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Foreword
There has perhaps never been such a need as there is today to develop critical, rational, and compassionate public
opinion. The COVID-19 pandemic has brought with it a plethora of issues; crises that we do not yet know the scale of.
Over the years, the space for analytical thought and productive criticism has been shrinking, resulting in mindless
populism, fear and a herd mentality. In India, this has manifested in a deepening of the structures of inequality across
gender, religion, class, and caste lines. The ‘Solidarity Webinar Series’, organised by the Centre for Financial
Accountability (CFA), comes at the critical juncture of a government-imposed lockdown, where many isolated at home,
had an incomplete understanding of the social, economic, cultural and political impact of the crisis.
While the coronavirus itself may be blind to religion, caste, class, race, ethnicity, nationality, gender, language, or sexual
orientation, its impact cannot be divorced from the multiple forms of structural discrimination that exist in society. Many
of the conversations brought together by the CFA, interrogate the disproportionate consequences that COVID-19 and
the lockdown have on vulnerable sections of society the world over.
Governments and governance have always been contentious for the concerned Indian. The decisions taken during this
crisis by the current ruling dispensation, prove that the non-consultative, non-transparent, non-accountable positions
taken have impacted services, delivery as much as fundamental right to liberty and expression. They disproportionately
affect the vulnerable, the poor and lack empathy for the marginalised. But the COVID-19 agenda, has the potential of
enslaving civil society, to make us victims of our own fears, of vulnerability to fatality, and use them to control our hard
won democratic and constitutional freedoms. The dependence on technology has increased manifold because of
necessity. As a people we must understand the intersectionality of the Covid crisis and the use of tools of control, we have
allowed to impinge by default on our lives.
Against this backdrop of denial, the future is bleak. For the vulnerable the implications are alarming. The future of
women in situations of domestic violence, or Dalit workers who migrate from their villages to escape caste violence, will
stand between two choice less situations. Increased centralisation of power hits at India’s federal structure. We are
witnessing the attack on religious minorities and those who support their right to protest, framed by the propaganda of
nationalism, playing on fears to communalise the coronavirus. The role of dissent and even questioning, political activism
and people’s movements, is whittled down and threatened. For the worker whose labour rights stand corroded and laws
tailored to suit the employers, life in post-Covid India will be a regression to bondage of a new kind. Surveillance
technology will remain as a critical method of control over peoples’ physical movements and expression. Questions arise
across the spectrums of our lives - climate change, caste, tribal rights, economy, gender, class, technology, education,
political and market ideology, law and order, public health, in fact everything.
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In this extraordinary period of forced immobility for many, virtual discussions and lectures synthesise address the many
questions on issues of concern and provide both a theoretical and experiential framework for imagining future
alternatives.
The emergent world will see a radical restructuring of a new order overarching everything we have known – in society,
polity and economy. Social interaction has changed drastically. Solidarity between civil society, policy-makers, activists,
journalists, academics, practitioners and across ideologies is necessary to overcome this crisis. This series is a move
towards generating a discourse arising from a precarious moment in our history. The nightmare can only be countered if
we fight for the right to dream and re-imagine our world, with justice, equality and peace. To quote Eduardo Galeano:
"While we can’t guess what will become of the world, we can imagine what we would like it to become. The right to dream
wasn’t in the 30 rights of humans that the United Nations proclaimed at the end of 1948. But without it, without the right
to dream and the waters that it gives to drink, the other rights would die of thirst.”
Excerpt from “The Right To Dream.”
Aruna Roy and the MKSS Collective
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Introduction
On Sunday, 22nd March 2020, Prime Minister Narendra Modi called upon people of India to observe a
country-wide curfew towards tackling the COVID pandemic. People were asked to step out on their
‘balconies’ that evening and bang vessels (thali bajao) in gratitude for frontline workers straining day and
night to keep us all safe. A couple of days later, at 8 pm on Tuesday 24th March, he announced a 21-day
lockdown, and from that very midnight. He argued it was critically essential to win the ‘war’ with
COVID-19.
Lockdown is a term very unfamiliar for people. Besides, there was no clarity on what would follow. Very
few were aware of its devastating consequences and were caught unawares by the sudden shut
down of the entire country. Chaos reigned as people thronged grocery stores to hoard food,
medicines and other consumables, or to simply get home. For those without moneyespecially informal workers and daily wagers, the consequences were brutal. They
didn’t know where they would get their next meal, how to get back home, or access
critical health care. A climate of fear was employed to shut down an entire country,
warning serious jail terms for those not complying with the lockdown conditions.
As days under lockdown turned into weeks, several versions of the lockdown followed
each with its own distinctive sets of conditions. Confused, scared, hungry and desperate
to get home, crores who lived on the margins, mainly migrant workers, decided to walk
home braving harsh summer conditions. The Government of India announced a variety of
economic measures to deal with lockdown, mostly on protecting business and promoting
e-commerce! There was little, very little offered, to address the crisis of the poor and the marginalized. Resource rich
middle classes benefitted from this, staying home and working from home. Crores slept hungry, tired and without
shelter. With inter-state and public transport services brought to a grinding halt, the entire nation was stranded.
The promise was that this will rescue from being infected by the deadly corona virus. Given that cure was far and still
unknown, people complied. But soon it became evident that the strategy was not succeeding. Crores across India
who slipped through these widening cracks, stripped off their dignity –children, pregnant women, senior citizens,
disabled included, continued walking hundreds of kilometres to be back with their families. If one was destined to
die of Covid, they preferred to die in their homes, with their loved ones. Many migrants were thrashed by police,
sprayed with chemical disinfectants, humiliated, and forced to quarantine on trees even, and that after reaching their
destinations - tired to their bones. Dozens did not make it: some were killed in brutal accidents, many others simply
collapsed in exhaustion and died.

