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At one level, this is a comment on – and engagement with - Ashish Kothari’s evocative article published 
some months ago titled ‘Lives matter ! : Can black, indigenous, worker, farmer, ecological, women, queer 
uprisings come together ?’.1  At another level though, this comment is also a set of observations, and 
explorations, addressed to the moment we are at in the world today, and especially in the worlds of 
social and political movement around social justice, triggered by Ashish’s proposals but mindful also of 
other related proposals that are rising in one form or another, both openly and as subconscious or even 
hidden agenda.  In short, I try and draw out here what I think are some of the political-strategic 
meanings of what is unfolding in our times, and especially in relation to the subject of Ashish’s article, 
‘convergence’, and in particular to the dynamics and politics of so-called ‘civil society’.  But in order to do 
this, I think I first need to put both my comments and his article in context.2 
 

I think that it’s now well known that the current and ongoing movements led by people of African 
descent in the US, which is commonly referred to as the ‘Black Lives Matter movement’ (and for a while, 
also as 'the Floyd Rebellion'),3 have led not only to enormous and widespread mass action across the US 
but also to huge waves of the rethinking of positions of power and privilege in the country, and in so 
many domains of institutional and individual life; and where over the past many months, more waves 
kept breaking each day.  In terms of scale, the BLM movement has been estimated to be the largest 
movement ever in the history of the US, which is and has always been a country and society of rebellion.4   

 
But - to my understanding - the significance of the Black Lives Matter movement is not only a 

matter of scale.  Less openly recognised and talked about, but - in my opinion - at many levels even 
more significantly, I think that it is extremely important to recognise, first, that this mass irruption is led 
by structurally subjugated peoples; and second, that this character has also attracted, inspired, and 

 
1 Ashish Kothari, June 2020 – ‘Lives matter !  Can black, indigenous, worker, farmer, ecological, women, queer 
uprisings come together ?’, in The Wall Street International Magazine, June 13 2020, at 
https://wsimag.com/economy-and-politics/62475-lives-matter (accessed js on 16.06.2020).  Note : The decapping in 
the title of how the terms ‘Black’ and ‘Indigenous’ are now normally used as signifiers of respect, is in the original, 
but in its own way of course only adds to the argument of this essay… : ‘On decapping the Black, and the 
Indigenous’ ? 
2 Full disclosure : I wrote an earlier version of this article in July 2020, but elected to not publish it at that time 
because I felt I needed to first become more familiar with the movement in relation to which Ashish wrote his article 
– and to which I had implicitly also done so -, the Black Lives Matter movement.  Since then, I have had the privilege 
both of some study and some direct association with it, and I think have come to better understand the historic role 
it is playing in the life of the US (and the world in general) at the critical current juncture, of the 2020 elections in 
particular but in the struggle against white supremacy in general.  I have therefore decided to now go ahead with 
publishing this as a contribution to the emerging situation, and even though my understanding of the issues is still 
work-in-progress. 
3 Just for clarification, there is in fact a specific and quite large movement network in existence in the US named 
‘Black Lives Matter’ that originated from a hashtag campaign in 2013.  But over time, the term ‘Black Lives Matter’ 
has come to refer to an even larger, decentralised movement composed of many likeminded organisations and 
movements, including the BLM network; all Black-led.  (See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_Lives_Matter.)  In 
this article, I’m using the term ‘Black Lives Matter movement’ to refer to this larger movement. 
4 Larry Buchanan, Quoctrung Bui, and Jugal K Patel, July 2020 - ‘Black Lives Matter May Be the Largest Movement in 
US History’, in the New York Times, July 3 2020, at https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-
floyd-protests-crowd-size.html (accessed js on 03.07.2020). 



2 
 
brought together Native Americans, whites, and Latinx, as well as other peoples of colour of various 
ethnicities in the US, and both younger and older people, to join them on the streets in very large 
numbers – and to also take up these issues at corporate and institutional levels, in relation to systemic 
racism and discrimination.  This latter phenomenon in itself is extremely significant, and is a reflection of 
the moral power and authority of the movement. 

 
Beyond this, the significance of the BLM movement also lies in the way that it has rippled across 

the world, resonating with and inspiring similar, structurally-related, and already-existing movements 
especially in Canada and Europe but also elsewhere.  It has widely triggered similar and related waves of 
movement in countries across the world, not only including among other related sections such as Black 
and Brown peoples living in white-dominated societies but also among whites in such contexts; and 
where together, these movements have helped the broader public in all these contexts to recognise the 
reality of the interconnectedness of supposedly ‘historical’ and contemporary issues facing all peoples of 
colour, such as slavery, colonialism, police brutality, and impunity, and more generically, systemic 
brutality and racism.  Again, and very critically, ‘the movement’ has now widely come to be associated 
with moral authenticity and authority, and has brought this back into public life.   

 
These are no small gains, and in this sense and others the contemporary Black Lives Matter 

movement echoes the great movements led by African Americans in the 1960s, from the Civil Rights 
movement to the Black Panther movement, and that transformed the US in their time. 

 
Beyond this, it is also vital – I suggest – to recognise the vigour of the beacon of light that this 

movement (and the moral authority that it carries) has provided in the dark times that we have entered 
worldwide, with the rise on the one hand of the populist, authoritarian right, in the US and in societies 
across the world; and on the other, and fanned by the authoritarian right in its struggle for power, the 
coming back onto the streets of violent white supremacy.  (And as is quite well known, where in the US 
Trump – as president - has strongly encouraged these forces to come out, in the name of ‘defending 
democracy’, signalling him and white supremacy; and that they have done so, inflicting severe violence 
on the Black Lives Matter movement and also coming close to inflicting violence on state officials who it 
sees as sympathisers with the movement, including on white state governors.) 

 
We need to reflect on this. 
 
I have also come to learn during this period that I stepped back that it’s crucial to also recognise 

and bear in mind that the Black Lives Matter movement that we see now is not a ‘new’ movement but 
carries forward and embodies the legacy not only of the movements of the 1960s but of centuries of 
resistance in the US by peoples of African descent, and including building political relations with similar 
movements across the Caribbean and with pan-African movements; and indeed, that the present 
movement is also building on a century and more of internationalist politics.5 

 
Taken together, I suggest that this means that we need to recognise that the Black Lives Matter 

movement in the US today is of the greatest social, moral, and political significance.  Indeed, and as far 
as I know, even an uprising like this - of a combination of this scale, reach, and leadership ‘from below’ - 
has very rarely happened in history, anywhere, let alone starting not in the colonies but in the belly of the 
beast of empire; and then rippling and reverberating across the world as this one has.  Some other 
factors have also played their roles in this extraordinary phenomenon (such as the power and reach of 
communication technologies today), but I believe that we need to reflect on all this and its multiple 
meanings, and to internalise them, including as we think ‘convergence’. 
 

