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T
he prime minister’s answers

to questions put to him by TV

editors on Wednesday were

less than convincing on key points,

as even those with goodwill for him

will concede. But there is little to

be gained by hammering the obvi-

ous. More importantly, as an insightful

observer pointed out, it may be use-

ful to learn from the Harshad Mehta

scam of the early 1990s, and its

fallout. That sorry episode led to far-

reaching reform of India’s stock mar-

ket and the birth of a thoroughly

modern stock exchange. It led al-

so to the de-materialisation of shares

and the birth of well-run share de-

positories. And it resulted in the stock

market regulator being empowered

like never before. The result today

is one of the better functioning stock

markets anywhere. For all of which,

thank Harshad Mehta.

Could the multitude of scams

that have erupted over the past

six months lead to similarly posi-

tive outcomes? Yes, if the govern-

ment goes about the job system-

atically. Most of the controversies

relate to a few defined sectors:

land/real estate, scarce natural re-

sources (iron ore, coal, spectrum),

and finally government contracts.

As it happens, solutions in all three

areas are not only feasible, some of

them are already in the works.

For instance, a new draft law on

mining proposes transparent auc-

tions, mimicking the established

and functioning policy for oil and

gas fields. Another Bill looks at how

to clean up land acquisition and

make it more fair to the seller who

is being displaced against his will;

indeed, some state governments

have already introduced methods

that seem to be working well. And

the spectrum mess could get cleaned

up once and for all if errant com-

panies are appropriately penalised,

if past omissions are corrected, and

if Mr Sibal would pause to think be-

fore coming out with glib solutions.

That would leave government

contracts, which range all the way

from multi-billion defence deals to

road contracts, and from “overlay”

supplies for the Commonwealth

Games to discretionary transactions

(think Yeddyurappa and Adarsh).

The government has already set in

motion a process to take away dis-

cretionary rights, though whether

this can really work remains to be

seen. The real deterrent here would

be a truly independent watchdog so

that the chances of getting caught

are very high; after all, every tele-

com company that did not do deals

with a crooked minister must now

be thanking its stars. That should be-

come the general mood across the

board. If the Central Bureau of In-

vestigation were to be made immune

to political influence, and if the

Lok Pal Bill were to be made a more

convincing document, that would

cover much of the required ground.

The rest would be covered if the con-

tinuing rackets in government hand-

out programmes were minimised by

using cash transfers. And the truth

is that all or most of this can be put

in place in the next three months.

The public’s faith in the process-

es of government would be restored

if the prime minister is as good as

his word, and goes with determi-

nation after all the guilty in the

telecom scam and the many Com-

monwealth Games rackets (action

has already been taken on Adarsh

and Antrix), and if the follow-through

policy and legislative changes are

made quickly. India has been slip-

ping in the international corruption

rankings, domestically the birth of

oligarchies has done much to derail

markets and de-legitimise politics,

and the damage done to the coun-

try’s reputation in world capitals is

now hurting in more ways than one.

All of this can be undone real time.

So if Manmohan Singh wants his

discredited government to regain

trust, he still has a real chance.

The Harshad Mehta fallout

The philosophers have only interpreted the

world in various ways; the point, howev-

er, is to change it.” 

– Karl Marx (Thesis on Feuerbach, 1845)

H
as the deepest economic crisis in

80 years prompted a shallow revival

of Marxism? Or is the jury still

out despite the failure of Lehman Brothers

and other leading financial institutions in

2008 and the official acknowledgement of

American recession in mainstream jour-

nals that have hailed Marx as the neg-

lected seer of capitalist crisis? Have the ba-

sic articles of Marxist thought – that cap-

italism was inherently unstable, political

activism or state intervention indispensa-

ble and revolution offered the ultimate prize

– become irrelevant as many radical thinkers

had us believe? Some of us who kept the

powder dry just in case the times should

turn dialectic again predicted that Marx’s

relevance would be discovered soon enough.

Leading the critics who stuck their ground

was Professor Eric Hobsbawm who has in-

fluenced a whole generation of students,

especially Indians, and whose selected writ-

ings have now been brought together in

How to Change the World: Tales of Marx

and Marxism (Little Brown/ Hachette In-

dia, Special Indian Price, `795).

With How to Change the World, Hobs-

bawm marks 60 years in books since editing

Labour’s Turning Point in 1948 and his debut

with The Jazz Scene and Primitive Rebels

in 1959. Should this book prove to be the last

of his 20 or so titles to date, (he is almost

95 now) it would represent a fitting farewell

to a career intimately bound up with the name

and intellectual and political legacy of Karl

Marx. Sub-titled Marx and Marxism, the book

does not contain all the author’s writings

on the subject which can be found in his ear-

lier collections — Revolutionaries (1973) and

On History (1997) plus the long entries in The

Dictionary of Marxism and The Dictionary of

National Biography. 