A political theatre of regression, repression, oppression and utter confusion had unfolded, leaving most clueless; the
collapse of governance across India was evident. To deal with this depressing situation, civil society networks and
trade unions stepped out extending relief in cities and villages to those who were without food and shelter.
The Centre took advantage of the pandemic to relegate to the background massive resistances growing nation-wide
against abrogation of Article 370 in Jammu and Kashmir and to the Citizen Amendment Act/ National Register of
Citizens. The attacks that followed on students who were part of this resistance at Jamia Millia Islamia, Jawaharlal
Nehru University and other universities, were serious matters of enquiry, which were ignored. The disastrous
consequences of the carnage in Delhi, associated with elections, was off focus. Many who suffered in these horrific
situations were quite simply forgotten. The Modi administration instead had been busying itself with Namaste Trump
event and the organizing the collapse of an elected government in Madhya Pradesh. With the lockdown in place, even
before many reached their homes the Modi government went on to make massive policy changes by amending crucial
laws of the country such as the Electricity Act, the Environment Impact Assessment Notification and Labour laws.
The amendments mostly in favour of the industry to facilitate the ease of business and attract greater foreign
investment to restart the economic engine with little care towards the emerging public health crisis.During these
precious weeks, World Health Organization’s serious warnings to India to take effective steps to tackle the pandemic,
also fell by the wayside.
In such an abysmal state of affairs, rather than feel despondent, civil society networks, trade unions and people’s
movements came together to organize a series of webinars entitled: “Solidarity Series: Conversations during Lockdown
and Beyond”. This was a coming together of multiple solidarities, and in the best way possible during lockdown. In all
17 webinars were organized between 31st March – 17th April 2020 drawing participation of hundreds from across
India and abroad.
Video recordings of
these critical conversations are accessible at:
https://www.cenfa.org/webinar-solidarity-series/ .
These conversations drew people from multiple sectors, with diverse perspectives on a range of themes, all of which
independently and collectively interrogated implications of the lockdown and critically analyzed its repercussions.
Speakers in this series were a rich and rigorous mix of scholarship, activism and experience from diverse backgrounds.
Gautam Mody discusses how the capitalist system takes advantage of such a global crisis, and increases existent
disparities. Leo Saldanha emphasized how during the pandemic, efforts are underway to centralise power claiming this
efficient delivery of public services. Kiruba Muniswamy explains how the lockdown has been brutal on the working
classes and especially frontline workers. Soumya Dutta deepens our understanding of how climate crisis and COVID
19 pandemic are similar leaving one pondering on the nature of preparedness required. T. Sundararaman argues health
systems needed 10-15 years back are not available even now, and thus makes a case for a robust role for the State in
financing and building up such systems without relegating the role to profit-making private sector. Shalmali Guttal
debates that governments are employing the Covid crisis to consolidate state power. And she raises serious concerns
over erosion of privacy. Chandan Kumar raises concerns that a large part of the country’s work force is informal, and
yet there is no comprehensive effort to address their needs and demands.
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Madhu Bhushan underlines the crisis is developing into a situation where the socio-political fabric of society is being
disrupted. ‘Lakshman Rekha’ employed by Prime Minister Modi, she argues, is deeply patriarchal. Meera Sanghamitra
focuses on how the Trans community has become more vulnerable due to lockdown policies, such as ‘stay home stay
safe’ and ‘social distancing’; which she emphasizes are oxymorons. Manjula Pradeep highlights the critical importance
of developing Intersectional perspectives and narrates how multiple forms of discriminations operate, and are
exacerbated by the lockdown. Avinash Kumar stresses the COVID pandemic has made the State’s obligations to
protecting Human Rights even more relevant, especially given expansion of structural inequalities and
discrimination. He highlights UN Charter on Human Rights and various other international standards are all the
more relevant today to secure vulnerable groups and populations.
Thomas Franco analyses that while the banking sector has been in crisis for a while now, the lockdown has made it
worse, and calls for real remedial action. Punit Minj discusses how disruption of access to food and livelihoods has
been forced millions to leave home, and calls for a revisit of ‘Jal Jungle Jameen’ natural resourced dependent
communities. Paul Divakar addresses issues of Adivasi and Dalit Exclusion in COVID relief efforts and discusses
their varying impacts, highlighting how it has worsened vulnerabilities. He dreams of an India with Social justice as
its foundation, followed by economic and developmental justice. Prakash Kashwan discusses how the it is critical to
look beyond conventional approaches in tackling environmental emergencies and the pandemic, and calls for
inter-disciplinary responses. The webinar transcripts of Jayati Ghosh and C.P Chandrashekhar have not been included
due to some operational reasons.
These vignettes weave together an inter-sectoral solidarity, and a commitment to struggle together. Each webinar
was followed by rich discussions. Such enthusiasm, especially the overwhelming response, inspired us to transcribe
these webinars into a readable volume accessible to a wider audience. Several student volunteers have helped
transcribe these conversations, followed by editing by speakers.
We are energized to share this compilation with you.
We hope that these conversations will help you relate to the situation today and take it forward into your classrooms,
meeting rooms, streets and beyond – wherever you are active.
In solidarity!
Bhargavi S. Rao
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responsibility to take care of these people well
and our role should be to keep on monitoring the
government eﬀorts.
If we look at the PDS scheme under food
security, the dealer has stocks but he is giving a
lesser amount than prescribed or selling in the
black market. With the right to food campaign’s
monitoring mechanism, we are trying to see how
the ration from PDS reaches to all those who
need it.
Now think of what will happen to those who don’t
have a ration card amidst a Covid crisis, actually
the PDS has faced many problems over the years.
This system had failed a long time back, even
without the Covid crisis.
I would like to add, when the AADHAR Card had
come earlier, we were told that for those who
may have migrated, through the AADHAR,
people now living in Delhi could also get access to
ration. But there has been no step towards that
till date and the propaganda behind it is now
clearly visible.
We should ask the government about what really
happened to the promise made regarding
AADHAR for migrants, why couldn’t they get
access to PDS?

My question is how do we build a Pan
Indian platform like NAPM that can
bring diﬀerent sections under one
umbrella while retaining the autonomy
of each of the people's movements
under it? Isn't it high time?

On a lighter note, you also light candles from your
houses and balconies. We need to take forward
the original community symbolisms of resistance,
in a new revolutionary understanding and think
harder on how to bring about this change of
solidarity in its truest essence.
The question of leadership is weak in people’s
movements. How many youth are able to come in
and provide/takeover leadership of people’s
resistance? What are our mechanisms to hand
over the ideological and intellectual leadership to
resistance? Like we saw during the CAA protests,
several people came out to speak on the issue and
presented it in an accessible yet good manner.
We ﬁnd many such people and need to think on
how these people can be connected to all our
causes to create a strong voice.
As an adivasi, my response is this: where
migrants have been, in diﬀerent areas, they are
in a crisis. But in Jharkhand, except in Ranchi,
there is no real threat from this Covid crisis as it is
in other areas regarding food, rent, shelter, etc.
There is no major shortfall of food or grains that
you are talking about, but that's to be looked at
from the point of view that the crisis was always
there and people are used to living in such
abysmal conditions.
Displacement, land acquisition, mining, etc were
there and they continue to. It is just a feeling we
have that these activities are on break. They can
restart any time and come back with double
force, to make use of the lost capital!
So it is only slowing down, to come back more
forcefully. However, it is also a message to people

136

SOLIDARITY SERIES: CONVERSATIONS DURING LOCKDOWN AND BEYOND // WEBINAR SERIES / MARCH 31ST -APRIL 17TH 2020

that we need to go back to our nature and
relationship. But of course the situation of urban
workers is very poor. Had these workers gone
back home, there would be no issue of food and
shelter as everything is already available in
abundance.
Some students called me the other day, they said
they have no place to go and no food. But their
houses have food and grains, it is just that they
are stuck and stranded in cities. Our villages are
better protected if you look at it that way. But a
dangerous message has gone through this Covid
crisis that of social distancing which becomes
untouchability with your own brethren who have
returned from cities and that is not the correct
way to move forward.

