
South Korea and the US held the
“two-plus-two” meeting of their
foreign and defense ministers on

Thursday, where they exposed percep-
tion gaps on North Korea and China
issues. Their joint statement does not
even contain the phrase, “denuclear-
ization of North Korea,” not to men-
tion “keeping China in check,” which
is one of the cornerstones of US for-
eign policy. For the South Korea-US
alliance, North Korea’s nuclear
weapons are the most urgent issue.

Pyongyang threatens Washington
with its atomic bombs and interconti-
nental ballistic missiles to break down
sanctions against the North and make
the US withdraw its troops from South
Korea. North Korean leader Kim Jong-
un has vowed to unify the Korean
Peninsula by its nuclear force.

Despite this, the South Korea-US
joint statement did not include the
word, “denuclearization.” Instead, the
statement said that North Korean
nuclear and ballistic missile issues are
a priority for the alliance, and it reaf-
firmed the shared commitment to
address and resolve these issues.

While the North’s nuclear threats
have become much more serious, the
South and the US could not even agree
on expressing “denuclearization” in
their joint statement. 

The leaders of Australia, India,
Japan and the US ~ the “Quad” ~
included “the complete denucleariza-
tion of North Korea” in their joint
statement after their recent summit.
The phrase was also included in the

joint statement of the US-Japan Secu-
rity Consultative Committee’s two-
plus-two meeting involving their
respective foreign and defense minis-
ters on March 16.

Considering its inclusion in the
Quad and US-Japan joint statements,
it was likely excluded at the prompting
of South Korea. South Korea bears the
brunt of the danger of North Korea’s
nuclear weapons. Even if the US pro-
posed to exclude the denuclearization
of North Korea from the statement, it
would be normal for Seoul to ask
Washington to include it.

US State Secretary Antony
Blinken mentioned the “denucleariza-
tion of North Korea” in a joint press
conference, but South Korea’s Foreign
Minister Chung Eui-yong said, “I
believe that it is more correct to say
that it is about the denuclearization of
the Korean Peninsula.”

Chung added the denucleariza-
tion of the Korean Peninsula, a phrase
that the South uses, means that South
Korea has already been denuclearized
and it is suggesting to North Korea
that both Koreas should go along
together.

Denuclearization of North Korea
literally means the elimination of all
of its nuclear weapons. Denucleariza-
tion of the Korean Peninsula means
the removal of nuclear weapons not
only in the North but also in the South
if they ever exist. 

Pyongyang demands the denu-
clearization of the “Chosun Peninsu-
la,” effectively the same expression as
the Korean Peninsula. However, the
phrase used by North Korea covers not
only its own nuclear weapons, but also
the removal of the US nuclear umbrel-
la that protects South Korea and even
the withdrawal of US forces from the
South.

It is hard to understand why the
effectively same expression as used by
the North is more correct when it can
make Pyongyang misinterpret it to its
advantage.

Blinken said that “Beijing’s actions
make forging a common approach
among our allies all the more impor-
tant at a time when we’re seeing a roll-
back of democracy and human rights
around the world.”

The bourgeois of France
had always come away
with everything. Since the
revolution of 1789, they

had been the only ones to grow
rich in periods of prosperity,
while the working class had regu-
larly borne the brunt of crises.
But the defeat of Napoleon III
during the Franco-Prussian War
offered an opportunity for a cha-
nge of course. The prospect of a
conservative government that
would leave social injustices in-
tact, heaping the burden of the
war on the least well-off, trig-
gered a new revolution on 18
March. Adolphe Thiers and his
army had little choice but to
decamp to Versailles.

To secure democratic legiti-
macy, the insurgents decided to
hold free elections at once. On 26
March, an overwhelming majori-
ty of Parisians (190,000 votes ag-
ainst 40,000) approved the moti-
vation for the revolt, and 70 of the
85 elected representatives declar-
ed their support for the revolu-
tion. On 28 March a large number
of citizens gathered in the vicinity
of the Hôtel de Ville for festivities
celebrating the new assembly,
which now officially took the
name of the Paris Commune.
Although it would survive for no
more than 72 days, it was the
most important political event in
the history of the nineteenth-
century workers’ movement,
rekindling hope among a popu-
lation exhausted by months of
hardship.

