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EDITORIAL

VOL. Il ISSUE 1-4

Marginalisation, Resource Politics and Justice Concerns

Before I start, let me place on record an apology to all our contributors, readers and
members of the editorial collective. This issue of JPS has been delayed for some time
and as the Chief Editor of the Journal, I take the moral responsibility for this delay.
The theme of this issue has been discussed much these days, however only in parts.
The idea in this issue is to look at the three diverse aspects of society in a much
composite manner.

Both sociologically and anthropologically, there are strong interconnects between
marginalisation, resource politics and justice concerns, which has been rarely
addressed in academic arena. Without any critical or deep logic one could easily
observe that the ones who are marginalised have lesser access to resources of all
types and therefore dismissing all questions of justice in the overall distribution of
wealth and resources. Marginalisation is a systematic process of practice to neglect,
boycott, or refuse both individuals as well as groups from manifold aspects of society;
power, education, trade, privilege, opportunities and resources. Interwoven with
poverty, deprivation and social exclusion, marginalisation pushes the group or
individual to the worst extents of periphery.

While there is a consistent contest on the part of marginalised groups, the alienation
and exploitation of oppressed and marginalised populations continue in more
aggressive manner with newer manifestations in modern times where resources such
as land, water, forests, minerals and human labour remain the key. Though in
countries like India the reservation policy has been a step-up factor for the oppressed
and marginalised groups, the question of reservation over natural resources have
been kept out of the notion of positive discrimination and affirmative action. Despite
the many fallacies of reservation, it has been a key factor in the upward mobility of
groups that hitherto were not allowed to peep into the corridors of such institutions.
This bulwarked impact has certainly pushed the individuals from socially depressed
groups; however, it has not led to an upward mobility of the community. The state of
marginalisation of the community has remained in the backyard and therefore social
justice, for which the non-equitable distribution of resources has been the major
reason.

Under the growing power and effect of global capitalists over nations like India, the
state has become an easy tool to facilitate the corporate agenda. It pushes the state as
a feasible instrument to facilitate the corporate agenda by making favourable
changes in the policies and laws, forcing the state to bring in laws limiting the space
for democratic dissent. Pragmatically it opens up land, forests and other resource
zones for the corporate sectors, primarily private companies. The entire state
machinery assists the industrialisation through single window operations, tax
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relaxation, forceful land acquisition, resource alienation, depeasantisation and
bypasses all norms of environmental clearances by corrupting the procedures and
practices. This dispels the agenda of inclusive policy and inducts a new status for the
historically battered groups; even their limited space through positive discrimination
shrinks.

The state in modern times has been closely aligning with the corporates with a bonus
of oppressive social structures. These structures are age-old mechanism of hierarchy
based on social constructs, economic manipulation, political power and cultural
supremacy of a particular class of people, who are assumed to be higher beings, while
others are lesser humans. Such oppressive socio-cultural constructs still operates as a
definite pre-condition in establishing marriages, social relations and access to
resources, employment and other social securities. The idea of community upward
mobility alongside justice and co-existence gets entirely dismissed.

The subsequent consequences could be drastic, where all forms of resources (both
productive and natural) including land, water, forests, mineral, agricultural and
forest produce could slip out of the hands of the toiling masses. Many belief systems
that evolved over the course of time told the indigenous people time and again that
they were not supposed to owe any property, lest lay any claims over it. They were
reduced as slaves and labouring classes on their own land. Land and forest turned to
be alien to such social groups. Today land, forests and other natural resources are not
free from public debates or academic investigations. However with social constructs
becoming the key constituent and the centre of power it also developed as a system in
which resource control and management aligns to the fondness of these centres. The
very character of control and management shifted from a community based
production to production for the market, industry and corporate houses.
Amassment, accumulation, profit and surplus turned to be the key value chain. In
this process the relation of community with the means of production drifted, thereby
altering the character of relations within communities. Human rights dynamics
escalates in these circumstances.

This issue of JPS addresses these key aspects and therefore adds new value to the
existing premises of social science research in terms of understanding multiple
reflections and perspectives of the marginalised sections. Apart from the thematic
papers, the section on special articles brings in perspectives on pertaining questions
of sociology. The third section has write-ups while the fourth section consists of
review. I wish and hope that the readers of this edition finds new meaning and
reason on the interconnections of marginalisation, resource politics and justice
concerns.

Goldy M. George
Chief Editor
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THE SOCIOLOGY OF ADIVASI LAND ALIENATION

GOLDY M. GEORGE

ABSTRACT

For decades land, forests, water and other natural resources are not free from
public debates and academic discourses due to several reasons. In India this
debate has taken different forms in different places based on the specific
character of the locality. There has been, particularly in the neo-liberalisation
era, a noticeable shift both in the tenor and the content of the debate. While
looking at the history of Adivasi land alienation, there has been several
interconnections between the multiple characteristics of post independent
neo-capitalistic economics and the pre-independent colonial imperialism —
both only aimed at taking away the land from the community with the
consolidation of power centres or ‘eminent domain,’ at the cost of the
community itself.