Globally there is a push towards
phasing out of coal and hope it will be
more after the corona crisis. So how do
the mining industries, especially
workers see it?
I am not sure about other areas in the country,
but in Jharkhand there are places where coal
mining is currently happening. There are some
other areas where there are mines but with years
of struggle, the work has been stopped. One
thing to understand is that this mining will not stop
immediately and will continue in the near future
as well.
The mining companies have a strategy of
acquiring land without stating a clear purpose
and then using it as and when they please, as
they want to. This we have seen when Mittal

came in. Even after the current crisis is over,
these mines will continue to run. Whether new
mines will be made or not, will there be focus on
other forms of energy instead, I am not so sure.

There has to be a just transition for all
livelihoods which will not exist in
future, need to provide reskilling and
basic income support. What do you say?
In the coming days, unorganized workers are
going to be under further duress after this crisis.
The labour of workers is further going to be
subjected to exploitation. They are not even
going to be paid what they were used to getting,
because of the expectation to help the economy
tide over the crisis.
The capitalistic character is such that it
accumulates a lot and has heavy centralization.
There is no scope of surprise here that the
situation will go worse as is the nature of
capitalism.

When the labour community came
together in Mumbai and in Kerala, how
do you see this? Do you think the
government will have to reallocate funds
for rural development?
It is now a general knowledge that probably the
lockdown was necessary but the government
should have done it after a lot more preparation
on its end. The fear that's born during this
lockdown should also make us think about the
society we are forced to live in.
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PROBLEMATISING VULNERABILITY:
UNPACKING INTERSECTIONALITY DURING
A DISASTER

MANJULA PRADEEP
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Speaker

Bio

Manjula Pradeep is a Human Rights activist working for the rights of the marginalized communities, especially
dalits and women, for more than two and a half decades in India.
She has a Master's in Social Work from MS University in Vadodara and a Bachelor's in Law from Gujarat
University. She is the former Executive Director of the Navsarjan Trust, Gujarat in India and associated with
WAYVE Foundation.
Manjula has represented the issues of caste and gender based violence and discrimination in United Nations
and European Parliament for almost 15 years. She was the co-chair of the International Dalit Solidarity
Network and Manjula has taken up cases of extreme forms of violence and atrocities on women and dalits in
particular, sexual violence on minor girls and women from marginalized communities.
She undertook a state level campaign between 2014 and 2015 addressing these issues of violence against
women in Gujarat. She is the recipient of 'Women Peace Award' from the University of Santiago, USA.
Around two years back, Manjula founded Wise Act of Youth ,and Engagement, i.e. WAYVE Foundation which
focuses on the rights and leadership of marginalized youth in India.
Manjula is giving half of her time as the Director of Campaigns in Dalit Rights Human Defenders Network
which is covering ﬁve states of India
Moderator: Bhargavi Rao, Centre for Financial Accountability

Introduction
This webinar as part of the solidarity series conversation during lockdown covers vulnerability, it is titled
'problematising vulnerability: Unpacking Intersectionality during a disaster'.
The Corona virus has shown that it truly does not see religion, caste, class, race, ethnicity, nationality or age
or gender or colour or language or dress or sexual orientation.
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However in a country as diverse as India, there exist multiple forms of discrimination. And there is surely an
opportunity that this virus may impact certain sections of our population very disproportionately. Social
inequality has existed much before the virus took birth and this can foster a very lopsided impact, with
signiﬁcant social exclusions.
The situation does not give options to move out of the vulnerability, so many of the forms of domination and
exclusion will intensify at this time and also force disaster.
In the days to come it will become increasingly clear who will have access to healthcare and who will not, who
will eventually live and who will make those decisions, who will get rehabilitated and who won’t, because
discrimination and oppression begin very early and it operates at almost all levels of our society, in very subtle
to very blatant forms.

Manjula Pradeep’s
Talking about the vulnerability especially of
marginalized women in the context of COVID-19,
I would just like to say that I'm going through a
very emotional turmoil in terms of what I see and
visibilize what is happening across India and
particularly Gujarat where I come from.
I just remember my friend from New York,
Professor Kimberley Crenshaw whom I ﬁrst met
almost 15 years back. She was the one who
inspired me to understand how important it is to
see vulnerability from the lens of intersectionality.
I was in New York last year and we were
discussing what are all the changes happening in
the context of India and US. When I see
intersectionality, I see the entire issue of caste
and gender which is intersects with caste,
religion, class, sexual orientation, physical

Talk
disability of that person, her marital status, and
all of it aﬀects a woman.
We as citizens and people who are working for
the rights of the poor and marginalized somehow
do not associate any problem with the
intersectionality.
I don't think any state is developed in that sense
but rapid increase of industrialisation happening
in that state and what kind of livelihood is being
provided to people deﬁnes a developed state.
Bihar has the highest number of migrants at the
moment.
We get helpline calls, especially young men from
Bihar who are asking for help in terms of ration
and food at the place of their migration. There
have been instances where women from
140
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marginalised communities who become victims of
sexual violence, something which bothers me but
when I’m just thinking about post-COVID. We
are now thinking about a woman who comes from
marginalized status with the lens of multiple
forms of discrimination which is most of the times
invisible, so how do we help her?

even in Gujarat . They are living in the open
spaces, they are construction workers; there is no
provision of housing for them.

Is there a provision in the system or a mechanism
to see these women’s suﬀering? No there is no
mechanism. These women have very low literacy
levels; many of them have not been to schools.
How will they access these government welfare
and relief schemes?

The vulnerability of these women is something
that is not being discussed which is not been
really thought about in our activities.

How will they even speak to someone? Without
volunteers, activists or social workers, their life is
miserable.
When I think about Gujarat, post 2002 genocide,
I remember several thousands of women who
were widowed in Ahmadabad city. You see the
hope that they had in their eyes for things to
change for the better, unfortunately things are
not going to change for them because we know
that there is no desegregated data with the
administration which can easily identify these
women, who really need support during a
disaster.
A disaster which is due to a pandemic is much
more challenging and diﬃcult than a disaster due
to a cyclone or due to ﬂoods or something like
that. But when there is a pandemic, how do they
survive? Where do they get food? How do they
feed their children? It really bothers me how a
single mother will take care of her family?
The tribal community must be suﬀering the most
because when they migrate and they migrate

There is a wide gap among the activists to
understand the pain and plight of the women
from the marginalized communities.