Still, the book contains the bulk of the

relevant material since the watershed years

of 1956 ranging from an article on Marx’s

Victorian critics in 1957 to Marx Today that

was specially written for this volume. Al-

though the book consists of previously pub-

lished materials, many of the 14 articles have

never appeared in English and to that ex-

tent constitutes an entirely new book for

English readers.

As such, it will appeal to two overlapping

levels of readership: specialists in the field

and the serious common reader who would

look into why a movement that lasted the

greater part of the 20th century suddenly col-

lapsed like a house of cards. Hobsbawm does-

n’t provide straight answers to this question

because his main purpose has been to com-

mend “the history of Marxism for the past

130 years ... as the intellectual history of

the modern world, and through its capaci-

ty to mobilise social forces, a crucial, at some

periods a decisive, presence in the history of

the twentieth century”. 

Hobsbawm has divided his 16 essays

in two parts: “Marx and Engels” that has eight

essays and “Marxism”, the remaining eight.

The first section that contains diverse stud-

ies on aspects of the thought of Marx and En-

gels opens with a small introduction to En-

gels’ The Condition of the Working Class in

England and pre-Marxian Socialism and Marx

on pre-Capitalist Formations in the unfin-

ished work, known simply as Grundrisse that

was written as a preparation for his Cri-

tique of Political Economy and Capital.

Part Two contains essays that would

interest the common reader. Together, they

provide an overview of Marxism in almost

130 years since Marx’s death in 1883. It is

these chapters written with simplicity, clar-

ity and a purity of style that exhibit Hobs-

bawm’s combination of lucid analysis and

breathtaking range of scholarship that pro-

vide, inter alia, an itemised translations of

Das Kapital to conclude: “The only other

major linguistic extension of Capital oc-

curred in Independent India, with editions

in Marathi, Hindi, and Bengali in the 1950s

and 1960s.” 

In the past 100 years, Marxist writings

have oscillated between two poles. On the

one hand, there was the orthodox commu-

nist position represented by Party hacks that

was “all-but-infallible guide to political action

that would inevitably lead to the perfect so-

ciety that would succeed capitalism”. It

was one long political harangue, was written

in the most turgid prose that put off the com-

mon reader from any form of radical think-

ing despite the ravages in the world out-

side. On the other side, there was the west-

ern view in which Marx was treated along

with Nietzsche and Freud and other western

thinkers. Much of this writing degenerated

into jargon that few could understand and

only resulted in turning readers away from

the fundamental tenets of Marxist thought.

Hobsbawm avoids both approaches.

In the Preface to Marxism in Marx’s Day,

Hobsbawm quotes the Feuerbach thesis, giv-

en above, and proceeds to note that:

“Marxism, the most practically influ-

ential (and practically rooted) school of the-

ory in the modern world, is both a method

of interpreting the world and of changing it,

and its history must be written accordingly.”

Hobsbawm lives up to these injunctions

to provide the conjunction of both theory

and practice that we can all understand.

A
lightening strike by Pak-

istan International Airlines

having put paid to our plans

for departure to Delhi, we found

ourselves with a few extra days in

Lahore, awaiting our air exit per-

mits to be converted for the over-

land crossing at Wagah. Our friend

Jugnu Mohsin, the Cambridge-ed-

ucated lawyer who is also a lead-

ing newspaper publisher and ed-

itor, suggested we take a day off

to visit her ancestral village about

a 100 km southwest of the city on

the Multan road. I leapt at the op-

portunity, for it had been many

years since I took a turn in the Pun-

jabi countryside of Pakistan.

At first everything looked ut-

terly familiar: the same flat fer-

tile landscape with fields of ripen-

ing wheat and sugarcane flecked

yellow, here and there, with rip-

pling stands of mustard. Even

the fruit and flowering shrubs

for springtime planting bought

at a nursery on the way were the

same: identical species of man-

go, guava, rose and jasmine. Most

reassuring of all was the sweet

cadence of the rustic Punjabi di-

alect spoken in these parts:

women are courteously ad-

dressed as bibi and men as

janaab or huzoor. 

The first difference was how

quickly agricultural land starts

outside city limits. In India, in-

dustrial and housing develop-

ments have swallowed up large

tracts so that it is many miles be-

fore one encounters tilled fields.