 
5 michael o. west, william g martin, and fanon che wilkins, eds, 2009 - From Toussaint to Tupac : The Black 
International since the Age of Revolution.  Chapel Hill NC : The University of North Carolina Press; and : Roderick 
Bush, 2011 – ‘Black Internationalism and Transnational Africa’, Chapter 3 in Mojubaolu Olufunke Okome and Olufemi 
Vaughn, eds, 2011 - Globalization and Transnational Africa (New York : Palgrave Macmillan), at 
https://roderickbush.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/black-internationalism-and-tn-africa-palgrave.pdf (accessed js on 
05.07.2020). 
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It is important also to recognise, as Ashish does to an extent in his article, the world-historical 
moment at which the BLM movement has irrupted, and the conditions under which this has taken place.  
In short, it has taken place during the corona virus pandemic and the heavy-handed, uncaring, classist, 
racist, and politically expedient lockdown that has accompanied it in the US (and elsewhere too, for that 
matter).  Although the social and material conditions for this irruption to take place - of systemic racism - 
have existed in the US from way back (and have frequently blown up), and although the ravages of 
neoliberalism and empire have only deepened this structural violence, it is at least possible that the 
present movement has perhaps been especially incubated by the effects of the pandemic and the 
lockdown, and of the two - the structural and temporal - interacting with each other.   
 
‘Convergence’ 

But since the effects of the pandemic and lockdown have been even wider – with impacts on 
every sphere of human life across the planet -, and since the bleeding veins of both capital and state 
have now been laid bare for all to see, not only in the US but also widely across the world, many people - 
and some speaking to the portal that Arundhati Roy suggested that the corona virus pandemic has 
offered us - have argued that this is a moment when ‘we’ should explore the possibilities of convergence 
across social and political movements, at the minimum to collectively push the boundaries, and wherever 
possible, to challenge the system with the aim of transforming it.  (We need to look at and reflect on who 
the ‘we’ is, that has issued these calls, and why; but I’ll come back to this.) 
 
 It is therefore in the midst of this almost worldwide churning, and in relation to it, that Ashish 
published his article, in broadly this same vein.  But, I suggest, his article has an important difference : 
Because he has, let’s say, quite dramatically ‘drawn on’ the name and rallying cry of the Black Lives 
Matter movement – this world-changing movement -, and titled his article ‘Lives matter !’.   
 

As Ashish himself makes clear, he is not alone in proposing convergence; several others have 
made broadly similar proposals (and indeed, initiated similar processes).  These include the ones he has 
listed (including ones such as the Global Tapestry of Alternatives that he is one of the weavers of), but 
also others such as in the sustained series of webinars that the TNI (Transnational Institute, based in The 
Netherlands) organised over the summer of 2020.  Collectively titled ‘Building an internationalist response 
to COVID-19’, the TNI series brought together activists and researchers from many different fields and 
located in different parts of the world, in principle at least to explore the possibilities of a collective 
response; and there have also been other such initiatives, such as by TUED, the Trade Unions for Energy 
Democracy, and the Global Dialogue for Systemic Change. 
 

In a sense, it could be that Ashish has been inspired by the Black Lives Matter movement, and in 
particular its success in terms of bringing people together.  But there is something very particular about 
what Ashish has proposed here, the change from ‘Black Lives Matter’ to ‘Lives Matter’ : By removing the 
word ‘Black’.  And even if on the surface this might seem to some to be a small issue, I think – and 
suggest - that this shift (this act, and as I see it, also the taking of this liberty) is profound, and is 
something that changes everything.  To my mind, this seemingly simple action raises some of the most 
fundamental issues in social and political movement, at many levels; and where it therefore demands our 
closest attention. 

 
Moreover, and as I see it, the significance of what Ashish has proposed is all the more the case 

given that he is now a widely-read, widely-respected thinker, activist, and speaker – and spokesperson – 
at a global level.  I’m therefore commenting in detail here on his article, both out of our long friendship 
and my affection and respect for him and the work that he and his comp@s at Kalpavriksh and at Radical 
Ecological Democracy (and now also at the Global Tapestry of Alternatives) are doing, and also its scale 
and reach now – but for me where this latter reality, as I will explain, itself signals the need for us to all 
the more carefully and critically interrogate such work.  But I’m also doing so in the hope that the points 
I make here can perhaps contribute to a deeper reflection on and interrogation of all these issues, as we 
all move forward, and perhaps also to other, related, ongoing discussions at this juncture in history; and 
that may even open doors for further discussion yet. 
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I apologise in advance for the length and detail of this response, but I believe that the issues that 
Ashish’s article raises are complex and buried, and merit a detailed discussion.  When I first read his 
article, it was the title that struck me; but as I re-read the article, I started to reflect on the moment we 
are at and on the multiple meanings – and politics – of this proposal and of similar proposals that are 
emerging, individually and collectively; and came to feel that there is lot more contained in his essay than 
is at first evident; though as there is, perhaps, in any well-written article.  Based somewhat also on 
watching and listening to my fair share of webinars over these past some months when we have all been 
locked down, as well as on this period of study, I therefore try - to the best of my ability - to open up 
here some of the many issues that I think are contained in our present moment, and that I believe have 
powerful implications for emerging world movement at this time in history. 

 
In ending this introduction, I therefore want to underline that although my comments here 

largely refer to Ashish’s article, they are intended also as a reflection on the broader moment we are at, 
and on the dynamics and politics of the many similar or related proposals that are emerging.  In a way 
therefore, I must also thank Ashish for his article, and especially for such a provocative title ! 
 

I also want to openly acknowledge that there are some very attractive, even beautiful 
formulations and proposals in his article, and I hope we can find ways to both critically engage with his 
proposals (as I try to do here) but also retain and celebrate its spirit.  But where in a way, it is precisely 
this quality of his article that has made it even more difficult to critically engage with what I see his essay 
as saying.6 
 

* 
 
 There is certainly a great deal of Ashish’s article that I find myself in broad agreement with, and 
especially in terms of spirit and hope, and it’s also good to see the many threads that Ashish has woven 
together to create the tapestry that he presents in his article (and even though, as I will come to, where 
I feel that there are some significant missing threads).  And overall, in terms of sentiment, I can’t deny 
that I agree that his hope – and call – for a convergence of a wide range of the movements that are 
currently underway, to greater and lesser degree in many parts of the world, would be wonderful to see, 
in some ideal world.  I also don’t want to lose sight of the spirit of what he has said, much of which is 
very appealing.  But this said, I think that the big question is that of *how this can (and should) happen, 
and where my reading is that Ashish’s article raises a whole bundle of underlying, intertwined, and 
problematic issues in this realm – but seemingly, without knowing it.  Indeed, the article is so persuasive, 
and radiates such strong idealism, that this makes it difficult to comment on – but where, on the other 
hand, I think that this again perhaps make it only more necessary to do so.  I try to do so here, as 
respectfully as I can. 
 