I'm trying my best and I'm trying to reach out
with ration kits in Ahmadabad directly through
my team members but then it is a tough job with
the lockdown in place.
How do we reach out to women who might not
want to come out of their houses, they do not
even want to reveal that they are hungry, they
are being forced to stand like beggars and they
are given food, ration kit. I don't think this is
humanity.
How many people will reach out to these women,
who are discriminated based on caste, gender
and their religious identity? Not many would like
to help a dalit woman or a dalit family.
It's just not about providing ration kit but is it
going to address the larger problem?
There are lot of starvation deaths that is going to
happen and the process has started. There are
people who are eating grass and making chapatis
from the grass and these are the tribal people.
The primary health centres even before Covid 19
were having inadequate facilities, now the stress
on health care services is even more.
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Another very important factor is, we are saying
wash your hands for 20 seconds with a soap and
we are saying use sanitizer. Has the government
even thought about from where the water is
going to come to these women, who normally
travel several kilometres to fetch water. In
normal time this is what happens, how to travel
for water amidst lock down? And with summer
temperatures soaring, water tables are going
down, meaning further travel for these women.
I think we have a larger question to think about.
I'm just thinking about the very rural interior
places where I'm working like Chhota Udaipur,
tribal districts where there is no water.
The time has come to re-look into this entire issue
of vulnerability and also at the intersectionality I
think we have enough resources since we have
enough manpower we have everything but the
distribution of these resources has been a major
issue and a major challenge.
I think we have to look into these aspects. There
should not be sexual exploitation of these
vulnerable women, as is prevalent in the society,
particularly during and post a disaster or
pandemic.
Much needs to be done. It is not that the problem
could be solved in a shorter period but we still
have to take important steps.
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Q&A
Could also highlight the legal
provisions , particularly catering to the
vulnerable communities, the minorities ,
is there some hope that the law could
come to their rescue?
Unfortunately there are very few laws which are
there to protect the rights of the minorities or the
marginalized communities, for Muslims there is no
protection.
For dalits and tribals, there is Prevention of
Atrocities Act which provides them some kind of
support in terms of discrimination against them or
violation of their rights. At the moment how is it
going to operate? How do they go to the police
stations, the police are doing some other work , so
I think we also have to look into whether the laws
are really going to help the vulnerable at this
moment.
I don't think there is much hope for them to get
any kind of support from the legal system,
especially protection.

What will happen to all the women
who come from the minority section
who are trying to access other forms of
healthcare like maternity, how will the
system take this opportunity and again
discriminate them? When it comes to
caste, religion in the context of
COVID; will it get further
intensiﬁed?
A woman from the community whether she is a
dalit or a Muslim or a tribal, often there is a
tendency of mistreating them by not treating
them.
The ASHA workers in the neighbourhoods of
these women don’t even touch them.
Within the sub-caste amongst dalits, there is a
large section of people who are from the Valmiki
community engaged predominantly in sanitation
work. Women from this community do the
cleaning of toilets or sweeping of streets and
working without gloves, no masks, no water, or
soap even during this COVID-19.
The municipality authorities have organized
transport for these people so that they can bring
them to the place where they have to clean the
toilets or even the streets.
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In the Indian context, should we factor
in a breakdown of intersectional
decision making in times of stress, such
as conﬂict and disaster?
Yes, in the Indian context we have to do the
breakdown because most of the time the
breakdown is not done so ultimately the ones who
get the most support, are the ones who come
from the dominant communities, who are rich,
who are men, who are from majority religion, who
are from urban areas.

platforms to raise the issue of the marginalized
communities especially with the lens of
intersectionality but I must say that still the media
is not playing that role which it has to do.
So see when the stories of discrimination or
untouchability practises are shared to the media,
it is not the entire media but there are people
within the media who are sensitive towards the
marginalized communities and they are very few
who want to raise the issue of marginalization
within that context.

There is a very important need to breakdown
even during disaster and I think this is what is
missing in our country and that is why we need to
raise the issue of caste discrimination or
communal disharmony or hatred at the larger
level.

In the context of addressing
intersectionality, have there been
petitions that have gone to court? Are
there any cases you would like to
share?

Do you think the media can play a
better role in problematising this
intersectionality?

See one has to see the context of US and India
and even the situation of the black community
and the situation of dalits in India. No, I don’t
think there are any cases.

I have been working very closely with media for
more than two decades and I think initially at one
time in the nineties I do know that the media was
not very keen to visibilize the issues of the
marginalized
communities
especially
the
mainstream media. Now, as you know how the
technology is advancing and how we have
electronic media and so many diﬀerent ways to
raise our issues.
We have social media, we have so many

I think there is similarity but in terms of education,
India is far behind especially I'm talking about the
dalit communities. For tribals the situation is much
worse.
There is one language in US, in India, we don't
have one language so there is a power of
language so when you are from the marginalized
community, when you are a dalit or you are poor,
you are a tribal or a Muslim and if you are a
woman you have lesser opportunities even for
education.
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So even if you see the data of the government
also it shows that the level of literacy; in higher
education there are very few women from these
three communities who are pursuing degrees.

Does our public health system ever
address this intersectionality issues?
No. I have not seen any place where the public
health system has addressed the intersectionality.
I think intersectionality again is something which
is not even discussed in colleges, in educational
institutions even in the level of understanding
amongst the system whether it is public health or
any other system, it is zero

What would be the suggestions right
now for policy or movements now,
what sort of suggestions do we have for
immediate measures?
Let me tell you very frankly that it is not because
of COVID-19, but we already had through our
reports and memorandums, through our petitions
we have already submitted a lot of
recommendations in terms of policy level changes
on looking at the health conditions of the
vulnerable communities.
I think everything has been done; it is there on
the paper so the problem is we cannot go out of
our homes the only way is to use social media. I
can share with you papers where we have put
those kinds of suggestions which is on several
issues focusing on the marginalized communities
and then we can think about what kind of
pressure group we can create in the system.

We want the state authorities to really do what is
needed during COVID-19 because NGOs, civil
societies do not have money and resources which
can match the government. The World Bank has
given a huge amount to India.
Where is that money going? We need to see if
there is a budgeting being done in terms of
providing health support to the people who are
the most vulnerable. I think one is health and the
other is water. I think the crucial aspect for us is
also the drinking water and water for other daily
chores.

How to make people in remote areas
and Adivasi areas fully aware of what
COVID-19 is about with respect to
proper health care and how can we
inﬂuence policy, is it through activism,
research, implementation or other
ways?
I think both the questions are really important. I
saw the posters which have been created by the
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare and I was
just thinking about the language and how it could
reach to tribals. With low literacy rates and local
tribal dialects spoken, impossible to reach out
with accurate WHO guidelines.
The other way it can work is through the
panchayats, so I think the village council can play
a very important role in terms of spreading
awareness about the COVID-19 and how they
can protect themselves.
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There are very few organization which work in
the interior areas and at the moment they can't
even reach out to the people so the only way is to
make those small audios, I don't know about
videos, where they can talk about that to the
local volunteers in the tribal communities, which
are not diﬃcult to make on the mobile phones.
With regard to inﬂuencing policies, COVID-19 has
also given us reﬂection on what kind of activism is
needed now in India and also, what kind of
research is needed.
Majority of the research are not focused on the
intersectional lenses, and hardly focused on the
vulnerable communities and in particular women
in the vulnerable communities.
I think we have an opportunity now that only can
help us in inﬂuencing policy but these researches
are to be done by known, reputed institutions,
educational institutions, universities because if an
NGO does a research it's not given so much of
credibility .The use of social media really helps.
We have to use social media platforms where we
can share stories and we can highlight what is
happening to the vulnerable communities.