Committees and groups
sprang up in the popular quar-
ters to lend support to the Com-
mune, and every corner of the
metropolis hosted initiatives to
express solidarity and to plan the
construction of a new world. One
of the most widespread senti-
ments was a desire to share with
others. It was not the impetus of a
leader or a handful of charismatic
figures that gave life to the Com-
mune; its hallmark was its clearly
collective dimension. Women
and men came together voluntar-
ily to pursue a common project
of liberation. Self-government
was not seen as a utopia. Self-
emancipation was thought of as
the essential task. Two of the first
emergency decrees to stem the
rampant poverty were a freeze on
rent payments and on the selling
of items valued below 20 francs
in pawn shops. Nine collegial
commissions were also supposed
to replace the ministries for war,
finance, general security, educa-
tion, subsistence, labour and tra-
de, foreign relations and public
service.

On 19 April, three days after
further elections to fill 31 seats
that became almost immediately
vacant, the Commune adopted a
Declaration to the French People
that contained an “absolute guar-

antee of individual liberty, free-
dom of conscience and freedom
of labour” as well as “the perma-
nent intervention of citizens in
communal affairs”. The conflict
between Paris and Versailles, it
affirmed, “cannot be ended thro-
ugh illusory compromises”; the
people had a right and “obliga-
tion to fight and to win!” Even
more significant than this text
were the concrete actions throu-
gh which the Communards fou-
ght for a total transformation of
political power. A set of reforms
addressed not only the modali-
ties but the very nature of politi-
cal administration.

The Commune provided for
the recall of elected representa-
tives and for control over their
actions by means of binding
mandates (though
this was by no mea-
ns enough to settle
the complex issue
of political repre-
sentation). Magis-
tracies and other
public offices were
also subject to per-
manent control and
possible recall. The
clear aim was to
prevent the public
sphere from beco-
ming the domain of
professional politi-
cians. Policy deci-
sions were not left
up to small groups of functionar-
ies, but had to be taken by the
people. Armies and police forces
would no longer be institutions
set apart from the body of soci-
ety. The separation between state
and church was also a sine qua
non. But the vision of political
change was not confined to such
measures: it went more deeply to
the roots. The transfer of power
into the hands of the people was
needed to drastically reduce bu-
reaucracy. The social sphere
should take precedence over the
political ~ as Henri de Saint-
Simon had already maintained ~
so that politics would no longer
be a specialised function but be-
come progressively integrated
into the activity of civil society.
The social body would thus take
back functions that had been
transferred to the state. To over-
throw the existing system of class
rule was not sufficient; there had
to be an end to class rule as such.
All this would have fulfilled the
Commune’s vision of the republic
as a union of free, truly democra-
tic associations promoting the
emancipation of all its compo-
nents. It would have added up to
self-government of the produc-
ers. The Commune held that so-
cial reforms were even more cru-
cial than political change. They
were the reason for its existence,
the barometer of its loyalty to its
founding principles, and the key

element differentiating it from
the previous revolutions. The Co-
mmune passed more than one
measure with clear class conno-
tations. Deadlines for debt repay-
ments were postponed by three
years. Evictions for non-payment
of rent were suspended, and a de-
cree allowed vacant accommoda-
tion to be requisitioned for peo-
ple without a roof over their hea-
ds. There were plans to shorten
the working day, the widespread
practice of imposing specious
fines on workers simply as a
wage-cutting measure was out-
lawed on pain of sanctions, and
minimum wages were set at a
respectable level. As much as
possible was done to increase
food supplies and to lower prices.
Social assistance of various kinds

was extended to
weaker sections of
the population ~ for
example, food ba-
nks for abandoned
women and chil-
dren ~ and discus-
sions were held on
how to end the dis-
crimination betw-
een legitimate and
illegitimate chil-
dren. All the Com-
munards sincerely
believed that edu-
cation was an es-
sential factor for
individual emanci-