The removal of the Black, from ‘Black Lives Matter’ : 

I want to raise three main points that I see as fundamental at this juncture of world history and 
of emerging world movement.  First, in terms of the issue I have already raised, of the title of the article, 
‘Lives Matter !’.  Since Ashish doesn’t use this phrase in the body of his article, I don't know whether the 
choice of this title was his or of a copy editor in the journal he has published it in (The Wall Street 
International Magazine), but since it has appeared under this title, and moreover since Ashish has widely 
circulated this article without any disclaimer about the title (and has recently also publicised a version in 
Spanish),7 I think he has to take responsibility for it.  And all the more so because it is emblazoned across 
the top of the page of his article as published, almost like a battle cry. 

 
6 Personal note : This has not been an easy essay to write, on the one hand given the likelihood that it may well 
seem to be a rather personal criticism of an old friend and someone I respect a great deal.  On the other hand 
though, it has also been difficult to write since it is about such socially sensitive and pregnant issues, and at a very 
pregnant moment in history.  I can therefore only hope that it will be read and understood keeping all this in mind, 
and including that it is perhaps okay to sometimes even criticise the work of one’s friends and fellow-travellers in the 
struggle to open up space for a more radical understanding of the moment we are at and of what we are doing. 
7 Ashish Kothari, October 2020 – ‘¡Las vidas importan!’ [‘Lives matter’, in Spanish], on Espai-Marx, at http://espai-
marx.net/?p=8356 (accessed js on 21.10.2020).  (Spanish version of Ashish Kothari, June 2020 – ‘Lives matter !  Can 
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In short, I think that by taking the liberty of converting the powerful and resonant name, slogan, 

and rallying cry ‘Black Lives Matter’, into ‘Lives Matter’ – in other words, by attempting to generalise and 
genericise the slogan –, Ashish not just ‘misses’ but actively and literally removes both the agency of the 
Blacks and also the dialectical content of the specific (which I believe is critical in each and every 
movement).  In this case, the struggle led by the Black Lives Matter movement is specifically about 
blackness, and about colour, about colourism, about racism and subjugation (and in the midst of all this, 
in the US it’s also about slavery and class), and about liberation; and most crucially perhaps, where the 
agents of this movement are Blacks themselves.   

 
In other words, as I understand it, the name ‘Black Lives Matter’ is therefore *not just a generic 

phrase (or name, or movement) but is very particular, and about a very particular power and dialectic; 
and so I find this genericising (and the removal or deletion that has been done to achieve this) hugely 
problematic.  Although this is an apparently simple, innocent act - and without at all denying the fact the 
‘lives’, as lives, and life itself, do indeed matter -, I don’t think that removing the ‘Black’ from the cry is 
that simple an act; let alone to think that the powerful and resonant idea that ‘Black Lives Matter’ 
represents still holds together if you remove the word Black (or for that matter, to think that it represents 
anything like the same force).  However much one might want to try doing that.  To the opposite, the 
meaning changes, entirely; it morphs into another being. 

 
And so indeed, to my eyes and mind, and notwithstanding what I like about the article, I think 

that to remove the Black from Black Lives Matter is to hollow it out; and as I see it, this ‘play of words’ is 
morally and politically wrong, and therefore unacceptable, however genuine the intention might be.  
 

I also suggest that this is not an abstract issue, and that critically thinking about this is especially 
important given the critical and sensitive juncture that the Black Lives Matter movement is now at, of 
thinking out how best to move forward, within the US and internationally, building on the massive 
groundswell that has taken place; and indeed, as a close observer and participant of the movement has 
suggested, where it is even struggling with the question of how to fully become a movement.8 

 
I perhaps also need to clarify that much as I respect the idealism and hope of Ashish’s article, I 

don’t see it as being ‘only an article’.  I see this as a very serious social and political proposal, and idea, 
that has been put forward in all seriousness by someone who, as I have said, now commands a wide 
audience worldwide, and at a very sensitive time both in world history and in the history of the Black 
Lives Matter movement.   

 
As I’m sure others have too, I have seen other refractions of this re-titling, such as in ‘All Lives 

Matter !’ (or ‘White Lives Matter’, and even ‘Blue Lives Matter’, referring in the US to the police), each of 
which is (and needs to be seen as) a serious political and polemical challenge;9 and equally, and as is 
obvious, the writer of any serious article such as this of course hopes that his or her ideas will gain wings 
and fly, influencing others.  Given this, and given what I believe ‘removing the Black’ constitutes and 
implies, I think that coming out with an article with this title and argument – and at this point in history 
and struggle worldwide - must be seen as a very serious, and polemical, action; and where as a result, 
and because this proposal is now ‘out there’, the politics and political meaning of this proposal is 
something that we all need to very seriously think about, and reflect on, at this juncture in history : Both 
in relation to the Black Lives Matter movement and indeed, in relation to all the other movements listed. 

 

 
black, indigenous, worker, farmer, ecological, women, queer uprisings come together ?’, in The Wall Street 
International Magazine, June 13 2020, at https://wsimag.com/economy-and-politics/62475-lives-matter.) 
8 Matt Meyer, July 2020 – ‘Emerging Moments and Movements’.  Note for the MOM Website and for MOM 
Conversation 1, July 24 2020, at https://movementsofmovements.net/openspace/emerging-moments-and-
movements (accessed js on 11.07.2020).  Matt Meyer is also the author of White Lives Matter Most (And Other 
“Little” White Lies).  Foreword by Sonia Sanchez.  Oakland, CA : PM Press (2018). 
9 See, as cited above, Matt Meyer, 2018 – White Lives Matter Most (And Other “Little” White Lies).  Foreword by 
Sonia Sanchez.  Oakland, CA : PM Press. 
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On the other hand, I also suggest that we who are not Blacks and do not share the same or 
similar historical and structural location, do not have the moral authority to do this or to make such a 
proposal; and I very tentatively suggest that the only peoples who can perhaps – perhaps - legitimately 
do this or substitute another word for Black (and so build on the idea of ‘Black Lives Matter’) are those 
who share a similar historical and structural location, such as Indigenous Peoples or Dalits. 
 

Before moving on to my second point, I want to make clear that I do recognise that by taking the 
Black out and proclaiming ‘Lives Matter !’, and calling for a convergence around this, Ashish is not 
necessarily saying ‘either-or’; in other words, that the BLM movement should now be subsumed into a 
larger convergence, and lose its identity.  In short, I do agree that some manner of convergence might 
be possible (though only if the BLM movement and the other movements are interested, of course).  But 
I also think the situation calls for first explicitly recognising the BLM movement for what it is and for the 
power that it has gathered to itself, and the moral leadership that it is today offering to us all – and 
therefore, for developing any thoughts of convergence only accordingly, and on this basis, with all its 
implications.  As I see it, this most fundamentally includes respecting the integrity of its name. 
 
Over-simplification, and absence : 

My second larger point, which directly relates to the first, is about Ashish’s listing out certain 
movements for this possible convergence (‘Can black, indigenous, worker, farmer, ecological, women, 
queer uprisings come together ?’ in the title, and “ecological, climate justice, feminist, worker, 
indigenous, peasant, self-determination, food sovereignty, peace, nature rights, ecospiritual, radical faith 
[and] youth-for-future” within the article), and thereby conjuring up the idea of a rainbow convergence; 
and indeed, by his even asking the very loaded question of whether ‘we progressives’ “…consider 
ourselves … a ‘class-in-ourselves’ ”.   