The other major difference is the

size of the landholdings. An av-

erage farmer would own as least

one marabba of land, equivalent

to about 25 acres, and old feudal

families like Mohsin’s would own

several hundred acres, either ten-

anted or personally managed. A

well-irrigated system of British-

era canals means that farmers

harvest two to three crops a year. 

In Indian Punjab, by contrast,

average landholdings have

shrunk between five and 10

acres. A recent survey

in The Tribune of

Chandigarh reports

soaring land values

due to urbanisation;

scarce fields outside

the state capital go for

`4 crore an acre and

land for townships be-

ing developed outside

Patiala is worth `30

lakh an acre. Across

the border, agricultural land is

a fraction of that price.         

Jugnu Mohsin’s village Sher

Garh is a medieval settlement

built round the 16th century

shrine of a Sufi pir who came

from southern Persia and from

whom her family is descended.

His Akbar-period mausoleum is

immaculately preserved and

maintained. Close by, in an en-

closed garden, are the family

cenotaphs. Above it rises a mag-

nificent, many-tiered haveli of

fine Mughal brick, portions of

which are being painstakingly

restored. In an upper chamber,

a local artisan on scaffolding was

carefully touching up

the exquisite painted

decoration of her grand-

father’s bedchamber.

Mohsin and her father

have set up 26 schools

for 4,000 students in the

area through a family

trust and NGO; there

are two colleges, a

teachers’ training cen-

tre and dispensary in

modern brick buildings of ex-

cellent design, and a hospital is

being planned.

All afternoon I observed

Mohsin holding court on a

moorah chair in an open air

courtyard, a sort of super-pan-

chayat head and leader by in-

heritance. She holds no elect-

ed or administrative office,

though her late uncle held this

constituency in Islamabad’s Na-

tional Assembly for decades. As

the sole woman in a stream of

men who came and went, she ar-

bitrated over tenancy disputes,

heard petitions, rang local offi-

cials, took accounts and super-

vised building works, cajoling

errant carpenters and threaten-

ing lazy guards. Head covered

in a local woollen shawl known

as a loi, she commanded atten-

tion with her mix of patient lis-

tening, good humour and swift

redressal of problems. She is not

an absentee landlord and comes

here to spend almost each week-

end as her forbears have done

for generations.

I asked her how she remem-

bered every family in the village

and her knowledge of the Punjabi

vernacular, with its range of apho-

rism and innuendo. “I grew up with

these people,” she said. “In our

home in Lahore we have no one

but servants from our village.” 

It was a performance in en-

lightened feudalism that has all

but vanished in India’s Punjab.

Marx: The prophet 

of capitalism? 

Life in a Pakistani village
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I
n Eastern Europe, Poland lit

the fire nearly a quarter of a

century ago, with Lech Wale-

sa of Solidarity, an electrician from

the shipyard of Gdansk. He led

the Poles to defy the communist

regime and, more importantly, the

Soviet Union and was finally elect-

ed president of a non-communist

Poland. Hungary, Romania,

Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria and the

German Democratic Republic

quickly followed suit. And, fi-

nally, the Soviet Union broke up

in 1991. With the exception of the

Soviet Union, not a bullet was fired

in Warsaw, Budapest, Bucharest,

Prague, Sofia and East Berlin.

Regimes that no one had chal-

lenged for four decades disap-

peared in four months. The domi-

no effect swept communism away.

Democratic elections were held,

the press was freed and political

prisoners detained on flimsy

grounds were released.

Will the Arab world follow

the example of these countries?

Will history repeat itself? Will

the undemocratic regimes of Sau-

di Arabia, Syria, Yemen and the

Gulf states have their own Tahrirs?

In most of these countries, the econ-

omy is doing well, but little else. In

Egypt, the average age of the youth

is below 25. And they are in a ma-

jority. What is unique about the

Arab revolt is that it was mostly or-

ganised through Twitter, Facebook

and the Internet. A totally new phe-

nomenon. The mobile phone did

wonders. The discipline demon-

strated by people in Cairo was quite

something. No one broke ranks

and the army refused to fire on the

protesters. It was Gandhism in a

new form. What will be the post-

revolution scenario — democracy

or Islamic fundamentalism?

Also, nearly five million Indians

live in West Asian countries. They

keep away from any kind of po-

litical activity. Few have been giv-

en citizenship. They can be fired

as easily as they are hired. So,

can there be an exodus? One can

only keep one’s fingers crossed. 