This ethnographic paper gradually discusses the sociology of land debate from
pre-colonial period to present. It builds the argument that why land reforms
failed in India at large and specifically in the context of Adivasi land rights. To
understand the issue of Adivasi land alienation, the case of Mainpat hills in
Surguja district of Chhattisgarh is taken to study in detail, where Vedanta
Resources Plc is currently engaged in mining bauxite at the cost of the
communities. In this paper, I discuss how the State initiated public hearing is
applied as a strategic tool to construct ‘consent’ by flouting laws and
dismissing people’s dissent. The last two sections of the paper capture the
larger impact of land acquisition, land alienation and the socio-ethnic polity of
Adivasi depeasantisation. In these Adivasi hotbeds, people have lost their faith
in State and it’s democratic systems, due to excessive focus on alien patterns
of development. Here land alienation and depeasantisation are interconnected
aspects which in itself is a gross violation of human rights of Adivasi people
not only in Mainpat but at large across the length and breadth of the state. It
has changed the socio-cultural, economic and political dynamics of the
community itself.

Keywords: Adivasi, land alienation, depeasantisation, Vedanta
Resources, Development, Jansunwai, Mainpat

* The author is an activist cum academician. He has been the founder of several organisations and
movements on Dalit-Adivasi issues in Central India. With a PhD in Social Science, he currently is the
Chief Editor of Journal of People’s Studies. He could be reached at goldymgeorgeio@gmail.com
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1. The Emergence of the Land Debate

There is no doubt that development is essential for any nation to move forward. At
the same time it is also important to look at the development paradigms and also
focus on the people who would be affected in this process. For decades land, forests,
water and other natural resources are not free from academic discourses and public
debates due to several reasons. There clearly seems a crisis in the entire method,
pattern and process of resource management between the people and that of the
State. As this crisis between people-land-livelihood further intensifies, it is essential
to look at some of the conflicts and its co-relation and how the indigenous people are
adversely affected (George 2003). In India debate on land has taken different forms
in different places based on the specific character of the locality. There has been,
particularly in the neo-liberalisation era, a noticeable shift both in the tenor and
content of such debates (Sinha and Pushpendra 2000: 17). While looking at the
history of Adivasi land alienation, there has been several interconnections between
the multiple characteristics of post independent neo-capitalistic economics and the
pre-independent colonial imperialism — both aimed only at taking away the land
from the community with the consolidation of power centres or ‘eminent domain’ at
the cost of the community itself. This is the context where one needs to understand
the historical tentacles of land question. This paper delves deep into the sociological
aspects of land acquisition and land alienation.

In traditional India, ‘caste’ was the decisive factor to confirm ones ownership over
land. Historically land issue has been the hangover of the high-skewed caste based
landholding pattern, predominantly based on the Zamindari system. Uneven
landholding has been the main reason of disparity and poverty in rural areas (George
2010: 8-9). This also affected the very character of control and management with a
shift from community oriented (sangha) economy to market based production,
accumulation, surplus and thereby defeating the cultural value chain among
indigenous masses. As relation of property in the means of production drifts, the
nature of relations among people in the process also alters (George 2011).

In the colonial period, the Zamindar's property rights were conditional. The colonial
state honoured the rights of the Zamindars as long as they paid revenue. Thus the
actual tillers were never in the scene. They were only as the tenants of their masters
or otherwise worked for their masters in their own land. In the post-1947 era, in most
of the areas, land was conveniently appropriated by the Zamindars as their private
property. Other service providing inter-mediatory castes also emerged as a landed
class, particularly the Other Backward Classes (OBCs). One of the major questions
related with the whole issue is the manner in which the state has approached or
responded to the questions of landed classes versus landless masses. Even after
nearly seven decades of independence, the state — despite the fact in change of
governments under the auspices of different political parties — has almost failed to
address this issue in an absolute way. This raises an array of question on the very
character of the state and ruling class towards the indigenous groups, the poor and
the proletariats of the country. Land is by and large related with the production and
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distribution of resources on earth. Thus the character of control and management of
resources is closely linked with the development of a social system (George 2003).
Hence, land — a resource meant for the betterment of all human beings and other
living creatures — turned out to be a property, specifically private property, in this
discourse.

A close examination of various land laws shown that the present legislative measures
have become very complex. Thus a graduated or phased programme of fixing
priorities on each problem in different areas would have been a citizenry way to deal
with it; regretfully this has been entirely missing in the Indian context. In the post
1947 phase what followed was a new pattern of landlordship from the earlier format
of classical Zamindari, in which the upper castes (in many areas it were the OBCs)
had a natural trend to become the dominant landholder class. Beneath the
undercurrents of the dominant landholding system of Zamindari, land reforms and
land distribution become more harsh and formidable in the newly arisen socio-
political context with the legalisation of the former in a different pattern. Thus people
who were deprived arose against it in different parts of India. As Mohan (1998)
places, one of the classic instances of this is the countrywide struggle on the question
of land distribution between the rich landholders and the landless poor.