 
There are 2-3 strands of ideas here that are interwoven, which I’ll try to separate out. 
 
To my mind, the first strand is that while I recognise that each of the movements listed by Ashish 

in his title is significant in of itself – including, significantly, in all being structural in nature10 -, I think it is 
nevertheless essential to recognise the extra-ordinary power and potential of the Black Lives Matter 
movement in the US at this juncture, as well as what I have suggested is the very sensitive moment it is 
going through - including struggling against the renewed rise of violent white supremacy, that as 
mentioned, has been backed and is being strongly encouraged by noone less than the president of the 
country.  I don’t think Ashish’s article addresses this issue, and I have also not seen this as being 
recognised in any writing as yet, nor in the webinars that I have seen other than those organised by 
sections of the Black Lives Matter movement themselves.  Consequently, the Black Lives Matter 
movement appears in his essay as all but being just one more movement. 

 
Second, I suggest that by simply calling for a rainbow coalition, Ashish has glossed over (and 

therefore even simplified and dissolved) the class, caste, and other structural characteristics that exist in 
many of the movements he lists, and that are a part of their respective cosmologies, and where in many 
cases these characteristics are – a little ironically - precisely what give each movement the power it has; 
but which also constitute potential contradictions with other movements, especially under conditions of 
convergence. 
 

On the other hand, he has also not acknowledged, let alone taken into account, the internal 
structural contradictions that are also present in so many movements.  (Just for illustration, the irruption 
in so many movements of patriarchy and sexism, and of racism, casteism, and classism; and/or the 
frequent denial by some within movements that class, caste, race, patriarchy, and/or heterosexualism are 

 
10 With the exception in the list in the title of ‘the ecological’, but where I agree that this issue is equally fundamental 
and that ‘the difference’ is therefore only a question of how it has come to be framed in this way, ie non-structurally.  
(And where, said in parentheses, this difference is something that we may like to think about further; how and why 
‘the ecological’ appears to be non-structural, even though it is so fundamental; and what the implications of this 
difference are likely to be, for convergence.) 
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at work within a given movement – and especially by the upper caste, upper class, white (or ‘fair’), and 
male leadership that is so common.) 

 
To the opposite, by suggesting that “we [are all] progressives”, and thereby by suggesting that 

all those in all these movements are ‘similar’, I feel Ashish is actively ignoring that those in different 
movements are located very differently, in structural terms, and experience life – and struggle - very 
differently : As Blacks, as Dalits, as Indigenous Peoples, as women, and so on.  And thereby, by invoking 
only the apparent commonalities of aspiration, he is over-simplifying what is involved in the reality and 
practice of convergence. 

 
(In saying this, I think Ashish is also – perhaps subliminally – reaching out to the middle-class 

leadership of most movements, including the structural; but by invoking the idea of a ‘class-in-ourselves’, 
he is in fact not just ignoring class (and caste) differences within the movements but also, in a way, 
potentially creating a wedge between sections within given movements.  I’m sure that this is not 
intentional, but I think that this is still a possible outcome.) 

 
In addition, he also does not discuss the issue of power at all, let alone the different 

understandings (and practices) of power that movements have, and in particular the fundamental 
difference between power-to and power-over. 
 

To my understanding, these are all not minor but vital issues in movement, and especially when 
thinking of convergence, and are something that this proposal does not even begin to take into account – 
and which ironically, is perhaps therefore what makes his proposal sound so simple, and so attractive.  

  
And all this is aside from the question of the reality that aside from the fact of each of these 

movements being around different issues, they are also each taking place in different ways in different 
countries and cultures across the world - to greater or lesser degree -, and therefore have different 
inflections and characteristics that are particular to their given contexts, in part because of the particular 
alignments of power in those contexts.  This includes having different traditions and understandings of 
internationalism - and in many cases, even different understandings of ‘nation’.   

 
I acknowledge that Ashish has only written an article, and not a thesis, but I still contend that his 

not referring to any of the profound challenges that attempting to meaningfully – and respectfully - 
converge across cultures is likely to pose, is not only a big absence but hugely over-simplifies (and 
perhaps even romanticises, even if inadvertently) what is involved; and therefore in a sense 
‘commodifies’ it.  I worry that this has perhaps happened in order to make the proposal easier to grasp.   

 
The third strand in this bundle – that is hidden and unmentioned in this article, as is often the 

case - is the challenging question of the roles of so-called ‘civil society organisations’ (earlier called ‘ngos’) 
in such processes, and of the ‘ngo-isation’ that so often takes place when ‘convergence’ is attempted 
between movements, and especially between movements of different kinds; and especially the 
consequences for structural movements in terms of the challenge to structural power that they are about, 
but where most other movements are not.11  I will come back to this. 

 
In short, and to repeat, I think that even if well-intentioned, this proposal – so elegantly spelt out 

in Ashish’s article – is at the minimum a huge over-simplification, and to an extent even romanticisation, 
and requires a lot more careful thought – as well as recognition of the specificity of the present moment.  
He urges us in his essay to think in terms of a ‘pluriverse’, but frankly I worry that the thrust of his article 

 
11 For a classic discussion of this issue, see : INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence, eds, April 2007 - The 
Revolution Will Not Be Funded : Beyond The Non-Profit Industrial Complex !.  Boston : South End Press.  Just to add, 
I have myself taken part in several processes of convergence and coalition-building, both within India and at an 
international level, where precisely these dynamics have risen and played themselves out; and I have also 
researched and documented these dynamics in, for instance, the international campaigns around major environment-
development-human rights issues.  And so where as I understand it, these are not ‘academic’ issues in any sense at 
all, but very real, and with powerful outcomes. 
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tends to reduce the vitality - and complexity – of plurality in the course of an all-too-easy message.  To 
put it bluntly, I worry that Ashish may even have put forward this kind of simplified – and therefore 
attractive – bundle because of the word limits that are perhaps there for articles in the kind of publication 
where he originally published, and is therefore aimed at what those who are not in struggle but who like 
just to read about it, like to hear.  But I anyway feel it is far too important a proposal, and far too 
complex, to be treated like this; and to then be also broadcast more widely, through listserves and social 
media. 

 
A missing thread : The question of caste 

There is however one more thread in this bundle, again related to the above, that he passingly 
mentions but does not discuss (or include within his list of movements that might converge), and is in 
that sense absent – and absented : The question of caste.  In a way, he treats caste just as he does race 
: He mentions it but does not discuss it; and even though the question of race is, of course (or should 
be), fundamental to this article, given that he is in a way building his essay on the shoulders of the Black 
Lives Matter movement.  

 
For me – as a fellow, middle-upper ‘caste Indian’ / South Asian – it is troubling that Ashish does 

not specifically include ‘anti-casteism’ in his listing of movements.  But what worries me is that his not 
doing so may not be just an oversight but is perhaps structurally symptomatic, and therefore almost 
predictable if not endemic to our class and caste.  Even if I accept that he was not trying to list out each 
and every strand of social movement in his article, given that he is from India and is an activist in India, 
and given the scale and severity of the issue of caste discrimination in India, the omission of this issue 
and movement in his list is, I think, glaring.   