The situation is volatile; the pres-

ent is precarious and the future

is a riddle. It took less than three

weeks to put an end to the Mubarak

regime. The Gulf states could fall

like ninepins. The price of oil would

shoot up, which will have a di-

rect impact on our economy. One

of the most deplorable features

of totalitarian states is their near-

total reliance on secret services,

which serves neither the people

nor the state. It serves only the dic-

tator. As years turn into decades,

dictators become complacent, flab-

by and out of touch. Ben Ali and

Mubarak were fed on a dictatorial

diet for so long that they feared no

revolt, that they could oppress, bru-

talise, loot and live happily ever af-

ter. Power and profit mattered, not

sacrifice and service. Brutal and

cruel mediocrities preside over the

destinies of decent, law-abiding

and honest people. So, we in India

should count our blessings for be-

ing spared this fate and bow down

to Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal

Nehru, Sardar Patel, Rajaji, Maulana

Azad and Jayaprakash Narayan.

Cricket chronicles

Cricket will be the flavour of the

next six weeks. The game is en-

tirely English in origin. The pas-

sion with which India has embraced

it would leave the Marylebone

Cricket Club gasping. Apparent-

ly, the first game of cricket was

played in India in 1804 in Cal-

cutta (now Kolkata) between Old

Etonians and the Rest of Calcutta.

Who put Indian cricket on the

world map? The House of Patiala.

In his book titled Imperial Crick-

et P F Warner wrote in 1912, “His

Highness the late Maharaja of Pa-

tiala was devoted to cricket, and

collected from all India a team of

cricketers who could practise to-

gether under his patronage and

carry the Patiala colour to vic-

tory far and near. He used to

engage English professionals like

T H Hearne and W Brockwell

to go out every winter at the end

of the first class season in Eng-

land, and coach the Patiala team...”

The Maharaja’s name was Ra-

jinder Singh; he died in 1898. It

is hardly known that the great

Ranjitsinhji (Ranji) was aide-de-

camp (ADC) to Maharaja Ra-

jinder Singh, whose son Bhupin-

der Singh took the first Indian

cricket team to England in 1911.

Ranji never forgot about his debt

to Patiala. When Bhupinder Singh

visited Jamnagar in 1930, Ranji

said, “My personal connections

with Patiala began during the rule

of His Highness’ late revered

father. I can never forget as long

as I live the wonderful kindness,

generosity, and hospitality I re-

ceived during the years of stay

with His Highness. That has left

a deep impression on my mind,

and I always felt that I owe a deep

debt of obligation to the rulers of

Patiala…” On Ranji’s death in

1932, Maharaja Bhupinder Singh

donated £500 for a gold cup to

start the Ranji Trophy cricket tour-

nament. Lala Amarnath was one

of his ADCs. Larwood, of Body-

line fame, spent a season in Pa-

tiala. Lala Amarnath once told

me, “Without the generosity of

Maharaja Bhupinder Singh, I

would have got nowhere.” 

As for World Cup 2011, Ten-

dulkar, Dhoni and Sehwag will

do India proud.

Tailpiece

Dharma and adharma are two

sides of the same coin; Prime Min-

ister Manmohan Singh knows this

better than most of us.

The Egyptian riddle 
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G
lued to television as the rev-

olution in Egypt unfolded,

I was reminded once again

about an old book by Crane

Brinton: The Anatomy of

Revolution (Vintage, 1938), which I had

to read before I went up to Oxford to

read Politics, Philosophy and Econom-

ics (PPE) in 1960. Having surveyed

the pattern of events in the English Rev-

olution of 1640, the American Revolu-

tion of 1776, the French Revolution of

1789, and the Russian Revolution of

1917, Brinton produced what has been

called “the natural history of revolu-

tions” [Jack Goldstone (ed); Revolutions,

third edition, 2003]. It still remains

the best guide to the pattern of events

that unfold in a revolution. It has been

added to by other social scientists to ex-

plain why revolutions arise. Can these

analyses help us explain the Egyptian

revolution and its possible outcomes?

This is the central question I will try

to answer in this column.

It is a common myth to assume that

it is the wretched of the earth who re-

sort to revolutions. I was in China in May

1991whilst visiting Peking University,

which was plastered with hoardings and

signs by the students who were in the

vanguard of the “democracy” movement

in Tiananmen Square. Their main griev-

ance was, in part, the heavy-handed sur-

veillance of their personal lives by the

authorities and, more seriously, the sys-

tem of job assignment by the state. They

did not want democracy as understood

in the West, but the civil and personal

liberties associated with it. Seeing the

similar, young, educated middle-class

protestors at Tahrir Square on my TV

screen, I could not help but have a sense

of déjà vu. In both cases, the revolutions

arose not at a time of economic stag-

nation but during a period when the

economy was doing well. However,

the economic gains – particularly high

income and employment – were widely

perceived to be going to the “well con-

nected” in corrupt regimes. But in both

cases it was rising food prices that hurt

a much larger swathe of the population,

which fuelled support for the young ur-

ban revolutionaries.

