
As Germany prepares to mark Karl
Marx’s 200th birth anniversary, the
revolutionary philosopher’s legacy

remains divisive more than a quarter century
after the fall of the Berlin Wall. With scars from
the Cold War still fresh, people from capitalist
former West Germany and the once commu-
nist East are of two minds about the 19th-cen-
tury philosopher. Some hail Marx as a vision-
ary scholar who foretold the ills of the market
economy, while others revile him for inspiring
Stalinist regimes.

In the western town of Trier, the icon’s
birthplace which is planning 600 events for
his bicentenary, it is not lost on critics that
the centerpiece of the celebrations is a gar-
gantuan statue offered as a gift from com-
munist China. “I never had a need for him,”
retiree Helene Schmidt, 76, told AFP, voicing
her opposition to the statue, which is 5.5 m
tall and is to be unveiled on Saturday, Marx’s
birth anniversary.

For many Germans, their feelings are
shaped by where and when they grew up.
“My mother told me once that Karl Marx is a
communist and that was that. And now he is
standing before us,” said 92-year-old Anne-
Lise, somewhat puzzled by the imposing
statue, which is positioned near a set of
recently installed special edition traffic lights
featuring the philosopher.

As she was growing up in the West, she
rarely heard mention of Marx, and it was
only this year that she learned anything
about the man, Anne-Lise said, declining to
give her last name. University student Sandra
Konrad, 22, however has no doubts as to his
lasting importance. Marx “delivered a great
manifesto and no one can counter that,” she
said. “He should not be buried away.” 

While older generations in west Germany
grew up with little knowledge of key Marx
works such as the Communist Manifesto and
Das Kapital, that has changed since reunifi-
cation. Over the last decade in particular,
unbridled capitalism and its discontents have
fuelled renewed interest in Marx’s work on
the oppression of the working class and
inequality. The theories, developed as the
Industrial Revolution gathered pace in the

19th century, find resonance today as soci-
eties once again see social and political
upheaval. “There is a growing timeliness
about Karl Marx - certainly the financial and
economic crises played a role since 2008
when renowned contemporary economists
praised him as a theorist,” said Rainer Auts,
director of a company set up to oversee the
exhibitions on Marx’s life, works and legacy.

Capitalizing on Marx 
But in the former East, where the work of

the burly man known for his flowing mane
and beard was once espoused in every
school, some reject any praise for Marx
because of the damage his ideas wrought.
“Karl Marx developed the foundation upon
which all subsequent communist dictator-
ships have built until today,” Dieter
Dombrovski, president of the Union of the
Victim Groups of Communist Tyranny, told
AFP. “He wrote these works; sure, he did not
implement them but he developed the
thought and the communist dictatorships
implemented everything that he wrote word
for word.

“According to our penal system today, if
someone were to incite a person to commit
murder, and if the other person carries out
the murder, then the one who incited is also
convicted, which is only right,” said
Dombrovski, who was once jailed by the
East German dictatorship. More people were
killed under communist regimes than under
Adolf Hitler, he added. 

The giant statue gifted by China has also
become a lightning rod. “In Germany, erect-
ing a statue means conferring an honor to
that individual. The city of Trier is therefore
honoring Karl Marx and his works,” said
Dombrovski, also accusing it, perhaps ironi-
cally, of capitalizing on the philosopher to
draw more Chinese tourists.

‘Great son of the city’ 
Officials in Trier reject the accusations,

arguing that Marx cannot be blamed for
regimes which distorted his theories to their
own ends. “The (East German) regime treat-
ed Marx as its god, and his words were the

true gospel. That discredited his ideas and
philosophy. A new look has not been possible
until after reunification,” Auts said, stressing
that the commemorations aim neither to “glo-
rify nor vilify” Marx. 