Gazing into the history to cross examine the man-property relation in India, a major
shuffle could be observed after the influx of Aryans. Ironically this process was
endorsed and socially legitimised by the varnashram dharma. With the stranglehold
over the social fabric, the upper caste capitalised the situation not only by taking the
control over land and property, but also they started dictating the fate of each lower
caste community, which further led to the dispossession or removal of the children of
the soil from the land. The real owners of the land were ousted or overthrow as
garbage. Slowly it turned out to be individual based than community enterprise,
particularly in the hands of the upper caste. Consequently they controlled the
agrarian economy for centuries to come. Thus tension between the resourceful and
resourceless, powerful and powerless, have and have not continues till today (George
2003).

Land had always been a compelling factor in terms of generating land revenue. The
beginning of regularly assessed land revenue may fairly be traced to Akbar's
settlement, which began in 1571 AD (PRIA 1988: 9). There had been some earlier
attempts by Hindu kings, but those attempts were neither systematic nor in details.
There was another great settlement carried out by the Mohmaden kings of Dakhan
(south), but that was almost a replica of Akbar's settlement. Akbar’s formula was
adopted by most of the later Hindu kings too but no details of land settlement are
available from those attempts. In both the settlements with appropriate records, the
key objectives were to regularise the revenue generation mechanisms. De facto the
extensive record keeping contributed to the assessment of land revenue in terms of
money at a later stage, and that had become substantial or principal source of state's
wealth, even before the British took over. Till the consolidation and expansion of
their power, the British government claimed the share in produce of land based on
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the assessment mechanism created by ‘ancient law.” Gradually the government
conferred the right to decide about share upon itself. Between the years 1770-86,
some British administrators tried to apply western concepts and definitions
regarding land revenue, which miserably failed (PRIA 1988: 10).

With the gradual expansion of the British Empire in India, the administration in
different parts experimented with different systems through a trial and error
method. Finally, by the second half of the nineteenth century, the land revenue
system that evolved could be categorised as Zamindari, Raiyatwari and Mahalwari.
Nearly 70 percent of the total landmass in India remained under the Zamindari
system (George 2003). The Zamindari land revenue system generally conferred the
right of private ownership of land on persons who belonged to the upper strata of the
society. Many farmers became owners and the process continued in several ways
(Kotovsky 1964). Each Zamindar was fully entitled to bring the vast area of wasteland
under the plough by his own tenants so that in the course of time he became its
owner. Such appropriated areas were called khamar-nij-jot or sir land (George
2003).

Even in the current phase of India, one could see the continuity of the Zamindari
system with an added ingredient of corporate capital. Unlike the context of industrial
revolution in Europe, capitalism in India originated on the pedestal of private
property based on traditional caste lordship, mercantile profit of the propertied
classes, conversion of land for monoculture plantation production and the proximity
of these classes with the oligarchies of power leading to the colonial policy of State
ownership over land that later got exchanged into private hands. This is the context
where Adivasi land also got alienated for private use during the British. The situation
never shifted even after the altercation of power into the so-called Swadeshi hand in
1947. Since then, the state has remained a silent spectator of all forms of land
alienation of the Adivasi people.

2. Land Settlement — An Unfinished Task

Primarily India is an agriculture-based country, and agriculture has been the
cornerstone of her economy for many centuries. The peasantry used to have a need
based production in almost in every part of the country. People lived in communities
and had a common sense and feeling of caring, sharing and co-operation. Barter
system existed in most parts of ancient India for long, where even the mode of
valuation was not currency. Until a few decades the barter system existed in many of
the Adivasi domains despite the influx of modernity at large. Hence to large extent
there was a subsistent economy, even among the rustic poor.

Land, more than being a productive asset, have more been emotionally attached with
the communities in many ways. For many it is the symbol of their freedom. To some
it’s the image of their fight against the upper caste and caste oppression. It’s also the
icon of reiterating the lost identity. To many it’s an image of self-determination, co-
existence and community feeling. However, to the corporates and agents of
development it is a commodity to be consumed. The state also takes side with these

JOURNAL OF PEOPLES STUDIES VOL 2 ISSUE 1-4 Page |4



SOCIOLOGY OF ADIVASI LAND ALIENATION | GOLDY M. GEORGE

so-called think tanks. Land can be purchased and sold for commercial purpose. Or
even it could be acquired forcefully. Hence in all these so-called development, the
common man of the country sacrifices himself for the relish and enjoyment of the
elite (George 2003). This is exactly what perhaps Nehru referred as the ‘temple of
modern India’ while inaugurating the Bhakranangal dam soon after independence,
where large number of rural people had to make ways for the development theory of
the few urban elites.

Under this context there is an urgency to develop a wider understanding and proper
perspective about the diverse dynamics of land issue. Earlier the debate on land
reforms was concentrated over issues like what should be the ceiling limit, at what
size do landholdings attain viability, or whether tenancy as a practice should be
allowed to exist under regulated conditions, or eliminated altogether and so on so
forth. There has been, particularly in the neo-liberalisation era, a noticeable shift
both in the tenor and the content of the debate (Sinha & Pushpendra 2000: 17).