***
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PLANETARY EMERGENCIES
AND THE PROSPECTS FOR
CLIMATE JUSTICE

DR. PRAKASH KASHWAN
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Bio

Dr. Prakash Kashwan is an Associate Professor at the Department of Political Science University of
Connecticut. He is also the co-director of the Research Program on Economic and social rights at Human
Rights Institute, and a member of the expert group convened by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) for the Scoping of the Assessment of Transformative
Change. Dr. Kashwan is the author of Democracy in the Woods: Environmental Conservation and Social
Justice in India, Tanzania, and Mexico (Oxford University Press, 2017; OUP South Asia Edition 2018). He an
Associate Editor of the journal Progress in Development Studies (Sage Publishing), a member of the editorial
boards of the Earth System Governance and Humanities & Social Sciences Communications. He has also
contributed popular commentaries to The Conversation, the Washington Post, the Guardian, Africa Is A
Country, the Wire, and Hindustan Times, among others.
Moderator: Bhargavi Rao, Centre for Financial Accountability

Introduction
Although the COVID19 pandemic may have indirectly helped in curbing green house gas emissions to a fair
extent across the world, whether it can be translated as sustainable environmental gains or climate justice
needs to be analysed. The pandemic has highlighted the huge inequality that exists in the world and exposed
how unprepared the world’s political and economic leaders are in tackling a crisis. It is most likely that the
inequalities that exist in the world are going to escalate post crisis, and it may not be business as usual.
Covid19 coupled with Climate Change is asking the world leadership to introspect. The webinar explores the
planetary emergency and climate justice, in the context of COVID-19.

Jon Stone. Public want radical response to climate change with same urgency as coronavirus, poll ﬁnds. April 16, 2020. Independent UK.
https://www.independent.co.uk/environment/climate-change/coronavirus-climate-crisis-uk-government-poll-environment-a9467371.html
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Dr. Prakash Kashwan’s Talk
Many commentators have made the argument
that the relatively swift response to the
COVID-19 pandemic shows that if governments
decide to put breaks on something, they can do
so. A public opinion poll published by the
Newspaper Independent found that a signiﬁcant
proportion of public in the UK want radical
responses to climate change with same sense of
emergency as we see in the Covid-19. Youth
movements, such as the Extinction Rebellion have
also been demanding the declaration of climate
emergencies. I would like to scrutinize that claim
and use this opportunity to talk about
environmental emergencies that are already in
place. Moreover, I use this discussion to argue
that we need to look beyond conventional
approach to environmental and climate justice
and think of a more multi-scale concept.
Those who demand climate emergencies seem to
assume that there are no emergencies already in
place. I would like to argue that some social
groups, such as Adivasis and indigenous peoples
elsewhere, have been living under all kinds of
environmental emergencies for a long time. In
many places, this means shoot to kill orders
against anyone seen venturing in a wildlife
conservation
area.
By
studying
those
pre-existing and longstanding environmental
emergencies we can learn something about the
complex intersection of emergencies and
environmental protection.

It is very important to note in this current context
that while the pandemic is global, emergencies
are all national. The ways in which emergencies
are enacted and enforced, reﬂect the
socio-political context of speciﬁc countries. It is
important to examine what that means for the
declaration of future climate emergencies. The
second important aspect to consider is that even
if we get what we wish for, how an emergency is
enacted or enforced may be beyond civil
society’s control. If there is one thing the
on-going emergency shows us it is the limits of
the civil society interventions, in terms of shaping
the contents and the forms of emergency.
As Naomi Klein has been arguing for a long time,
we already have evidence of the beneﬁciaries of
global and national capitalism taking advantage
of the ongoing emergency – this is what is
referred to as disaster capitalism (Klein 2007).
However, we have also seen the emergence of
what I would call as ‘disaster authoritarianism.’ I
think it is reasonable to argue that without
‘disaster authoritarianism’ disaster capitalism
would not succeed. In that sense, I would argue
that disaster authoritarianism, which includes a
deliberate undermining of democratic institutions,
is a more fundamental question. A proper
understanding of disaster authoritarianism is
crucial for understanding how disaster capitalism
functions and its implications for climate action.
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The
declaration
of
COVID-19
related
emergencieshas led to large-scale misery and
deprivations throughout the world, as seen in this
picture from Cape Town, South Africa. In Manila,
Philippines a group of activists and citizens, who
were protesting to demand food assistance,
were arrested by police. Of course, we all know
the great exodus that we saw out of Delhi and
other large urban centres in India. All of this is a
result of the speciﬁc ways in which the COVID-19
related emergencies and lockdowns have been
announced and enforced. The starkness of
socio-economic inequalities become even more
clear, even more pressing, and even more real in
the context of an emergency.
One would expect an increased level of public
support for the rights and entitlements of the
poor people suﬀering the worst consequences of
a pandemic. Instead, we have seen that that
political leadership used a variety of tricks to
undermine the legitimacy of the rights and
entitlements of the poor people amid a pandemic.
What is worse, it is unclear if the emergency
helped us accomplish much. So, as we demand
climate emergencies we need to think more
deeply about the complex relationship between
socioeconomic inequalities and emergencies.
Much more deeply than we have probably
thought thus far.
Let us think, in this context, about the forest
dependent people in India and all over the global
South, they are already living under
environmental emergencies of various types. If
one thinks about the kind of powers that
emergencies provide to policy makers and to law
enforcement, the forest people of the world have
already been living under certain kinds of
emergencies. Shoot at sight or shoot to kill orders