For Trier mayor Wolfram Leibe, this year
offers an opportunity to reassess the man
and his work. “We now have 30 years of dis-
tance from reunification... which gives us the
possibility to look at Marx with a critical eye
without prejudice,” he said, adding that the

thinker should “take his place as one of the
greatest sons of the city.” Leibe also denied
trying to attract Chinese tourists - many of
whom come on a pilgrimage to visit Marx’s
birthplace. Only one percent of Trier’s five
million visitors a year are Chinese, he said,
adding that the city does not have sufficient
capacity to accommodate more tourists even
if it wanted to. “Karl Marx formulated impor-
tant ideas, and it is worthwhile to think about
these ideas. —AFP
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Fed up with the smog in Mongolia’s capital, residents
have resorted to sipping “lung” tea and “oxygen
cocktails” in a desperate bid to protect themselves

from pollution, despite health officials saying there is no
evidence they work. Ulaanbaatar topped New Delhi and
Beijing as the world’s most polluted capital in 2016,
UNICEF said in a report warning of a health crisis that
has put every child and pregnancy at risk. With residents
of so-called ger (slum) districts using coal stoves to cook
and heat their homes in the world’s coldest capital, where
temperatures can dip as low as -40 Celsius, pollution has
skyrocketed.

While most of the pollution comes from stoves in the
gers, road transport and power plants add to the toxic
mix. On Jan 30, air pollution was 133 times higher than the
safe limit set by the World Health Organization (WHO).
UNICEF reported that cases of respiratory infections
have nearly tripled and pneumonia is now the second
leading cause of death for children under five. Worried
parents have held protests to press the government to
take action. But some businesses are cashing in, even
though a WHO official says there is no evidence that such
anti-smog products work.

‘Life is air’ 
Advertisements in Mongolia boast that “drinking just

one oxygen cocktail is equal to a three-hour-walk in a
lush forest”. At the produce section of the State
Department Store, blue cans of oxygen called “Life Is
Air” are on sale for $2, and promise to turn a glass of
juice into a foamy, sweet “oxygen cocktail” after spraying
some into a glass through a special straw. Other stores
and pharmacies have oxygen cocktail machines that
resemble coffee makers and can turn a juice into a frothy
drink for $1.

Pregnant women are among the most avid customers
of the Russian-made product, with some saying they are
following their doctor’s orders. Batbayar Munguntuul, a
34-year-old accountant and mother of three, drank oxy-
gen cocktails when she was pregnant, but she ended up
spending much more money on medicine. “Every winter
we constantly buy medicine,” she told AFP. “It has
reached a point that it is like just any other grocery prod-
uct that you have to buy regularly.”

Like many other Mongolians, she has chosen to buy
an air purifier to make sure her family breathes clean air
at home. Her machine, which filters out toxic fumes, cost
her $300. The average level of PM2.5 particles - which
penetrate deep into the lungs was 75 micrograms per
cubic metre last year, or three times the exposure recom-
mended by the WHO for a 24-hour period. Air pollution
has been linked to asthma, bronchitis, and other long-
term respiratory diseases.

Some Mongolians drinking special teas named
Enkhjin, Ikh Taiga, and Dr Baatar that claim to clean
lungs. Dr Baatar’s CEO, Baatar Chantsaldulam, said sales
surge by 20 to 30 percent during winter, when pollution
tends to reach its peak. “First it takes all the toxins out of
the blood, then it turns the toxins in the lung into mucus,
and all the plants in tea helps boost the human immune
system,” he told AFP.

But Maria Neira, the head of the WHO’s public health
department, said the “real solution” to protect the lungs
and the cardiovascular system was to reduce air pollu-
tion and avoid exposure to it. “The business community
will offer plenty of those solutions,” Neira said, referring
to the oxygen cocktails and lung teas. “We don’t have
any scientific evidence whether they provide any bene-
fit,” she said. 

Angry parents 
Non-profit organizations such as Parents Against

Smog say the government is not doing enough to reduce
air pollution and argue that ordinary people should not
have to suffer financially to protect their health. The
group organized a sit-in protest earlier this year. “For the
past 10 years, people have known that air pollution has
reached dangerous levels,” Parents Against Smog coordi-
nator Tumur Mandakhjargal told AFP. “However, policy-
makers only address the issue by talking about passing
out clean stoves and clean coal,” Mandakhjargal said.

The NGO says the government should give some
200,000 ger residents access to loans so that they install
heating insulation and replace their stoves with cleaner
heaters. It also complains that a ger relocation plan has
been too slow. The government spent $120 million
between 2008-2016 to combat pollution, with half of the
funds coming out of its foreign aid revenue. Part of the
money has gone to distributing low-emission stoves to
residents of ger districts. —AFP
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Greek-Turkish 
border again under 
refugee pressure 
PYTHIO, Greece: Their clothes caked with mud, a small
group of refugees from Syria trudge past a Greek farmer
tilling his field on a tractor. He barely pauses to look at
them. In the villages near the Evros River, the natural
boundary with Turkey in northeastern Greece, such
arrivals are now common. In Pythio, retired factory
worker Yiannis Kiourtidis gets a phone call at the local
coffee shop. “Here comes another bunch. They have chil-
dren with them,” he shouts to his fellow villagers, who
are playing cards.

