’s
criticisms  of  religious
dogmatism or even

JUNE 2013 ——— 1



FERALA PAIVATE
COLLEGE TEACHER
communalism, an interesting
style of producing political
arguments could be traced.
Engineer always avoided
rhetorical claims. He seems to
pay close attention to the nature
of arguments given by his
adversaries. Instead of refuting
the assertions of religious elites
or communal leaders on the
basis of any “secular”,
“Marxist” or “pro-people”
position, he engaged with the
larger conceptual universe of
these claims and the nature of
supporting evidences. In other
words, “dismantling of the
internal coherence of political
arguments” was his preferred
technique to produce evolving
comments, criticisms and
politically sustainable
positions.His writings on the
Muslim  Personal Law,
especially in relation to the
Shah Bano controversy, are
relevant here. He not merely
disproves the claims of Muslim
elites on moral-rational
grounds but also highlights the
limitation of their much
celebrated [slamic world views.
He once said;

What is sad is that the
theologians and ‘faqihs” (the
jurists) are not ready to rethink
women’s issues cven today. Islam
and its Prophet have provided the
Muslims with a dynamic and
revolutionary principle of ‘ijtihad’
(creative interpretation) so that

pr— T
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they can,in the true spirvit of Islamic
values, rethink many issues in vicw
of the changed context.
Engineer’s technique of
argumentation also remains
sensitive to two possible
compulsions of political debates
—the need for empirical evidence
and the firmness and clarity of
political position. For instance,
his early writings on the
participation of Muslims in
political processes very clearly
show that he was highly critical
of the notion of “Muslims as
vote bank”. However, he does
not merely express an opinion.
On the contrary, he provides
concrete empirical evidences to
prove that Muslim electoral
behavior is highly fragmented.
Engineer also employed this
evidence-based argumentation
to give legitimacy to his political
positions. Instead of expressing
his loyalty to any political
“ideology”, Engineer
concentrated on the fluctuating
power relations at the very
grass-roots level. The creative
encounter with social realities
gave him a remarkable
consistency in taking complex
but firm political positions. His
argument on the Muslim
reservation debate is quite
revealing in this regard. He
recognizes the fact that caste is
a significant category, which
determines the nature of social
stratification among Muslims;

he also supports the reservation
in jobs and educational

| institutions for dalit Muslims.
. However, avoiding any caste or

class reductionism, he links the

. reservation debate to the much
| larger question of Muslim
| backwardness, especially in the
- context of globalization.

Thus, his political
conviction allows him to
embrace Marxism without
giving up his Islam, to
recognise the plight of dalit
Muslims without ignoring the
impact of globalisation, and to
justify the rights of women in
Islam without glamourising
“Islam as a way of life”.Apart
from all these , Asghar Ali

Engineer opened a new lease of

enquiry and argumentation
based on which he always
attempted to synchronise
between the theoretical
understanding and practical
realities.His passing comes at
a time when many of the issues
he fought for and deeply cared
about are still far from settled.
He left us in a world where the
values of tolerance, communal
harmony , inter-faith dialogues
and secular and democratic
ethos are at stake. No doubt,
this great son of the nation
walked ahead of his times and
history. We do take this
opportunity to salute this great
humanist for being with us in
our inevitable march forward.
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