The pattern of revolutionary outcomes

depends crucially upon whether the old

regime has the will to assert its author-

ity. This depends on its control of the mil-

itary. In 1991, the Chinese had to deploy

a unit stationed on its borders to fire on

demonstrators, since the units around

Beijing were not willing to kill the demon-

strators. In Tahrir Square, the military

was, again, unwilling to fire on the peo-

ple from whom its soldiers had been re-

cruited. In China, where the government

did not blink, the revolution ended in

a bloody massacre. In Egypt, with the

army maintaining peace between anti-

and pro-Mubarak groups, the revolu-

tionaries succeeded in toppling Mubarak.

But, with the military still calling the

shots, it is early days to predict whether

the constitutional democracy that has

been promised will be delivered.

If it is, there is a likely pat-

tern that could echo what hap-

pened in Iran in 1979. Brin-

ton argued that having top-

pled the ancien regime, the

internal conflicts among the

hitherto united revolutionar-

ies emerge:  conservatives

seeking to minimise change

(like the military council now

running Egypt); radicals seek-

ing widespread change (like

the Muslim Brotherhood and

Gama’a Islamiyya) and mod-

erates (like most of the young demon-

strators) seeking a middle course.   

M
oderate reformers are the first

group to seize power, like Bazargan

in Iran. Meanwhile, radicals attempt to

compete with moderates through mass-

mobilisation: the Jacobins competing

with the moderate Girondin assembly

in France, or the moderate executive in

Iran competing with the mass mobil-

ising mullahs led by Khomeini. The next

stage, which is not inevitable, comes

when the radicals supplant the mod-

erates: the Jacobins in France and the

mullahs in Iran. Typically, moderates

have a better chance of staying in pow-

er if the revolution is against a colo-

nial power, but less so when their en-

emy is an internal ancien regime. Both

the American Revolution of 1776 and

the Glorious English Revolution of 1640

bucked this trend. The next stage is Ther-

midor, or the imposition of order by ter-

ror: Robespierre’s rule by guillotine,

Stalin’s Gulag, Mao’s Cul-

tural Revolution and the sum-

mary executions of oppo-

nents under Khomeini. The

struggle between moderates

and radicals, often exacer-

bated by external threats,

sees the rise of a Napoleon-

ic figure. It seems Iran is close

to this stage with the Revo-

lutionary Guards being the

power behind Ahmadinejad

and Khameini’s throne. In

the final phase, the radicals

are defeated or dead, and the moderates

return to power, seeking economic

progress rather than political change:

as with the fall of Robespierre, in

Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin,

and Deng’s of Mao’s Gang of Four. Iran

has still not reached this stage.

Given the time it takes for a successful

revolution to run its course, and the se-

rious danger of the contagion facing the

other authoritarian Arab regimes, West

Asia is going to be a volatile, disor-

derly and dangerous place for some time

to come. Yemen, Jordan, Syria and Sau-

di Arabia are particularly at risk. The

first stage in Brinton’s “natural history”

is already in place. The regimes have

lost the support of their “intellectuals”

with the educated young demanding re-

form. Faced with the risk of revolution,

the rulers have offered some reforms —

the second stage in Brinton’s “natural

history”. But these are likely to be too

little, too late.

With burgeoning young populations,

the root of the crisis facing the Arab dic-

tators is their failure to generate

economic growth through creating open

market economies by adopting liberal

economic reforms.  Predatory elites have

garnered the fruit of the limited reforms

that have been undertaken. But the fuse

to the resulting tinderbox of popular dis-

content has been lit by the rise in food

prices. This has in large part been caused

by the global diversion of land from food

to biofuel production, to meet the Green

hysteria about global warming. A

prediction made in an earlier column

(“Biofuels: An assault on the world’s

poor”, February 19, 2008) has sadly

come true.

William Wordsworth extolled the

French Revolution: “Bliss was it in

that dawn to be alive, but to be young

was very heaven!” A sentiment widely

echoed around the world in the after-

math of the revolutionary victory in

Tahrir square. But the “natural history”

of revolutions should warn us that if the

Egyptian revolution follows the course

of many of its predecessors, this eu-

phoria might soon turn to ashes. 

ON REVOLUTIONS
Political reform needs to extend beyond overthrowing despotic regimes, says Deepak Lal

Most

reassuring was

the sweet

cadence of the

rustic Punjabi

dialect spoken

in these parts
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to generate

economic

growth through

liberal reforms