have been in place in many wildlife areas around
the world, especially in parts of Africa and Asia.
Members of indigenous communities and
forest-dependent groups have paid for these
emergencies. They have paid in soil (lost
farmlands), sweat, and blood (lives sacriﬁced).
These are not isolated cases though. The so-called
rule of law is meaningless for hundreds of millions
of people caught in these emergencies. My
research has examined the links between
inequality, political institutions, and regimes of
environmental protection in a sample of 137
countries. The ﬁndings of this research show that
the regimes of protected areas devoted
exclusively
to
wildlife
and
biodiversity
conservation, and often associated with grave
violation of human rights, are concentrated in
countries with two main characteristics: 1)
countries with very high levels of economic
inequality, and, 2) countries that also happened to
have poor democratic institutions (Kashwan 2017
a). The environmental emergencies of sorts that I
talked about above work very well under
conditions of authoritarian political systems,
coupled with high levels of economic inequality.
These are not the conditions under which one can
expect to accomplish sustainable development,
eﬀective climate mitigation, or climate justice.
These ﬁndings also relate to what is going on
under the current lockdown. International media
reported, at least for the ﬁrst two months, that
India’s lockdown was very successful. This
“success” has been achieved at the cost the
wellbeing of India’s migrant workers and it has
been made possible by the socioeconomic and
political inequalities that are deeply entrenched
within our society. And, of course, now we know
that the lockdown did not help arrest the spread
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of COVID-19. That itself is an important evidence
to argue against emergency measures, especially
under conditions of inequalities and authoritarian
regimes.
So, what does all of this means for the pursuits of
climate justice? Conventionally, climate justice
was framed as an international justice issue, as
nearly all the accumulated stock of greenhouse
gases (GHG) responsible for climate change was
emitted by the developed world, while the
developing countries had yet to utilize their fair
share of the atmospheric space (Agarwal and
Narain 1998). The imbalance in the GHG
contributions and international actions on climate
change remains, even as the poorest citizens
within the poor and middle-income countries
continue carry the burdens and pay heavily for
climate change. Yet, national government in many
countries, including India, failed to regulate big
polluters of institutionalize policies for equitable
development for past three decades as we went
through the subsequent rounds of global climate
negotiations. As such, the advocacy for
international climate justice was used by
governments to shun accountability and continue
business-as-usual by subsidizing fossil fuel
corporations. The extent of development deﬁcit
and economic inequality has increased
signiﬁcantly in India and other middle-income
countries, while not much progress has been
made in terms of addressing the domestic
injustices linked to climate change.
Even in cases where developed countries
provided ﬁnance to developing countries, those
investments have been channelled to the
corporations (e.g. industrial projects funded
under the Clean Development Mechanism). The
biofuel boom was responsible for the spike in

global food prices between 2005 and 2008
(Montefrio 2012). Large areas of land and forests
in the global South, which are the primary source
of social, economic, and cultural wellbeing for
hundreds of millions of people, are now being
enclosed for carbon farming (e.g. biofuel and
forestry carbon projects, such as REDD+) led to
what is referred to as carbon colonialism.
As the IPCC 1.5 Degrees makes it clear, the less
we can accomplish on the front of regulating
fossil fuel industry, the more we will be forced to
rely on other kinds of potentially problematic
climate
solutions.
This
include
climate
geoengineering, which is already being talked
about in the U.S. and some institutions in Europe,
could threaten Monsoons and creating massive
disruptions to food supplies.
Similarly, in agriculture, global institutions like the
World Trade Organisation, often promote the
interests of multinational corporations, over the
goals of food security and climate-resilient
agriculture development. Clearly, we need to
moveaway from chemical intensive, energy
intensive agriculture to an agro-ecological model
of agriculture. To be clear, the corporate control
of food systems is not just a question of justice. It
is a question that is tied fundamentally to fossil
fuel economies and emissions related to the
agriculture sector. Its ironical that many in the
global North used the pretext emissions from
traditional agriculture practices of peasants and
small farmers in the developing countries
(Agarwal and Narain 1998). However, if we look
at who controls and proﬁts from the global
agriculture today, global agribusinesses and
multinational corporations are responsible for a
very signiﬁcant portion of agriculture-related
emissions. Without reforming the dominant model
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of industrial agriculture and food processing
industry, it will be an uphill battle to address
climate change. The fate of agriculture in India
and elsewhere is also tied to the development of
renewables, such as solar and wind parks, each
of which is linked to land conﬂicts and the
violation of land rights.
We also found in the recent research that poor
people are already paying for the transition to
renewable energy, via the costs that they pay for
renewable energy-based appliances, such as
solar cookers and solar appliances. In some
cases, those costs are being subsidised by NGO
interventions for now, but increasingly, these
costs are going to be imposed on poor people
because they must make this switch anyway
sooner or later. These are the costs of energy
transition, though not often part of the
discussions of just transition. The concept of ‘just
transitions originated in the mining sector in
global North, with a speciﬁc focus on the
workforce employed in the mining sector. This has
not been taken up in India. For example, in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the coal
workers are being asked to work in rather
congested mines. India’s Minister for Coal and
Mining Prahalad Joshi has issued statements
valorising the “coal warriors who are toiling day
and night to keep the lights on even during the
Corona Pandemic.” Our society is so deeply
feudal that asking workers to ‘toil’ is somehow
acceptable and normalized. Many in the coal
industry also used the hashtag #CoalWarriors
along with #CoronaWarriors. So, the injustices of
poor working conditions in coal mining are being
disguised by using these cunning social media
tactics.

Coming back to the debates on just transition, we
must broaden the concept and related policy
discussions to include all kinds of costs that the
impending transition will impose on various
segments of India’s population, especially the
poorest. We need to think very deeply about
what it means for the kind of informal economies
we have (Harriss-White 2010.). How do most
people in India, who are employed in informal
economy, beneﬁt from the transitions that is
being talked about? As the agenda of energy
transition takes shape, it will trigger many
undesirable changes in labour laws, but will also
open progressive possibilities for the state of
work. Without concerted eﬀorts though, the
informal economy is likely to lose out with further
concentration of power in the hands of
technologically-driven ‘innovations’ the gains of
which will be captured by the well-oiled
corporate sector. So, we must debate what kind
of just transition framework will be suited to the
Indian context.
Overall, the deﬁnition and spectrum of climate
justice must be broadened from just carbon
footprint reduction and must include just
transition, agriculture, and food security and a
coalition of people’s movements seem to be the
need of the hour. There must be numerous cross
sectoral and cross scale alliances, which help
foster ‘legalism from below’ (Desai 2015), with
formal institutional engagements. This means
striving for strengthening social mobilizations,
while building the capacity of social movements
to draw on legal and institutional spaces, e.g.
various kinds of labour laws, right to work, and
right to food, among others.
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The engagements between social groups and the
state are often seen in discrete terms, especially
because of the sectoral division of government
bureaucracy. However, it is important to consider
that the eﬃcacy of administrative machinery is
driven very signiﬁcantly by political processes.
According, in my comparative research on the
evolution of and eﬀective protection of forest
and land rights in India, Tanzania, and Mexico, I
show that mechanisms of political intermediation,
that is,
the well-established and enduring
platforms and forums that bring together
diﬀerent social constituencies, social movements,
political parties, and state agencies, is a
pre-requisite for pursuits of inclusive and
eﬀective policies and programs (Kashwan 2017
b). It is worth recognizing that mechanisms of
political intermediation cannot be built without
creating
political-economic
spaces
for
deliberating
society-wide
preferences
in
diﬀerent sectors. In the book, I oﬀer a systematic
and longitudinal analyses of India and other
cases where these kinds of arrangements have
existed. In each of those instances, e.g. in the ﬁrst
United
Progressive
Alliance
government
(2004-2009),
societies
make
important
headways in the pursuit of social justice,
environmental protection, and environmental
justice.
And we need to focus on a systematic
development of mechanisms of political
intermediation through which diﬀerent actors
can come together to engage in sustained
negotiation to develop the options that are
relevant to the Indian context, not just follow the
models borrowed from elsewhere.