 
This is all the more in an article (and proposal) like this, which takes off from the Black Lives 

Matter movement : Because of the deep structural interrelationships of race, colour, and caste; given the 
way that the Dalit movement in India has historically been inspired by movements among African-
Americans and has forged links with Black-led movements in the US, at least since the 1970s, including 
the formation of the Dalit Panthers; and given also how huge, deep, and violent the issue and reality of 
caste and caste discrimination continues to be, in India and across South Asia (and tragically, has 
become only more acutely so, in recent months).12   

 
It might be useful for me to briefly spell out a little what I’m saying here, and especially for those 

unfamiliar with the question – and challenge – of caste and caste discrimination.  Historically, the ‘leading 
sections’ of so-called ‘civil society’ and of the Left in India have largely been composed of the upper, 
upper-middle, and middle castes; and the lower castes and Dalits have been kept marginal (in the 
leadership).13 
 

As many authors have written – especially Dalits, but also others -, caste is a category that 
members of so-called ‘civil society’ in India in general but so-called ‘progressives’ and the Left in 
particular, have had huge trouble addressing, I believe precisely because of the internal contradictions 
they themselves face as individuals but also because of the ideologies they hold to (which don’t recognise 
‘caste’ as a category or dynamic), and where they – or ‘we’, because I too belong to this world - have 

 
12 And given indeed the powerful argument – by a Black author in the US – that caste is alive and well in the US, and 
that what Blacks in the US experience is not only racism but also casteism; see : Isabel Wilkerson, July 2020 – 
‘America’s Enduring Caste System’, in New York Times, July 1 2020, at 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/01/magazine/isabel-wilkerson-caste.html?referringSource=articleShare (accessed 
js on 06.07.2020). 
13 This is no longer the case, where the General Secretary of one of the many Communist parties in the country, the 
Communist Party of India, is now a Dalit, which is very welcome and – therefore - all credit to the CPI; but where – 
sadly -  it has taken nearly three-quarters of a century for this to take place, and frankly, perhaps also the severe 
attrition of the party (and of the Left in general) over the past decade or two, for this to happen. 
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therefore denied the importance of this (and of agency to Dalits); and/or in general have remained silent 
on this issue for far too long.14   

 
I’m not sure, but it seems to me at least possible that this omission in Ashish’s list may again be 

a result of this structural dynamic.  But if so, then this is a problem; and so I would go as far as to 
suggest that all those interested in seeing convergences taking place should definitely consider both 
opening this door (and, perhaps, other such hidden doors) - and try going through them; and also 
reflecting on how and why these absences take place - and are kept in place. 

 
White supremacy, caste supremacy…  I think it is time that ‘we’ realised that just as in principle, 

we accept the reality of the scourge of white supremacy, and with it colonialism and genocide, and the 
need to join those fighting them, we need equally to accept the reality of the scourge of caste 
supremacy, and with it internal colonialism; and join the fight against it.  

 
And so, and just to underline this, my reason for raising this issue is therefore not just to point 

out an absence in Ashish’s list of movements but also to point to the structural nature of the issue – 
perhaps in all movement – and the need therefore for us to always be critically conscious of this dynamic. 

 
‘Movement’, ‘convergence’, and power : 

My third larger point is that by making this call for a general convergence of movements for 
better worlds, I think Ashish is also hugely over-simplifying ‘movement’ itself (and the convergence of 
movements), and how this takes place and shape; quite aside from the issue of convergence.  I have 
already pointed to some issues above; but there is more.   

The manner in which he has put things in his article seems to suggest that struggles, and 
movements, sort of take shape ‘all by themselves’ and/or by our ‘wanting’ this to happen, or can be 
created somewhat mechanistically; for instance by saying : 

“… But the outpouring of these solidarity protests cannot by itself be a force for global 
transformation. What is needed is the interlinking of these with movements that have for long 
been seeking fundamental, systemic change in political and economic structures, and in our 
relations with each other and the earth.” [emphasis given] 
 
(There are several problematic issues in this statement, not least the oratorical quality of the first 

sentence, and indeed of the whole quote – as if any of us really have the recipe for ‘global 
transformation’; and also the question, again, of who it is that is calling for this, in structural terms; and 
the question of agency.  But I'll leave these and return to my point.) 

 

 
14 For a discussion of the difficulty that ‘the Left’ in India (and progressives there, more generally) have with the 
concept and reality of caste, see, for instance : Anand Teltumbde, 2017 – ‘Dalits, Anti-Imperialism, and the 
Annihilation of Caste’, in Jai Sen, ed, 2017a – The Movements of Movements, Part 1 : What Makes Us Move ?. 
Volume 4 in the Challenging Empires series (New Delhi : OpenWord, and Oakland CA : PM Press) (also in : Jai Sen, 
ed, 2018b – The Movements of Movements, Part 1 : What Makes Us Move ? (Indian edition). New Delhi : 
AuthorsUpfront, in collaboration with OpenWord and PM Press.  Hard copy available at MOM1AmazonIN, 
MOM1Flipkart, and MOM1AUpFront).   
Personal note : In my case, I was literally *not introduced by my (upper class, upper caste – and westernised) family 
to the existence of caste as I grew up, let alone to where we stood in the caste system; and the existence of the 
category was also blanked out by orthodoxy in the context where I was later exposed to social and political issues 
and became an activist, in the Left-led state of West Bengal, in India, in the late 1970s.  I only came to subsequently 
learn about caste – though movement and coalition building at an all-India level, and through meeting activists from 
other parts of the country – and to realise that this blanking out took place precisely because of the dominance of 
the ‘upper’ caste to which I was supposedly born, both within the Left and so-called progressive ‘civil society’, at that 
time and in that context – sections that to some extent overlapped but where both of which denied the existence of 
caste.  None is this is intended as a defence, or excuse; only as a statement of fact and of subjective experience, and 
as an illustration of how the system works. 



10 
 

As I see it, and as I have already mentioned, the crucial missing – absent - element (and thread) 
in Ashish’s proposal is the question of power.  To the contrary of the thrust of his proposal, my 
understanding is that if we’re talking about social and structural transformation (as he says he is), then 
we have to recognise that most movements – and coalitions – with the potential of causing 
transformation are given shape through conscious agency and based on a conscious commonality of 
interests, and only through intense struggle and confrontation with power; and where I suggest that 
meaningful, strategic ‘interlinking’ can only take place when a common perception emerges of the power 
that has to be challenged, and of the kind of power that those in struggle want to replace that with. 

 
In other words, and in my experience and understanding at least, it is absolutely essential that a 

proposal such as this directly engages with the issue of power – and that if this is done, then ‘interlinking’ 
is far from being as simple as he seems to make it sound (and all the more so, given the wide range of 
movements that he invokes – but where as a vision, it is precisely the scale and diversity that makes it so 
seductively attractive).  Unfortunately, Ashish does not even begin to raise or discuss these challenges.  
Mere formal convergence is one thing; convergence to challenge power is something else.  And to 
assume that mere formal convergence changes anything in terms of achieving change, is – I think – 
weak. 