Land settlement usually refers to redistribution of land from the rich to the poor;
from the landed to the landless. More broadly, it includes regulation of ownership,
operation, leasing, sales, and inheritance of land; indeed, the redistribution of land
itself requires legal changes. In an agrarian economy like India with great scarcity
and unequal distribution of land coupled with a large mass of the rural population
below the poverty line, there are compelling economic and political arguments for
land settlement. Not surprisingly, it received top priority on the policy agenda at the
time of independence. In the decades following independence, India passed a
significant body of land reform legislation. The Constitution left the adoption and
implementation of land and tenancy reforms to state governments. This led to a lot
of variation in the implementation of land reforms across states and over time, a fact
that has been utilised in empirical studies trying to understand the causes and effects
of land reform (Ghatak 2007: 336).

The most obvious argument in favour of land reform is equity to ensure that
everyone has access to some minimum amount of land. However, this is a general
argument in favour of redistribution, not necessarily redistribution in kind. To make
that case, one needs to understand the economic forces that govern the allocation of
land. However apart from equity consideration, another argument is based on the
efficiency considerations (Ghatak 2007: 336).

Land settlement legislation in India consisted of four main categories: abolition of
intermediaries who were rent collectors under the pre-independence land revenue
system; tenancy regulation that attempts to improve the contractual terms faced by
tenants, including crop shares and security of tenure; a ceiling on landholdings with
a view to redistributing surplus land to the landless; and finally, attempts to
consolidate disparate landholdings (Besley and Burgess 2000). Abolition of
intermediaries is generally agreed to be one component of land reforms that has been
relatively successful. The record in terms of the other components is mixed and
varies across states and over time. Landowners naturally resisted the
implementation of these reforms either by directly using their political clout or
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applying various methods of evasion and coercion and sometimes a combination of
both. This included registering their own land under names of different relatives to
bypass the ceiling, and shuffling tenants around different plots of land, so that they
would not acquire incumbency rights as stipulated in the tenancy law (Ghatak 2007:

338).

Keeping these theoretical arguments intact and probing the ground reality one could
find many more allied issues and problems faced by the oppressed and marginalised
sections like Dalits, Adivasis and women. The movement for land rights and land
reforms also failed to address these questions or acknowledge those issues. The
unacknowledged participation of Dalits in movement before and after 1947 was
phenomenally high — particularly in Telengana land rights movement, Naxalbari and
post-Naxalbari movement, various independent movements for accessing land to the
landless. In most part of the country Dalits have been either small or marginal
farmers or landless. Analysing it from the historical viewpoint they are the first
plebeians of present India. Due to the obvious paucity of land or resources or
employment today, they are the largest number of migrants from one state to
another. Sizeable numbers among them are bonded labourers too. Their life
condition is wretched and extremely inhuman. Women and children are subjected to
atrocious harassment and torture, particularly in the migrated workplace (George
2003).

The character of the ruling class towards the Dalits remained the same in almost
every part of the country. One of the major debates till date is the thorough failure of
the progressive Communist movements to understand the plebeian-proletariat
characteristic of the caste system and, hence the Dalits. One of the key reasons for
this failure has been the inability of the revolutionary intelligentsia and those in party
ranks to decode the debate between basic structure and super structure in the
context of ‘caste’ in India. This not only debarred them to address the pertaining
question of caste within the movement, but also the burning issues of Dalit land
rights. Thus the Communist parties remained reluctant to acknowledge the quest of
the landless Dalits even as a movement of socially oppressed group. These masses
from the lowest social strata, one of the original inheritors of the land, could neither
be recognised nor gain any momentum within the movement.

On the other hand Adivasis were landed and enjoyed freedom within their specific
zones prior to the intrusion of external forces. Land and forest play an indispensable
role in the wholesome life of Adivasis. First the Hindu kings and then the Muslim
rulers entered their zone to take control over their lives, which was followed by the
British. However, Adivasis bravely resisted all such attempts of intrusion. Hardiman
(1994) has observed that, prior to the British invasion of forest and common lands,
tribals had complex relations with local plains communities and their rulers. These
relations were not based uniformly on subordination to plains communities, rather
incorporated varying degrees of power and authority over, and autonomy from,
plains communities. Such incidences of intrusion have not been recorded by the
History writers nor have they documented the kind of resistance by the indigenous
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masses. It continues till date and as Veigas (1991) says, in the past few decades there
has been a gradual ‘weaning’ away of Adivasis from the forest. Adivasi culture and
economy, in addition to being intimately linked with forests, have also a close
relationship to land. Hence land was not a private property; it was the common or
community belonging (George 2003). Munda (2001: 57) refers it as, the spirit among
Adivasis was that the land does not belongs to an individual, neither a woman nor a
man — it’s transference by an individual would be counted as illegal as per customary
law.

In the wake of these enforced changes of culture and economy, most of the Adivasi
communities are faced with a whole spectrum of problems due to the non
implementation of land settlement — land alienation being the major one among
them. The spectrum of issues faced by the Adivasis, specifically related to the land
and forests, cannot have any concrete remedy unless there is a serious intervention.
In a nation where thousands are landless and only a few handling the chunk of land
and forest resources, the equitable distribution of land seems impossible. Land
Ceiling Act has not been properly implemented in India, specifically in Adivasi areas
(George 2003).

The gravity of the problems of Adivasi land alienation has again underlined the need
for renewed and vigorous efforts to intervene on various fronts in order that Adivasis
are not alienated due to the so-called development. This calls for serious measures,
legal, administrative and socio-economic to effectively deal with the problems of
alienation of Adivasis and protection of their interests and rights in such lands
(Saxena 1991).