153

Q&A
What is the just transition framework?
The just transition framework has been
developed primarily in the global North to
address the concerns of constituencies employed
in sectors such as coal and other fossil fuel
industries. They are also politically salient
constituencies. The argument is that as we make a
transition away from those industries, we should
be able to provide alternatives for those
employed by fossil fuel industries. Applied to our
context, just transition means that we respect the
rights of forest dependent people, peasants,
ﬁsher folks and so forth.
I want to emphasise that every time we talk about
justice dimension of the problem, it is not just a
social justice question. This is not to undermine the
importance of social justice. When protections
meant for a variety of constituencies are put in
place, they also build grassroots energy and
demands for holding the government as well as
the corporate actors accountable. So, there is a
political dimension to the social justice discussions
which is separate from our consideration of the
rights of poor people. So the international
instruments that will be particularly useful in this
context are the UN Declaration of Rights of
Indigenous People and recently enacted United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Peasants
and Other People Working in Rural Areas. This is
a brand-new declaration and there is lots of
energy and enthusiasm, especially through

trans-national movements such as La Via
Campesina. These movements are mobilising both
at the grass root level and they are taking the
advocacy from the grassroots to the halls of
United Nations and other international
institutions. I think those kinds of linkages and
solidarities will be increasingly been more
important, because one thing we have learned is
that neither international pressure nor domestic
movements can rein in governments such as ours.
Our government won’t listen unless there is
pressure from all sides. In that context pursuing
these kinds of just transitions in collaboration with
transnational movements and global institutions
will probably be helpful and be important in near
future.

How can we have socially just policy
deliberations when we have state that is
based on 'centralizing' tendencies and
also supporting social inequality and
discrimination?
I think this is a great question because the way in
which inequality has tied into the domestic
political process has noteworthy implications.
Sometimes, you know, reiﬁcation of inequality
could undermine the cause of social justice,
broadly speaking and speciﬁcally if you are
talking about the environment and so forth. On
the other hand, industrial labour and other kinds
of informal labour made important gains. Such
victories became possible because of social
movements working in close collaboration with, or
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at least pressurizing, state governments and
other government agencies to put in place
protections for labour, women, and street
vendors, among others.
So each of these cases of successful protections
of social rights happened because of the strong
mobilization from grassroots who were speaking
directly to governments at some level. Successful
change happens, in most cases, when these kinds
of inter linkages happened. So, to me, the
fundamental part of this story is to mobilize and to
speak to the government, to mobilize and to
resort to what my UConn colleague Manisha
Desai and others have called ‘legalism from
below.’

The demands of social justice and
environmental justice needs are not
always synergistic. For instance, in the
larger farmers’ movement in India, the
focus is on loan waivers, while there is
little emphasis on environmental
consequences of industrial agriculture,
and also for workers’ movement in the
energy sector. How do you visualize
bringing these two views together?
That’s a great question – You know if you look at
the demand for loan waivers and they've been
analyses of the section of agriculture
communities, who are the beneﬁciaries of these
kinds of demands, my sense is that it's a small
section right. But, there's some historical path

dependence here. Certain kinds of agricultural
movements became very inﬂuential in India's
political system, so the ﬁrst thing is that traction
these demands have in the political system, is
skewed by the political economy of the
relationship between a particular type of
agricultural constituency and the political system
which caters to that. If we think about the large
sections of India's farmers and peasants they rely
on organic, rain fed agriculture, which does not
enjoy the protections of the type that the big
farmers enjoy. So, the answer is that if we are
able to once mobilize the small farmers and
peasants and then intervene in the domestic
political economy so that the demands of the
majority of farmers are heard. Then there will be
a relatively greater harmony between the goals
of promoting agroecological kind of agriculture
and the goals of climate action and climate
justice. So, that's the ﬁrst part of answer.
And so if you think about La Via Campesina’s
success has been driven quite signiﬁcantly by the
strong collaboration between the labour
movements and peasant movements in Latin
America and also the indigenous people’s
movement in Latin America. So, if we have
agroecology on the global public policy
discussions it actually owes to the hard work of
global peasant movements. And, to the extent
that agroecological farming is crucial to our ﬁght
against climate change, I would say that's
already evidence that these two things can go
together under certain conditions. The diﬀerence
between Latin America and other parts of global
South is not so much vis-a-vis the nature of
agriculture or nature of the work force but it’s in
how
peasants
and
other
marginalized
communities there have engaged with the
political system. That engagement is a crucial
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thing to understand and probably learn from
some of that for our own activism.

Can you please talk about what you
think about the contradiction between
the people oppressed by this
authoritarianism and why they still go
on to vote for the same right-wing and
conservative megalomaniacs?
Is there a learning to build a new
progressive civic movement / Alliance?
I think the short answer is that poor people's
actions must be understood in the context within
which they live. One thing that I should have said
about my past experience was that I've done
quite a bit of work on grassroots engaging with
communities in helping develop some local
institutions and so forth.

Unless the producers of food have right
over resources no security for food can
be ensured especially in a neoliberal
regime. Please comment.
Yes, I think the struggle for land and forest
Rights and other kinds of resource rights,
including mining, is a much more diﬃcult struggle
in some ways. And, the political space for
deliberation of these rights has been constrained
precisely because it is so important. It's
interesting to see what has happened to the
question of land acquisition since the 2014 Land
Ordinance. The BJP government withdrew the
ordinance but then it went around systematically
amending the state-level land acquisition laws, so
all BJP-ruled states today have land acquisition
laws that are worse than the 1894 law. So, we
need a resource rights coalition which brings
together all of these diﬀerent movements.

In the context of the forest rights
legislation despite the progressive and
transformative power of the act itself
left to apathetic institutions complicit
in structural violence against Adivasi
communities? Could you talk about
ways in which this can be overcome to
realize climate justice?

And if there's one thing that we understand from
a dispassionate in-depth nuanced study of the
political subjectivities of poor people it is that if
our progressive liberal framework – and I'm
using that word very loosely here – that
framework did not actually beneﬁt the poor, in
ways that were keeping in pace with the
changing times. That gave them an impression
that they would not lose out by voting the new
guy in. Of course, that did not turn out to be true.
Forest Rights Act has two Parts, one is the part
There is a huge diﬀerence.
CHANDAN KUMAR
related to the household land claims and the
other part is the collective forest rights. Both are
integral to the larger agenda of resource rights
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we talked above. Here, I'm being very reﬂective,
so please bear with me. It is important to
recognize that without a strong advocacy and
implementation of the land rights provision of the
FRA, the ﬁght for collective forest rights was
always going to be diﬃcult. So going forward, so
I think we have to bring back some of the
‘militancy’ of the land rights movement for the
sake of the success of the overall forest rights
movement.

Lots of developmental projects are
made in the name of the poor but
actually beneﬁt the rich/corporations.
How can we combat this rhetoric and
bring more attention to the facts?
Obviously, this is a big challenge and a massive
movement on the streets is the only way out. I
think we are in a dire situation and without the
middle class taking on some kind of militancy – in
a conceptual sense, not militancy as in violence –
but taking on active proactive and very
aggressive kind of social advocacy. This seems to
be a formidable challenge.