 
There is also another critical issue contained within this seemingly simple assertion : In short, the 

subtle hierarchy and counter-position that is gently created in this para between the “solidarity protests 
[which] cannot by itself [sic] be a force for global transformation” (emphasis given) and “movements that 
have for long been seeking fundamental, systemic change in political and economic structures, and in our 
relations with each other and the earth” (which he also represents); and which he therefore seems to 
gently suggest are, perhaps, already ‘closer’ to ‘the larger task’ of being “a force for global 
transformation”.   

 
As I’ve argued elsewhere, this is a very common kind of characterisation – and classification, 

polarisation, and hierarchy – that tends to come from within what is commonly ‘civil society’ (and by 
which I’m not only referring to so-called ‘civil society organisations’, or ‘ngos’); and so I think we need to 
explore what is happening here, and try to place this tendency in perspective.  As I understand it, so-
called ‘civil society’ is - broadly speaking - a middle class (and middle-upper caste) phenomenon, and 
especially when it is looking at ‘the other’, it tends to automatically see its vision as being inherently 
superior.  I argue that this happening is a direct consequence (and just one manifestation) of so-called 
‘civil society’’s inherent and relentless struggle for power, leadership, and hegemony within society at 
large, including (very much) through the production of ideas and of social knowledge through which it 
validates itself and consolidates its power.15  Given this, I have therefore argued elsewhere that those of 
us who belong to so-called ‘civil society’16 - such as Ashish, and myself – have to always be critically 

 
15 Jai Sen, November 2007d – ‘The power of civility’, in Mikael Löfgren and Håkan Thörn, eds, 2007 – ‘Global Civil 
Society – More Or Less Democracy ?’, special issue of Development Dialogue, no 49, pp 51-68.  Available @ 
https://independent.academia.edu/JaiSen.  Full issue available for download @ www.dhf.uu.se.  
    I then considerably developed my initial ideas, which were published in : Jai Sen, 2018b - ‘Break Free ! Engaging 
Critically with the Concept and Reality of Civil Society (Part 1)’, in Jai Sen, ed, 2018 – The Movements of Movements, 
Part 2 : Rethinking Our Dance (New Delhi : OpenWord and Oakland, CA : PM Press), pp 65-113.  Also available at 
https://www.academia.edu/38657297/Break_Free_Engaging_Critically_with_the_Concept_and_Reality_of_Civil_Socie
ty_Part_1_ (accessed js on 29.03.2019), and : Jai Sen, 2018c - ‘Break Free ! Engaging Critically with the Concept and 
Reality of Civil Society (Part 2)’, in Jai Sen, ed, 2018 – The Movements of Movements, Part 2 : Rethinking Our Dance 
(New Delhi : OpenWord and Oakland, CA : PM Press), pp 317-363.  Also available at 
https://www.academia.edu/38657324/Break_Free_Engaging_Critically_with_the_Concept_and_Reality_of_Civil_Socie
ty_Part_2_ (accessed js on 29.03.2019). 
16 I say “so-called ‘civil society’” because as I argue in my more recent work on the issue (2018), so-called ‘civil 
society’ has not, historically, always been ‘civil’; and often, far from it.  As well as introducing (and enforcing) 
concepts and practices of so-called ‘civility’ – which I concede have also, in history, and in some areas, contributed in 
some areas to the democratisation of society and other normatively ‘positive’ advances –, the social and political 
reality in history has in fact been that ‘civility’ is a mask, and that ‘civil society’ all around the world has also been at 
the leading edge of barbarism and genocide as an inherent part of its civilisational project, and that this continues to 
be the case, such as in the case of the treatment of Dalits in South Asia – but also of Blacks so widely.  The fact that 
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aware of and reflect on the hidden power that we wield, and of our innate tendency to hegemonise 
power-over (but only in the most civil ways, of course !); and that we should therefore at all times 
struggle to break free of it.17 

 
In this regard, Ashish even asks the specific question : “But will all these movements seize the 

moment to weave a tapestry that changes the macro picture ?”.  As I see it, I think that even as 
movements – structural movements - consider this question, it’s very important (for them and for all of 
us) to recognise that even while movements are doing so, a whole host of so-called ‘civil society 
organisations’ are in fact already trying to ‘seize the moment’ (and the loom !), and to set the frame for 
the future; for instance, precisely by those listed out in his article, and even if he clearly does not see 
what is happening in these terms.  For this, as I say, is what so-called ‘civil society’ does, and is 
structurally destined to do : To struggle to set the discourse and to gain control and hegemony over the 
discourse.  In some cases, even with the best of intentions, and not – in my experience - always 
necessarily conscious of the dynamics involved, but doing what they / we do because they / we see it as 
part of what we understand – and project – to be the ‘natural’ order of the world.  And so where I 
suggest that in the present context, upper caste and class alliances are already, and organically, taking 
shape, in this arena as in all others.  In other words, the struggle for power – and for control over the 
future - has already opened up; and even among, and between, people who might otherwise seem to 
agree. 

 
And so what seems to me to be necessary as a prerequisite at this moment is a strategic 

understanding by structural movements and their supporters not only of the dynamics of state and 
corporations, and more conventional power-over, but also the dynamics of so-called ‘civil society’ and 
‘civil society organisations’ - and of their taking the initiative to set the terms of relationship between 
themselves and such organisations and initiatives.  In addition, and in these terms, I believe that 
structural movements also need to remain aware that social movements themselves often contain 
representatives or members of civil society organisations (and therefore of so-called ‘civil society’).  And 
so where all those of us who see ourselves as being supporters of the movement presently being led by 
what is broadly called ‘the Black Lives Matter movement’ need to be clear about what this involves.18  
And also in relation to movements led by Indigenous Peoples and by Dalits, and by Women. 

 
As I have already pointed to, I believe that in Ashish’s case the need for this critical self-

awareness is also all the more the case at this point in history because of the dialectics of power : 
Because, on the one hand, of the dense network of interlocking civil initiatives that he and his comp@s 
have so skilfully woven, within India and at a global level (among others, the Vikalp Sangam (‘Confluence 
of Alternatives’) in India and the Global Tapestry of Alternatives and Radical Ecological Democracy at 
global levels) and for which they are so widely known and respected – within civil society, anyway, in 
India and globally; and on the other, the rise and emergence of a global ‘movement’ inspired – and 
therefore led - by the Black Lives Matter movement in the US.  And where, I would like to gently suggest, 
it is therefore precisely their success of weaving these networks – which creates a very considerable, 
less-than-visible web of power of influence and hegemony - that brings all the greater responsibility on 
Ashish (and his colleagues) to be careful with propagating such visions, and especially in relation to a 
still-emerging movement such as BLM.  Equating all these movements, by simply listing them out and 
spelling out what seem to be some common aspirations, and suggesting that ‘we’ are all the same, 
belonging to a ‘class-in-ourselves’, is – I think – hugely deceptive. 