Refugees - mainly people fleeing the war in Syria -
usually arrive in Greece via the Aegean Sea. But Aegean
island camps are vastly overcrowded, and a months-long
wait is in store for anyone who applies for asylum there.
Since the beginning of the year, the overland route has
picked up again. Many are Syrian Kurds from Afrin, the
enclave in Syria that fell to Turkish forces in March after a
month of fighting.

According to the UN refugee agency UNHCR, some
2,900 people have arrived in Evros so far this month,
mostly Syrian and Iraqi families. This is equivalent to half
the estimated land arrivals recorded in all of 2017, outpac-
ing arrivals by sea, the agency said. “It’s too early to know
the causes of the increase... More time is needed to say if
the flow really is shifting,” says Izabella Cooper, a spokes-
woman for EU border agency Frontex, which has a staff of
26 officers in the area.

‘Will they send us back?’ 
At the village, Kiourtidis, who was once an immigrant

worker in Germany, swiftly loads a car with bottled water
and biscuits with the help of a friend. Rushing out, he
makes contact with the 11 refugees - six adults and five
children - at a nearby field. “Syria, Syria,” calls out the
man leading the group. Kiourtidis motions them towards
him. The two villagers hand out water as the Syrian chil-
dren reach for the biscuits. Gesturing again, the group
leader asks for directions to Thessaloniki, the main city in
northern Greece.

While they talk, an unmarked van pulls over and two
Greek policemen step out. They are armed, yet not in uni-
form. The Syrians are terrified. They have heard reports of
refugees being illegally rounded up and pushed back to
Turkey, a practice the Greek state has officially denied.
“Are they going to send us back?” 25-year-old Ayla, who
has travelled here from the Euphrates city of Abu Kamal
with her husband and five-year-old daughter, asks fearful-
ly. The policemen assure her that this is not their intention.
“Allah be praised,” Ayla says. “You have to understand, we
have lost our homes, our relatives, everything,” she says,
adding that her family paid smugglers $1,000 for each
member to get to Greece.

‘Full to capacity’ 
From the border area, the refugees are taken to police

facilities for identification and then forwarded to recep-
tion camps in the north. Some privately seek passage to
Thessaloniki, or even Athens if they can afford it. The
camps are already filling up, and the UNHCR this week
called on the government to urgently expand reception
capacity to ease the strain. “Hundreds of people are at
present being held in police detention facil it ies,”
UNHCR said.

Some refugees actively seek out the police, to get

themselves indoors. Shortly after dawn, 27-year-old
Ahmet from Somalia is walking on a rural road with his
wife and two other relatives. “We are trying to find the
police. We’ve been on the road for two days,” he says.
Elias Akidis, head of the police officers’ union of Orestiada,
near the Turkish border, says refugees are aware that
camps on Greek islands are already overflowing with peo-
ple, and are opting to take the land route accordingly. “In
addition, crossing the Evros River is easy at this time of
year,” he says.

Another senior officer, speaking on condition of
anonymity, says they can barely keep up with arrivals.
“The reception center is full to capacity... There is a
great increase in flows, but the situation is still under
control,” he told AFP. Frontex’s Cooper said the agency
is ready to divert additional resources to the area if
requested. “Our operations are flexible and we are ready
to increase our presence if necessary,” she told the daily
Ethnos on Sunday. —AFP 

Supporters of the Frontline Socialist Party display placards with the images of (from left) Karl Marx,
Friedrich Engels and Vladimir Lenin as they take part in a May Day rally in Colombo yesterday. 

A customer buys “oxygen cocktails” at a store in Ulaanbaatar
on April 17, 2018. — AFP  

Villagers hand out bottled water and biscuits to a small group
of Syrian refugees after they crossed the Evros River in the vil-
lage of Pythio on April 28, 2018. -—FP 

This picture taken on April 10, 2018 in Trier in southwestern Germany shows the front and the
back side of a zero euro banknote released on the occasion of German philosopher Karl Marx’s
bicentenary. —AFP photos