pation and any serious social and
political change. School attend-
ance was to become free and
compulsory for girls and boys
alike, with religiously inspired
instruction giving way to secular
teaching along rational, scientific
lines. Specially appointed com-
missions and the pages of the
press featured many compelling
arguments for investment in fe-
male education. To become a ge-
nuine “public service”, education
had to offer equal opportunities
to “children of both sexes”. More-
over, “distinctions on grounds of
race, nationality, religion or social
position” should be prohibited.
Early practical initiatives accom-
panied such advances in theory,
and in more than one arrondisse-
ment thousands of working-class
children entered school buildings
for the first time and received cla-
ssroom material free of charge.

The Commune also adopted
measures of a socialist character.
It decreed that workshops aban-
doned by employers who had fled
the city, with guarantees of com-
pensation on their return, should
be handed over to cooperative as-
sociations of workers. Theatres
and museums ~ open for all with-
out charge ~ were collectivized.

The Commune was much
more than the actions approved
by its legislative assembly. It even
aspired to redraw urban space, as
demonstrated by the decision to

demolish the Vendôme Column,
considered a monument to bar-
barism and a reprehensible sym-
bol of war, and to secularize cer-
tain places of worship by hand-
ing them over for use by the com-
munity. There was no place for
national discrimination and for-
eigners enjoyed the same social
rights as French people.

Women played an essential
role in the critique of the social
order. In many cases, they trans-
gressed the norms of bourgeois
society and asserted a new iden-
tity in opposition to the values of
the patriarchal family, moving
beyond domestic privacy to en-
gage with the public sphere. The
“Women’s Union” was centrally
involved in identifying strategic
social battles. Women achieved
the closure of licensed brothels,
won parity for female and male
teachers, coined the slogan “equ-
al pay for equal work”, demanded
equal rights within marriage and
the recognition of free unions,
and promoted exclusively female
chambers in labour unions.
When the military situation wors-
ened in mid-May, with the Ver-
saillais at the gates of Paris,
women took up arms and formed
a battalion of their own. Many
would breathe their last on the
barricades.

The Paris Commune was
brutally crushed by the armies of
Versailles. During the semaine
sanglante, the week of blood-let-
ting between 21 and 28 May, a
total of 17,000 to 25,000 citizens
were slaughtered. A young Arthur
Rimbaud described the French
capital as “a mournful, almost
dead city”. It was the bloodiest
massacre in the history of France.
The number of prisoners taken
was 43,522. One hundred of these
received death sentences, follow-
ing summary trials before courts
martial, and another 13,500 were
sent to prison or forced labour, or
deported to remote areas such as
New Caledonia. Passing over the
unprecedented violence of the
Thiers state, the conservative and
liberal press expressed great relief
at the restoration of the “natural
order”. And yet, the insurrection
in Paris gave strength to workers’
struggles and pushed them in
more radical directions. Paris had
shown that the aim had to be one
of building a society radically dif-
ferent from capitalism. The Com-
mune embodied the idea of so-
cial-political change and its prac-
tical application. It became syn-
onymous with the very concept
of revolution, with an ontological
experience of the working class.
The Paris Commune changed the
consciousness of workers and
their collective perception. At a
distance of 150 years, its red flag
continues to flutter and to re-
mind us that an alternative is
always possible.
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Hope  yet  for  'Dreamers'

“Dreamers” in Joe Biden’s United States of
America are perhaps enjoying a quiet
chuckle. Friday’s passage of the immi-

gration bills envisage a path to citizenship for
“Dreamers”, so-called, and farm workers. The first
category refers to those who have been in the Unit-
ed States since childhood and have known no other
country of residence. Altogether, the bill, therefore,
seeks to take care of a fairly wide cross-section of
the populace. The two proposals  will legalise “sub-
sets” of the estimated 11 million immigrants living
in America without legal permission. Democrats
are now said to be assessing the chances of approv-
ing immigration legislation and sending it to Presi-
dent Biden’s desk. Nine Republicans have report-
edly supported the move. All House Democrats vot-
ed to approve the American Dream and Promise
Act, which was passed by a vote of 228 to 197. 