 
the term ‘civil’ is at the core of the term ‘civilisation’, which too is a construct that so-called ‘civil society’ has 
invented, (and weaponised, with devastating effects), is no accident.  In short, ‘we’ who comprise so-called ‘civil 
society’ have invented this term, and constructed the idea of a ‘civil society’, because it’s about us and we think it 
makes us look good (and thereby gives us space to act).  And so, as I understand it, the concepts and practices of 
so-called ‘civility’ are therefore very deceptive, illusory, and a double-edged sword – literally.  
17 For this, see citations in footnote 15, and especially my later work on the theory and practice of civil society, titled 
‘Break free !’. 
18 For one discussion of this question, in the US context, see : Fred Ho, with Matt Meyer, June 2013 – ‘Working 
Together to Build a New World’, on New Clear Vision, June 12 2013, at 
https://www.newclearvision.com/2013/06/12/toward-a-maroon-society/ (accessed js on 09.08.2020). 
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In other words, while what Ashish has given vision to in his article therefore, is undoubtedly a 

grand and even beautiful vision, it is also seductively simple and contains hugely complex dynamics.  
First, there is the question of the apparent proposal to shift the frame and focus from ‘Black Lives Matter’ 
to ‘Lives Matter’ (and just possibly, in the interests of ‘democracy’ and ‘equality’, to displace the centrality 
of the leadership and agency of historically and structurally oppressed peoples; here, the Blacks).   

 
Second, there is the equally huge question – in relation to convergence - that I have already 

mentioned : That the social and political reality of each of the movements listed (and of all movements, 
but especially among the structurally oppressed) is that each of them have taken shape in terms of their 
own, very specific, direct, and dialectical conditions and relationships (and struggles) with power-over, 
and with the powers that seek to destroy and suppress that which those who come to form movement, 
cherish and want to protect or to regenerate, or liberate.  They have taken shape in terms of their own 
very particular understandings and parameters of power-to; and of how any process of convergence will 
address this question of specificity.  In a sense, it could almost be said that perhaps all the movements 
that we see around us, and have seen in history, would not have come about if it had not been for the 
prior formation of oppressive forces and their exercise of power-over.  What we call ‘movements’ are thus 
waves of resistance, of aspiration, for liberation and transformation.  And where each wave, and each 
movement, and each struggle over power, therefore has its own specificity.  I believe that we need to 
recognise this, and to respect this – and all the more, when thinking of and proposing the possibilities of 
‘interlinking’ and of ‘convergence’. 

 
* 

 
This has been a long argument.  I now, before ending, want to try and draw out what I think are three 
key threads that I can put forward here as proposals for discussion : 
 

1) Talking power, making power visible : 
As I see it, three further things in turn come out of these three points : One, I think it’s therefore 

essential in such an article and proposal – about such an issue - to explicitly recognise that bringing 
about change means changes in power relations; and so where we need to talk power.  Beyond this, we 
need not just to ‘recognise’ that the forces we are struggling against ‘exist’ but also to make them visible; 
and so to talk power and make power visible.   

 
In this article (and indeed, in all too many of the webinars over this past summer), the question 

of power and the forces we are struggling against are all but absent, other than being listed as isms; and 
where it also seems to be assumed that ‘we’ – the same ‘we’ - all ‘know’ what power is and what struggle 
is (and agree on this).  I suspect that this is not the case, and that what we know of it and think about it 
will very according to how and where we are structurally located – and so will vary widely.  In this case, 
the article gives no real picture of what the forces we have to address are, or what the odds are; let 
alone how the powers that each of the movements confront are likely to react to the emergence of any 
such coordinated action (or, very likely, are already reacting… because ‘they’ are usually way ahead of 
‘us’).  And by talking only about ‘convergence’, it therefore in a way only sets up a straw enemy.19 

 
To the opposite, my own reaction to the article is that by not addressing these issues, it gives a 

seemingly vivid but in fact empty (or whitewashed) picture of ‘movement’ (and of power, and therefore 
of change and transformation), and of the desirability of this ‘new, worldwide, and all-encompassing 

 
19 In relation to this, I should add that over this past summer, my experience of the various webinar series I watched 
was that although they were supposedly about ‘developing critical understandings of social justice and other issues’ 
(and behind this, as I have said, in some cases about the possibilities of convergence), none of them were framed to 
look at the crucial question of power, in any way at all; and so I repeatedly raised this absence with the organisers of 
some of them.  In short, although the individuals I approached seemed to agree about the importance – and 
therefore, I thought, about the need to address this question –, none of them did so.  And in the one case where I 
finally decided to ask a question about this, in the chat space, one of the main speakers specifically said, publicly, 
that they would “not talk about the issue of dual power” ! 
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movement’ – and thereby takes away from the brutality of reality and of power-over that the Black Lives 
movements, and that all such movements of the historically and structurally oppressed, face.  

 
I will take the risk here of going one step further here and say that I think this tendency of 

keeping away from a discussion of power is again something that characterises most movements and 
institutions led by middle class and middle caste people belonging to so-called ‘civil society’, and that I 
suspect this happens precisely because of their / our relatively comfortable locations within society 
(where we are in a sense embedded in relatively comfortable webs of privilege and power).  I think that 
this is the reason that many initiatives that even declare themselves to be working on ‘alternatives’ also 
do not explicitly name power, or address it - in the sense of directly asking the question of ‘Alternative to 
what ?’; and therefore do not – and cannot, almost by definition, work towards that. 

 
There are of course significant exceptions to this generalisation; clearly, the struggles of the 

Basques, the Kurds, and the Zapatistas – among others – stand out.  I also accept that there are 
countless very significant examples of the establishment of some degree of local autonomy, in several 
parts of the world, and especially in terms of production.  But I will still venture the thought that the 
latter experiments are ‘working’ insofar as they are not yet seriously threatening broader structures of 
power; but more centrally, that ‘our’ not naming power – and our not needing to name it - may have a 
lot to do with our not reading or recognising the structural reality that the spaces that we who belong to 
‘civil society’ presently inhabit – that gives people like us the ‘space’ to do what we do - is available to us 
precisely because what we do does not, as yet anyway, threaten those with power-over.  And in turn, 
that all this, in turn, has a lot to do with who ‘we’ are and with the reality that many of ‘us’ belong to so-
called ‘civil society’ - and so enjoy the privileges of caste and class equations with power-over that come 
with this.  And that all this in turn influences – and frames – how we in turn frame things. 

 
Though I acknowledge that this political and cultural geography of power is now quite rapidly 

changing - in many parts of the world including in India, and to some degree as a consequence of rising 
class, caste, and race struggle -, I suggest that when talking of movement and of convergence it is 
essential that we always open up and speak about the class, caste, race, and other structural 
characteristics of movements, of their leadership, and of their supporters and collaborators.  We need to 
do so both in terms of how ‘they’ see and relate to power-over, and also see the question of power-to; 
and in turn, of where ‘we’ stand, and belong, both in relation to them and to this.   