How can the climate justice concept
embrace the indigenous idea of justice
for non-humans and ecosystems while
also being deeply connected with social
justice for humans?
So again, to continue to be in a reﬂective mode, I
assume we are all familiar with the basic

arguments. So, we all agree on the role of
indigenous
people
and
the
role
of
forest-dependent people at large. So, I think
what is important is to learn from indigenous
wisdom, and bring that into the mainstream
science policymaking process, so that the burden
is not put solely on indigenous people to live out
those ideals. We should all start living those ideals
while allowing the indigenous people, Adivasis
and other forest dependant people some freedom
and agency to pursue their development in ways
that they may want to pursue.
On the question of the rights of non-humans,
ﬁxing species extinction and environmental
degradation requires assigning blame and
responsibility and holding powerful human actors
accountable. And so only if we actually think
about the rights of non-human species in
conjunction with the rights, responsibilities, and
accountabilities of human species, we can
actually do justice to this idea of inter-species
justice.

Unfortunately, most of the members of
the La Via Campesina in India do not
represent the landless and poor peasants
so it's international appeal and
demands do not reach in India.
If that is indeed the case, we should probably
expand that collaboration to include by reaching
out to La Via Campesina and say that there are
other movements that you got to be engage with.
And, I am getting into some dialogue with them
about the UN declaration on rights of peasants
and other rural people as well as thinking about
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the agroecological farming models promoted by
La Via Campesina. I'll also reach out to you and
we should have these discussions in detail.

Can we say that the disaster will have
separate and diﬀerentiated learning for
the conservation lobby as well as the
rights-based community movements?
Do you think the latter could use
COVID disaster as a point of turning
around the power equation with the
conservationists?
If I understand your question correctly, your
reference is to exclusionary conservation lobby?
Right, so there's the Half-Earth movement which
demands that half the earth should be set aside
for the nature and wildlife conservation. Those
kinds of arguments will deﬁnitely beneﬁt in the
context of current global political economy. It
seems that they are already beginning to
prepare grounds for those kinds of discussions
now. Whether the rights community can beneﬁt
from what we have learned from pandemic is I
think quite contingent on how the global
solidarity movement comes together and frames
these demands within the context of international
policy debates. So, I think in a number of
countries, they have learned good lessons and
they are beginning to enact more progressive
more inclusionary policies.

In the context of this crisis do you see a
sustained and serious long-term eﬀort
to mitigate climate crisis and the change
in approaches towards ensuring climate
justice?
One argument that many of the enlightened
climate activists have already published in the
press is that COVID is not same as ﬁghting
climate change. They are doubling down on this
argument that we should be thinking about the
long-term processes that need to be put in place
and institutionalized to address the climate
change problem. What they're taking from the
pandemic is this notion that global disasters can
put brakes on everything that we hold dear. We
also can expect a big bounce back in terms of
more energy and emissions-intensive kind of
development.

The Covid-19 crisis has shown that
unless everyone is safe from the virus
in a physical sense, no one is safe due
to the continuing circulation in human
population. How can this learning be
broad-based to highlight the essential
concept of risk minimization for all,
over maximizing gains for a few?
I think there's one way in which this can become
a winning argument for climate change. That is, if
we can actually connect climate change
producing more pandemics, which then disrupts
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lifestyles that the middle class, and rich people
actually like. Otherwise, the lessons from
COVID-19 do not apply to the eﬀects of climate
change. There are lots of people who really love
the way climate change crisis is unfolding. Fossil
fuel corporations – those who are most
responsible for causing climate change will be
also among its beneﬁciaries, especially if the
fossil fuel divestment did not succeed. So, P.
Sainath was way ahead of his time vis-à-vis his
book, Everybody Loves a Good Drought. Those
who beneﬁt from climate change will have the
least motivation to act against it.
And,
unfortunately, those few beneﬁciaries of climate
change happen to be among the most powerful.

If climate action (in the carbon
reductionism sense) does not equal
climate justice, does that imply we
must redeﬁne climate action to
necessarily include justice claims,
understood here as human rights for all
before everything else?
How can we ensure that pursuing this
approach does not lead to
environmental harms and/or further
inequalities as it unfolds?
What is the temporality here?
If this boils down to balancing
environment and human rights, does
this not return to Indira Gandhi’s

approach to sustainable development,
which as we saw was totally perverted
in its implementation to further
exacerbate inequality and continues to
be deployed by the present BJP
government?
To answer your ﬁrst question, no, we cannot
actually reframe climate action as human rights
ﬁrst kind of argument, because that
fundamentally undermines the strength of the
argument in favour of a socially just climate
action. And, that argument is that the
considerations of social justice also strengthens
climate action. Of course, that does not mean
that we ignore human rights. But the right way to
do is to focus on the interventions that are both
climate friendly and redistributive in nature. And
that includes agroecology, that includes
decentralized community-owned renewable
energy, that includes cutting down fossil fuel
subsidies, and it includes promoting public
transport. If we are actually talking about
trade-oﬀs there are all kinds of interventions that
we can address in the context of promoting
climate action without actually sacriﬁcing the
need for human development and human rights.
Expanding the purview of beneﬁts or co-beﬁts of
climate change also expands the constituency of
people, who will invest themselves in holding the
political leadership accountable. So, potentially,
there is a political dimension to making climate
action more beneﬁcial for more people (instead of
it catering to a small minority). I hope that helps.
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Could you please comment more on
spaces and mechanisms for just policy
dialogues and political mediation?
Isn't the legal policy/political system in
India fundamentally structured to
dissipate radical rearrangement of
sovereignty?

The dilutions of environmental laws
are happening hugely in India and that
the agency of poor people and their
resource rights are being taken away.
Then how do they mobilise and what
is the weapon to ﬁght with?

Conceptually speaking, something like National
Advisory Council, which brought together social
activists, policymakers government oﬃcials and
which played an important role in the
development of most of the progressive laws that
we have in India today, a big chunk of those laws
were enacted during the UPA ﬁrst and in the
early phases of UPA second regime. That model
of NAC, which was by no means without its ﬂaws,
is an example of political intermediation
mechanism in the Indian context. The connection
between legalism from below and the macro
policy initiatives actually works through the
political pressurizing tactics and in many cases
the incentives that political leaders have to
engage with the masses or labour or peasants
and so forth. I hope that addresses at least a part
of your question.

Many senior veteran activists who are present in
this webinar right now they would probably be
much better equipped to answer this question.
But I can think of the three-fold points that I
made in this the last slide of the presentation,
which is to mobilize to connect across sectors and
across scales. This means that we need local
movements connected to other local movements,
and each of them being connected to regional
movements. These then need to be connected to
national movements, which makes for a
federated moved that can wield some kind of
leverage in the national political system. I think
about this as a three-fold approach, including
grassroots mobilization, federations of diﬀerent
kinds of mobilizations and movements, which
then exerts diﬀerent kinds of leverages within
the political and economic system.

***
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