Analysing the issue of Adivasi land alienation Lourdusamy (2001: 43) says, ‘they
(Adivasis) were never a working class community. Classes are groups of people, of
which one can appropriate the labour, owing to the different places they occupy in a
definite system of social economy. So what basically determines the difference
between classes is their relationship to the means of production. Based on this
analysis of a class society, Adivasis cannot be classified simply as the working class
by virtue of them owing some land, which puts them into the category of small
farmers and mostly they do not sell their labour power to the bourgeoisie. But recent
Adivasi history testifies to the fact that a sizeable number of them are being
dispossessed of their land by mega projects (dams, industry, and mines). At the
national level, although they are only eight percent of the population, 40 percent of
the total displaced is Adivasis. In terms of numbers, out of about two and quarter
crore displaced persons since 1950, 85 lakhs are Adivasis, of them only about 30
lakhs have been offered some type of compensation, and the remaining 55 lakhs have
been left by the wayside. This is the proletarisation process taking place through
which an indigenous egalitarian and geocentric society is being transformed into an
exploited class.

Land settlement cannot be understood in isolation. Whatever the context may be, it
needs to address questions such as redistribution of land, decentralised resource
control, regeneration of soil and water, freedom to cultivate and produce, food
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sovereignty, right to housing, access to work, as well as education and health
facilities as high priorities (George 2003). These inter-connecting questions cannot
be addressed unless land question is settled and equitable land distribution is
realised as today it is by and large related with the production and distribution
pattern. The implementation of land reforms has been subverted by the absence of
political will, lack of bureaucratic commitment, loopholes in law, caste domination,
feudal settings in rural areas, tremendous manipulation by the landed class, lack of
organisation among the poor and excessive interference of courts. Therefore the
intended benefits to the poor in general and particularly the Dalits and Adivasis
failed to materialise. Various studies and reports point the lack of updated land
records as yet another reason for the failure of land reforms in all states. In addition
to this, tardy implementation of legal measures and legislative initiatives, judicial
delay in setting up disputes, inadequacy of the laws and so on had contributed to the
disaffirmation of land rights in India (George 2009).

In all way land settlement is an unfinished task and land struggle is an ongoing
phenomena. A lot of serious effort needs to be put into this. De facto it needs a
change and shift in the mindset. No measure could be enforced properly without a
cardinal change in the overall attitude of the State and the social system that governs
the state. Land reforms broadly conceptualised as a corrective measure to ensure a
just and equitable human-land (resource) relationship, implies changes in laws, rules
and procedures governing the rights, duties, and liberties of individuals and groups
in control as well as utilisation of land. The question of land reforms is also a
question of a change in attitude from the predominant one that exists in the present
context to a more egalitarian one. In other words it needs a complete social
transformation. The task of social transformation in general and land settlement in
particular is too important that it cannot be left to the mainstream political parties or
even to the caste based social structure (George 2003).

3. The Terrains of Mainpat

Mainpat is a block in Surguja district situated on the top of a hill. This is basically a
high land area. It is a terrain of hilly areas, which is 3500 ft. above the sea level, rich
with natural and mineral resources. The terrain is surrounded by thick forest of trees
such as Sal, Sarai and Tendu. It has an extremely beautiful landscape with
unmatched ecosystem and abundance of natural vegetation in the surrounding
forests. It is also enlisted as one of the fragile ecosystem with a combination of green
canopy, wildlife and human beings that have been living in co-existence. The term
Mainpat is assumed to have coined with the joining of two words ‘Main’ and ‘pat,’
which means ‘a plan area on top of the hill.” Mainpat is assumed to be the land of
Majhis — one of the prominent tribes in the hill terrains. The correct term perhaps
for this is Manjhi. Manjhi is a synonym of Majhwar. Majhis are found only in parts of
Surguja and Raigarh districts, while Majhwars are present in Bilaspur, Surguja and
Raigarh districts of Chhattisgarh. Earlier anthropologists have referred the Majhwars
to be mixed tribe originated from Gond, Munda and Kanwar (Tiwari 2002: 299).
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Several cultural traits of Majhis closely link with that of Oraons. Majhis also have
many cultural similarities with Pahari Korvas — one of the primitive tribal groups
(PTGs). All these three tribes have many festivals in common, have common nature-
based devi-devtas (goddesses and gods — also commonly known as deities), life cycle
celebrations, drums, songs and dance, food patterns, clothes and dressing methods,
ornaments along with it’s importance and physical features. There are also several
linguistic commonalities among the three social groups. The three groups are well
versed with chotanagpuri (one of the key languages of exchange among Adivasis in
Chottanagpur region); however are able to handle their own community languages.
To all the three, Hindi is the common mode of communicative language with
outsiders. Apart from these three, Kanwar is another important Adivasi group with a
sizeable population. In fact they are the second largest Adivasi group behind the
Majhis in the Mainpat terrains.