 
In addition, and crucially, I suggest that there is a need for those who belong to so-called ‘civil 

society’ to recognise what this means structurally and to come to terms with it – including in terms of 
subordinating ourselves to the leadership of those in structural movements. 
 

2) The dialectics of ‘convergence’ and of power : 
Second, and at the risk of generalising too much, I believe that it’s just too simple to ask ‘Why 

don’t all the movements just come together ?’; not only in terms of the specificities of different 
movements that I have raised above but also of how each movement conceives of power – both of 
power-over and of power-to - and how it addresses them.  As I have said above, each of the movements 
that Ashish invokes and wants to see coming together are struggling against different forces and powers, 
and/or at times different incarnations of interrelated powers and structures – such as capitalism, 
patriarchy, casteism, racism, etc.  So in talking about ‘coming together’, at the minimum there’s a need to 
recognise that ‘It’ is not just ‘one (monolithic) power’ ‘out there’ that the converged movements would be 
struggling against, but an extremely complex, intertwined, and yet mutually independent set of powers; 
and so rather than only invoking idealistic images of ‘convergence’, we also have to look hard at the 
multi-headed hydra that any such coalition would be confronting, and of how any such convergence 
would do so.20  Here too therefore, I feel that the picture that Ashish has portrayed in his article is hugely 
over-simplified – and again, almost idyllic, almost innocent, and therefore both inspiring and beguiling. 

 
20 This is made only more complex by virtue of the fact that many – if not all – of the issues and powers-over that 
we struggle against and with, such as caste, class, race, and patriarchy, in fact all also act through the same 
institution of ‘civil society’ to which many of us belong, and are steeped in (see my essays, as cited above in footnote 
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3) Recognising structural location in society : 
Third, and building on a point I have already made, I think we also need to step back and 

recognise who the ‘we’ is : Who it is that is making these proposals for convergence, in terms of their / 
our structural location in society.  If we do so, then I think we will find that this kind of call – whether 
made by individuals or by institutions, or by self-created ‘movement organisations’ such as the recently-
formed ‘Progressive International’21 – most often still tends to come from individuals or institutions who 
belong to so-called ‘civil society’; and that the nature of apparently similar proposals from movement-
based organisations, and especially from movements of the structurally oppressed, have a radically 
different resonance, such as by one in the current context in the US, People’s Strike!, which is at the core 
of the Black Lives Matter movement.22  This difference does not make illegitimate statements by civil 
society organisations and individuals, but it does remind us all – whether belonging to so-called ‘civil 
society’ or to what I term ‘incivil’ society23 - to always try and read what we see in terms of caste and 
class interests, and also always whether such proposals are addressed and accountable to incivil society 
and mass organisations. 

 
In short, I believe that we all need to critically reflect on this, and on the force that such 

statements exert on those struggling on and from the ground; and on the reality that, as already 
mentioned above, civil society formations and alliances are already ‘seizing the moment’, and often, in 
the name also of others. 

 
Given all this, I want to circle back to the beginning of what I have tried to say here : That I 

believe that those of us belonging to so-called ‘civil society’ who are trying to envision, theorise, or 
strategise any such interlinking – which is also a ‘movement’ in of itself – and who want to be comrades 
in solidarity in the transformation that we want to see, must not, even inadvertently, remove or reduce, 
in any way, the leadership and agency of those who are the base of each movement… and in this case, 
of the Blacks in the Black Lives Matter movement.  Which I think this seemingly simple, uncomplicated 
proposal made by Ashish does, even if inadvertently.  And to the opposite, we must recognise not only 
the agency of the structurally oppressed – at the present juncture, of peoples of African descent in the 
US – but also their primacy. 

 
Indeed, I believe that we may already have reached a stage of social development in many parts 

of the world, and of the crystallisation of social forces, that it is perhaps time for those of us who 
structurally belong to so-called ‘civil society’ to explicitly recognise the nature of the historical context we 
are in, and to stand back, make space for the historically and structurally oppressed, and accept their 
leadership. 

 
This also takes us back to the key question that Ashish has himself asked in his article - of 

whether ‘we progressives’ “…consider ourselves … a ‘class-in-ourselves’”.  In short, I think he’s actually 
very right, but not necessarily in the sense he intended; for the ‘we’ who make these kinds of calls do 
indeed tend to belong to a ‘class-in-ourselves’ – which is otherwise called ‘civil society’.  But where on the 
other hand, I think he has too easily assumed, and just taken for granted, that ‘Blacks’ – the Blacks who 
are the body and the leadership of the Black Lives Matter movement – also see themselves as ‘belonging’ 
to this uniform ‘class-in-ourselves’, in terms of caste and class; and crucially, that in turn, ‘we’ naturally 

 
15); and so where so many of us who belong to so-called ‘civil society’ are, individually and institutionally, structurally 
suffused with all these contradictions, and constantly reproduce them. 
21 See, for instance : Eoin Higgins, May 2020 – ‘Progressive International Launches 'To Form a Common Front' in 
Global Struggle for Justice and a Better World’, on Common Dreams, May 11 2020, at 
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2020/05/11/progressive-international-launches-form-common-front-global-
struggle-justice-and?cd-
origin=rss&utm_term=AO&utm_campaign=Daily%20Newsletter&utm_content=email&utm_source=Daily%20Newslet
ter&utm_medium=Email (accessed js on 11.05.2020); or the PI website at https://progressive.international/.  
22 People’s Strike, June 2020 – ‘People’s Strike and the Uprising : An Open Letter to All People Fighting for Our Lives’, 
at https://peoplesstrike.org/peoples-strike-and-the-uprising-an-open-letter/ (accessed js on 25.06.2020). 
23 For a discussion of the idea – and category - of ‘incivil society’, see my essays as mentioned above in footnote 15. 
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‘belong’ to theirs; and so where I believe that his essay inadvertently also opens up this fundamental 
question.   

 
Just to broaden this issue : Can Ashish / would Ashish equally address this proposal to Dalit 

movements ?   
 
As I say, there are movements, and there are movements. 
 
And so, and in ending, much as I respect the idealism that Ashish’s article represents, I am left 

deeply worried both by the title and these many absences, and – crucially - their interwoven meanings, 
including the hidden; and by the assumptions that I think undergird its arguments.  And I am left only 
more convinced that it is essential that when confronting the enormous challenges of our present 
moment, we ask ourselves the kinds of questions that I have attempted to spell out here, and to draw 
out principles that can guide us. 

 
 Last, though, and I think relatedly : I’m also left wondering why, at this moment in history and 
struggle – in the US and at a world level -, Ashish, writing from India, chose to first publish *this article 
and *these thoughts (as well as another recent article) in something like the ‘Wall Street International 
Magazine’, in the US…  Not only given the proud, apparent lineage of its name – which is difficult enough 
to deal with ! – but even more so given the other material that it publishes and therefore its likely 
audience.  Was there some strategic perspective behind his doing so, and of first making this argument 
to such an audience, and at *this time in history ?  But if so, why ?  Or am I missing something ?  
 
 
 