The proposal will  allow more than 2.3 million
“Dreamers,” or unauthorized immigrants who
came to the US as minors, as well as beneficiaries of
certain temporary humanitarian programmes, to
gain permanent legal status and eventually, US cit-
izenship. The Act is quite the most immigrant-
friendly piece of legislation. There may be hope yet
for farm workers as well. By a vote of 247 to 174,
the Democrat-led House also passed the Farm
Workforce Modernisation Act, which will grant legal
status to hundreds of thousands of farmworkers
living in the United States without authorization.
Here too, 30 Republicans voted in favour of the bill.
Remarkable has been the across-the-aisle support,
albeit partial, for the two critical pieces of legisla-
tion. Considering that Mr Biden’s sweeping plan to
legalize most of the country’s undocumented pop-
ulation has been greeted with broad Republican
rejection, the stand-alone bills may represent the
best opportunity for Democrats to get the immi-
gration legislation through the evenly divided Sen-
ate. With 13,000 migrant children in custody, Presi-
dent  Biden faces the first border test, not the least
along the Mexican border at Tijuana where, as often
as not, parents and chidren have been separated.
“It’s always been a pleasure for me to sing the prais-
es of our Dreamers. They make us so proud,” the
Speaker of the House of Representatives, Nancy Pel-
osi, said at an event with the Congressional Hispa-
nic Caucus at the Capitol ahead of the votes. “For
us, this is a day of not only passing legislation, but a
cause for celebration.” 

Sure it is, not the least because of the refreshing
winds of change blowing across America... post-
Donald Trump. Conditions there will be. Would-be
applicants will be eligible to apply for permanent
residence if they have earned a college degree or
have enrolled in a bachelor’s programme for two
years; if they served in the military for at least two
years; or if they worked in the US for a three-year
period. There may be hope yet for the “dreamer”.

Republic  of  Queues

It would be a gross understatement to suggest
that Syria is in crisis. A decade after the Arab
Spring convulsed a swathe of the world, the

embattled nation teeters on the brink and has in
the process incurred the appellation ~ ‘Republic of
Queues’. The humanitarian crisis that plagues the
people, their patience sorely tried over the past ten
years, is no less critical than the repressive gover-
nance of Bashr al-Assad. One has to wait for five
hours at a gas station to fill up a tank, in itself testa-
ment to the almost crippling scarcity of fuel. There
are long and chaotic waits too outside bakeries ~
essential food stores ~ merely to collect the quota of
two bread packs per day per family. The endemic
shortage of bread recalls the crisis in France in 1789
though, mercifully, the seat of authority in Damas-
cus is yet to recommend cakes as an alternative, as
once did Marie Antoinette. 

There is widespread shortage too of  medicines
(for young and old alike), baby milk and diapers.
Of corrective steps on the part of the administration
there has been little or nothing; of concern for the
hungry even less. And yet President Assad soldiers
on, with Russia and Iran arguably cheering his
failed regime from the sidelines. It is a regular sight
in embattled Damascus to see beggars accost
motorists and passersby for food and money. For
the beleaguered hoi-polloi, both are scarce com-
modities a decade after Tunisia exploded and the
flame spread to the rest of the Arab world. Millions
of people are wallowing in the mire of privation,
and a majority of households can barely scrape
together enough to secure their next meal. What
will they fathom international game-theory who
only hunger and privation know?

With Assad gearing up to run for his fourth
seven-year presidential term, there is speculation
over whether he can survive the ecomic blitz and
anger in areas under his control. It is reason for
alarm that poverty levels are presently worse than at
any point during the ten-year conflict that has
impacted the Arab region but few countries as
acutely as Syria. And the dithering by the United
Nations has been the striking feature of the ferment
both in Libya and Syria. The UN has done little or
nothing to ameliorate the widespread suffering
caused by the food crisis, reminiscent of the
predicament of Yemen. It remained for a woman
resident of Damascus to size up the situation suc-
cinctly ~ “Life here is a portrait of everday humilia-
tion and suffering.” 