In Mainpat, Majhis are said to be the first inhabitants. Along with the Majhis, it is
also assumed that other Adivasis groups have been living in these terrains for several
hundreds of years. Apart from the Adivasis, the Yadavs are also a big population in
this region. They moved to this land approximately some 100 year ago from parts of
Uttar Pradesh. While the Adivasis continue to hold their different languages in some
form or other, Yadavs still speak Bhojpuri — making it clear their place of origin.

Mainpat also harbours seven Tibetan refugee camps. This was the first settlement of
Tibetans refugees established in 1962 by Indian government in the aftermath of the
Chinese annexation of Tibet in 1959. The settlement is popularly known as
Phendeyling. The major economic activity is agriculture of which potato is a major
staple crop. The land was made available by the then government of Madhya Pradesh
and Indian State. Apart from this, they are also engaged in trading, restaurant, shop
keeping and seasonal sweater selling.

Since late 1980s, Mainpat came to be known in populist circles for her bauxite
deposits, particularly when land was acquired and mining activity began. Over the
course of several decades, the terrain had witnessed multiple socio-cultural, political,
economic and environmental changes, which have not only challenged the human
races but also threatens the wildlife in Mainpat. Today due to excessive mining
activity in most of the forest regions in and around, a new pattern of human-animal
conflict has arisen. Adivasis who have the historical legacy of living in communion
with the wildlife are today the victims of elephants, bears and leopards — that are
causing a lot of destruction to human life, habitation and crop. Therefore along with
many other conflicts, the question of land acquisition and mining on indigenous land
attains importance to understand and study the human-nature conflict, particularly
in the context of the fury one could see from wildlife.

4. A brief description of BALCO-Vedanta mining in Mainpat

Mainpat has been long in discussion for many controversial reasons, particularly
with the beginning of mining operations of BALCO in early 1990s. It has been the
single largest bauxite mining complex operated by the company since 1993. Situated
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nearly 450 kilometres from the capital city Raipur, it is an open-pit bauxite mine
located in Surguja district. It is approximately 170 kilometres from BALCO plant in
Korba, which is where the bauxite ore from Mainpat is transported to the plant. The
Mainpat mine has been active since 1993 with a leased hold area of 6.39 square
kilometres. The validity of the lease was for a period of 20 years with effect from July
9, 1992 till July 8, 2012. The Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF) granted
an extraction limit of 750000 tonne per annum (tpa).

Bharat Aluminium Company Limited (BALCO) is an Indian Aluminium company
incorporated in the year 1965 as a Public Sector Undertaking (PSU) and remained as
a PSU until 2001, when it was taken over by Vedanta Resources plec — a company
listed on the London Stock Exchange. Initially when the mining began in Mainpat,
neither Panchayat Raj Act (PRA) nor Panchayat Extension to Scheduled Areas Act
1996 (PESA) was in existence and therefore there were not much of legal hurdles.
People’s resistance against land acquisition went unheard as there was hardly any
legal protection. Everything was part of the broader definition of national
development and even the minimum Constitutional guarantees to the Adivasis were
not followed properly. During the 10 years phase of mining in Mainpat both PRA and
PESA came into existence — the former in 1993 and the later in 1996. This perhaps
turned out to be the biggest hurdle for those who considered mining as a means of
development.

Vedanta holds another mining licence in Bodai-Daldali of Kawardha district of
Chhattisgarh over an area of 6.3 square kilometres. The Bodai-Daldali mine was
commissioned in 2004 with a lease that is valid till March 26, 2017. The approved
extraction limit for Bodai-Daldali is 1250000 tpa. This region holds an entirely
different story of mineworkers. While the Mainpat’s mining site was active, the
trucks were loaded and unloaded manually and the bauxite was bulldozed onto an
armoured pan feeder conveyor, where it was fed into the crusher.:

When 1 visited Mainpat in 2006, around thirty Adivasi workers were working,
unhelmeted, clad in shirts and saris under a blazing sun, as the lateritic overburden
was blasted. Some were from local area and some from outside. While I was still
interacting with them, they moved in with a few iron pikes and hammers, to break
and sort the ore before loading it by hand onto waiting trucks. Virtually all Vedanta’s
bauxite miners are contract labourers (George 2010). Prior to this Moody (2006)>2
notes that ‘those we met at Mainpat informed us that, on a good day they can earn
just over 60 rupees (less for women), for delivering one ton of ore. In Daldali it is
different story since the rates are different for different group of people. Those who
could bargain better rates get better and those who could not bargain it are the losers

1 Accessed from https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1370431/000119312512248960/d355568d20f.htm
on December 10, 2016.

2 Roger Moody visited Mainpat in 2005.
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in this game. For instance, the Baigas could not bargain to the extent of the Gonds.’
Whatever is the extent of bargain, it would not be more than 60 rupees per person
per day.’

In Mainpat, the habitations of mine workers were small thatched hovels, perched
over the quarry, deprived of electricity and adequate water. ‘There’s only one hand
pump to serve 150 families, a young Adivasi woman worker spoke. ‘The company
provides no medical facilities and if someone’s injured we have to take them
ourselves by taxi down to the plains,” informed another worker. Villagers at another,
slightly better off settlement close by, complained that, day and night, the silica laden
dust from the mining blew into their windows, covering walls and floors (Moody
2006).

