
It is my wish that there shall be no religious element in any funeral or memorial
gathering that might be convened to remember my life and work.  I have been a

rationalist all my life and do not wish to be claimed by religious people, groups or
institutions.

 
 Bertholt Brecht’s poem: “The Carpet Weavers of Kujan Bulak” epitomises my

attitude to development politics: “doing” is more important than ritual.
The same poet’s “Questions by a Worker Who Reads History” reflects my attitude to

politics as a collective task.
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Denis says the following about “The Carpet Weavers of Kujan Bulak”:
 “Brecht movingly shows that we have to turn our theory and wishes into

practice because it is action that translates fine visions into reality.
Empty formalised ceremony is no substitute for actively building our

new society through working together.”



[Translation]
Often and copiously honour has been done to Comrade Lenin.
There are busts and statues; cities and children are called after him,
Speeches are made in many languages.
There are meetings and demonstrations
From Shanghai to Chicago in Lenin’s honour.  
But this is how the Carpet Weavers of Kujan Bulak honoured him in a little
Township in Southern Turkistan.
 
Every evening there, twenty-nine carpet weavers
Shaking with fever rise from their primitive looms.
Fever is rife. The railway station
Is full of the hum of mosquitos. A thick cloud
Rises from the swamp behind the Old Camel’s Graveyard.
 
But the railway train which
Every two weeks brings water and smoke, brings
The news also one day
That the day approaches for honouring Comrade Lenin.
And the people of Kujan Bulak decide,
Poor people, carpet weavers,
That Comrade Lenin’s plaster bust shall also
Be put up in their locality.
 
Then as the collection is made for the bust
They all stand shaking with fever and offering
Their hard-earned Kopeks with trembling hands.
And the Red Army man Stepa Gamalev, who
Carefully counts and minutely watches,
Sees how ready they are to honour Lenin and he is glad
But he also sees their unsteady hands
And he suddenly proposes
That the money for the bust should be used for petroleum
To be poured on the swamp behind the Old Camel’s Graveyard
From where the mosquitos come, which
Carry the fever germ.
And so to fight the fever in Kujan Bulak thus
Honouring the dead but
Never to be forgetting
Comrade Lenin.
 

So it was decided.
On the day of the ceremony they carried
Their dented buckets, filled with black petroleum,
One after the other
And poured it over the swamp.
 
And so they helped themselves by honouring Lenin and
Honoured him by helping themselves, and thus
They understood him well.
 
We have heard how the people of Kujan Bulak
Honoured Lenin. When in the evening
The petroleum had been bought and poured on the swamp, 
A man who was at the meeting demanded
That a plaque be fixed on the railway station
Recording the events, and containing
Precise details of their altered plan and the exchange of the
Bust of Lenin for a barrel of fever-destroying petroleum. 
And all this to honour Lenin.
And they still also
Put up the plaque.

THE CARPET WEAVERS OF KUJAN BULAK



Who built the seven gates of Thebes?
The books are filled with names of kings.
Was it the kings who hauled the craggy blocks of stone?
And Babylon, so many times destroyed.
Who built the city up each time? In which of Lima's houses,
That city glittering with gold, lived those who built it?
In the evening when the Chinese wall was finished
Where did the masons go? Imperial Rome
Is full of arcs of triumph. Who reared them up? Over whom
Did the Caesars triumph? Byzantium lives in song.
Were all her dwellings palaces? And even in Atlantis of the legend
The night the seas rushed in,
The drowning men still bellowed for their slaves.
 
Young Alexander conquered India.
He alone?
Caesar beat the Gauls.
Was there not even a cook in his army?
Phillip of Spain wept as his fleet
was sunk and destroyed. Were there no other tears?
Frederick the Great triumphed in the Seven Years War.
Who triumphed with him?
 
Each page a victory
At whose expense the victory ball?
Every ten years a great man,
Who paid the piper?
 
So many particulars.
So many questions.

QUESTIONS OF A WORKER WHO READS HISTORY