The distress on account of a war without end is
unfathomable. Nearly half a million people have
been killed and more than half the pre-war popula-
tion of 23 million displaced. We do not know
whether Vladimir Putin’s Russia has been pounding
the rebel targets from the skies. Yet we do know that
the Kremlin has tacitly condoned Assad’s misrule,
let alone address the double whammy of a food and
fuel crisis.
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It was not the impetus of a leader or a handful of charismatic figures that gave life to
the Paris Commune; its hallmark was its clearly collective dimension. Women and men
came together voluntarily to pursue a common project of liberation. Self-government
was not seen as a utopia
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SIR, I refer to “Banks must be
made senior-citizen friendly”. The
government may be keen on cash-
less transactions and digitisation.
For the elderly and the empty nes-
ters that are accustomed to
face-to-face transaction,
faceless banking leads
to substantial stress.
The government’s
focus on Digital India
is on the country’s
youth. It needs to rec-
ognize that there is a
growing elderly com-
munity as well.  As a
senior citizen and from my
personal experience I find technol-
ogy at the branch level tends to
discriminate against those who
have even a working knowledge of
computers. 

E-statements have replaced
physical statements of accounts
and where there is a passbook, I

need to print it on my own. Banks
compel the elderly to use the ATM
about whose security and opera-
tions one needs to be vigilant. 
How many senior citizens can

download a computerised
statement, own a print-

er, remember so
many passwords
and above all have
a laptop which
they can operate
without help?  An

important point to
note is the elderly

and persons with dis-
abilities are being left out

of India’s digital banking drive. 
The RBI in a circular ins-

tructed all banks to have special
counters for senior citizens and
need be offer home banking facili-
ties but in practice it is only on
paper and if any rarely offered. Pol-
icy makers should be more consid-

erate and offer quick service to the
elderly to solve their problems.
They should not be made to run
around with the digitisation drive
that seems to be the fad now.  

Yours, etc., HN Ramakrishna,
Bengaluru, 19 March.

DDAANNGGEERR  ZZOONNEE  AAGGAAIINN
SIR, Apropos your news report
“35K new cases, India back in dan-
ger zone” (March 19), I would like
to ask a pertinent question as to
why the elections are being held in
West Bengal when there has been a
gradual rise in the number of new
Covid cases? 

Holding the elections mean
frequent meetings and processions
and the people are invited to
assemble at one place. Maintain-
ing social distance has gone
haywire. 

How is this relaxation being
allowed ignoring the spurt in Covid
cases? What is the Prime Minister
doing? He has although expressed

his concern and talked to the Chief
Ministers, but no positive steps are
taken to stop organising meetings
and processions.

It seems that the Government

is only interested in holding the
elections at any cost no matter that
Covid-19 is playing havoc.

Yours, etc., Arun Gupta,
Kolkata, 19 March.

Faceless  banking
LETTERS  TO  THE  EDITOR

AAGGEE  OOFF  RREETTIIRREEMMEENNTT

SIR, This refers to Bhopinder Singh’s article, “Matter over age” (16
March). In the career oriented Civil Service, there has to be a retire-
ment age. This does not mean that the incumbent becomes unem-
ployable the day he attains the age of retirement. After retirement,
civil servants, Supreme Court judges and High Court judges have
been appointed Governors, Ambassadors and Chiefs of prestigious
commissions. 

My point is also proved by the example of E Sreedharan. Certain
systems have to be followed by the political parties and the BJP
cannot be faulted for following certain age restrictions for its leaders,
exceptions apart. Exceptions in political parties abroad are also well
known like the present Prime Minister of Malaysia. But an exception
cannot be the rule. Hence, no tears need be shed for the members of
BJP’s Marg Darshak Mandal. There is generally no retirement age for
the top executives of private sector organisations. There are many
reasons for following this system and these are not wholly related to
career progression. The Birla system cannot be transplanted into the
civil services and public sector enterprises.

Yours, etc., R C Jain, 18 March.