Since the commencement of mining operations, Mainpat produced approximately
7.2 million tons of bauxite, with a production totalling approximately 620193 tons at
43.9 percent aluminium oxide in the fiscal year 2012.3 Clearly these operations have
extensively flouted land acquisition, environmental and labour regulations and
standards, which have in the past and could in the future, caused significant costs or
liabilities on the people. According to the reports of Vedanta, the power for mining
operations was supplied by small on-site diesel generators, while water requirements
were accessed through boreholes at the mine site.4 This has depleted the water level
and contaminated the quality of ground water. In a 2006 survey of Kudaridih village
alone (George 2010: 81-99), out of 96 respondents, 91 opined that the water has
become tasteless, 90 observed a change in colour, 91 complained about
sedimentation of dust particles in water and 91 agreed in the decrease in water level.

In March 2012 while the Vedanta was still waiting for the renewal of mining lease, it
estimated the bauxite reserves at Mainpat to be around 3.3 million tons. Based on
the then and anticipated production quantity, it was assumed that mining operation
will continue to operate for approximately 4-5 years. In Mainpat the ore was
manually sorted and sized. Similarly in March 2012, the company estimated reserves
of 3.7 million tons at Bodai-Daldali. Based on the then production and anticipated
production, the company expected the mining operation will continue to till 2015.
The metallurgical recovery factor for bauxite at both Mainpat and Bodai-Daldali is 65
percent.5

A cut-off grade of 44 percent alumina was used to define the reserves at the mines, as
this cut-off limit was primarily fixed by Indian Bureau of Mines (IBM) for reserve
estimation for the metallurgical use of bauxite. The reserves at Mainpat and Bodai-

*Accessed from
https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1370431/000119312512248960/d355568d20f.htm on
December 10, 2016.

4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
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Daldali have been determined by verifying that the integrated operation is economic
at an aluminium price of $ 2146 per ton. In Mainpat the mining operations were shut
down since 2012 due to want of environmental clearance. The company applied for
the renewal of the mining lease which was initially rejected by the MoEF, but later in
2015 it got cleared. Thus a fresh process of land acquisition was the compulsion. This
is the context under which the public hearing was mandatory not just due to
environmental regulations, but at large due to the existence of PESA and FRA.¢ While
PESA compels the government to consult with the gram sabha, under FRA the
government has to oblige to take the consensus of the affected citizens.

5. Appropriation of Land by BALCO: Early Experiences

Bauxite deposits in and around Mainpat have been mostly found in six villages
namely Sapnadar, Kamleshwarpur, Kudaridih, Kesra, Barma and Pathrai. My
interaction with the people in Mainpat has been primarily in the context of Bauxite
mines by Vedanta Resources, formerly the BALCO. Here I have been consistently
studying the impact of mining on communities for nearly a period of two decades. As
in many other mining areas, land settlement has not been done in Mainpat too. I
came across many Adivasis and Dalits who have been landless. Every new round of
my visit exposed a new set of landless people. Here, at present the major landholders
are the Yadavs, who had come from outside. It is said that there was once a time
when it was only the Adivasis who inhabited the entire hill range. Over the course of
time, the population of Yadav have swollen in the hill range. This shifting dynamics
have also changed many socio-cultural, economic and political equations.

The acquisition of land happened here before the settlement of land question and
landlessness, particularly that of the Adivasi communities and more specifically the
primitive tribal groups (PTGs). Interestingly, I could not find a single Adivasi or Dalit
who has been benefitted by the land settlement in Mainpat region, drawing the
conclusion that land settlement was never done in this region. However the number
of landless people would make a long list. Dalits in this area have been more a
temporary group due to several socio-cultural reasons and therefore any scope of
land settlement is more than impossible. Many landed Adivasis turned landless once
the mining activity began. I observed landlessness in all the eight villages. Bhimsaria
Majhi says, ‘the question of landlessness existed even during the pre-mining phase
too.” This challenges the very notion of land reforms in the pre-mining phase and the
idea of development.

However land alienation in the mining phase turned more crucial. Kamal Bhagat of
Sapnadar says, ‘in our village when BALCO came the first time, there were not much
idea of what a mining company would offer the people. We all felt that it would add
to our existing livelthoods and earnings. Predominantly we assumed that the

® The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act,
2006 is commonly known as Forest Rights Act or FRA in short.
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company would provide permanent employment to all of us. Even the company
people promised us that. That’s why a large number of people welcomed BALCO. A
fake dream of glory and development roved across. We did not think much of what
people in other mining areas have faced? Nor did we attempt to go and get a
firsthand experience of other mining area. People did not think much and they
agreed to give their land. While acquiring the land, the company made many
promises such as permanent employment to one member of every family,
electrification of village, clean and safe drinking water facility, irrigation water for
agriculture, English medium schools for children, technical and vocational training
institute for youths (both educated and uneducated ones), science and arts college,
super speciality hospital, greenbelt, plantation, regeneration of water sources,
maintaining international environmental standards, etc. The company made a
point that land would be filled back once the bauxite extraction is over and it would
be handed over to the original owner. The truth we had faced in Sapnadar is just
opposite.” In Sapnadar one could easily observe what is left is the set of people with
broken promises. Based on this we could derive that consent was fabricated on the
grounds of some fake promises.

Bhimsaria Majhi narrates another important aspects how the company deceived
people. He mentioned that people did not want to give their land. The company took
the land forcefully. ‘Of course there were lot of allurements of money and
employment, but more than that the company took the land from the people in a
forceful manner. Many people were forced to sign the consent without allowing
them to raise any question. Some people did not succumb to any pressure or force.
Without any further question or notice or action, the company forcefully occupied
such land. Another aspect was the common land that comes within the ambit of the
Panchayat. It was just taken away without any discussion with the village people.
The Tehsildrar, BDO and Patwari just pressurised and took it all, noted Bhimsaria.

In the previous round of land grabbing, the commons were taken without the
permission of the people, which was not limited to Sapnadar alone. Forcefully
grabbing commons and private land has been part of the reality in all mining villages
of Mainpat. In some cases people came to know about land acquisition only after
their land was demarcated. No notification or consent or permission over the land
was sought from the land owner. Nor did the revenue department notify them
legally. For example the land of the Paikra brothers from village Kudaridih was
mined without any notification or permission or land purchase deed. Similarly in
Kesra, the many Majhis’ land was forcefully taken over and mined.

Interestingly not a single household in the eight mining village of Mainpat were
eligible for rehabilitation or resettlement as per the government rules. The reasons
seem to be obvious as none were defined as ‘visthapit’ in the classical sense, which
naturally disqualified them from the rehabilitation or resettlement package. The
definition of displaced is so narrow that only those who lose their residential space
would be counted as eligible persons as per the resettlement and rehabilitation
policy. Most of them lost their cultivable land and apparently they were at the most
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entitled for compensation. Accordingly their land was rated for compensation
amount. The story of compensation has been different for different set of people.

Duklu Majhi and his four brothers from Kesra lost 10 acres of land. When land was
acquired, the land was undivided among the brothers as in legal documents it was in
their father’s name. He would have got two acres of land as his share same as his four
brothers. Ironically, he has no idea when he gave his consent, laughs off Duklu. As
part of the compensation package, he received an amount of Rs. 10000/-. Later he
came to know that there is an amount of Rs. 170000/- sanctioned against his land.
When he enquired with the Tehsildar, to his surprise, the money was already given to
him as per the official records. Duklu remained clueless. He came back to the village
and checked with the Sarpanch and Up-sarpanch, who gave no information. Later he
realised that the money has been devoured by the Up-sarpanch Yadav. Duklu today
in his mid-60s is homeless. His children are no more with him nor are they willing to
take his responsibility. There are several Duklus with similar stories who have not yet
been identified. This has turned out to be the fate of many Adivasis in Mainpat.

Kapil Ram Baghel of Kudaridih says that ‘earlier when the BALCO company came,
they took away the land very deceitfully as people were not willing to give land.
They even forged the documents and we remained in no position even to speak
about it. I have been a teacher and it was difficult for me to speak against the
government. People succumbed to different pressure tactics. Even gram sabha
meeting resolutions were different from what the village people have proposed. The
objection against mining on our land was not considered even as a resolution.
Kudaridih certainly being the centre of the anti-mining agitation faced real threats
from many sides. The gram sabha resolution against mining was dismissed by the
officials. Later another resolution was drafted. People were asked to sign the register.
In the matter of the redrafted resolution, the fact is that the gram sabha was not held.
The register was circulated in the village, where people were asked to sign it. Many
times, this turns out to be a common method in the village. Due to many types of
work pressure (or even daily wage), people are not able attend the gram sabha
meetings. Information about the gram sabha meetings are not provided in advance.
Only a day before it is conducted, the village messenger announces it. Hence mostly
people are unable to attend it due to their own economic pressures. Thus the same
messenger carries the register from house to house in the village to get the signature
of the eligible members. Sometimes the register with minutes and resolutions is
circulated under the pretext of ‘providing information’ about the gram sabha
meetings.

Blacius Tigga a former resident of Sapnadar village says, ‘everything in the mining
world have been based on many lies created by the government and company. The
people are compelled to believe what the government says is correct. There is no
truth in any mining deals in Mainpat. Anyone who opposes would be targeted in
multiple ways. This is what they call it as development, while Adivasis keep losing
their land, forests, water and other resources.” Thus the earlier round of consent for
mining was in fact strategically and systematically fabricated through spreading fear
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tactics, allurement, forceful takeover of land, forcefully mining the land, forcing
people to give their consent, entangling the Adivasis in fake cases, forfeiting the
forest laws, spreading lies, giving fake promises of permanent employment for every
household and surpassing the legal provisions under PRA and PESA or a
combination of these. Thus the notion of decentralised planning and decision making
in the panchayat through PESA has turned out to be only a fake reality. People’s role
in decision making through planning and development in mining area is dismissed
thoroughly even within the ambit of Fifth Schedule area of Mainpat.

6. Jansunwai, before and after — Flouting Laws, Dismissing Dissent
and Manufacturing Consent

On April 2, 2017 a public hearing was held in Kesra village, which was notified in
advance through the newspapers. People from all the six affected villages Kesra,
Kudaridih, Sapnadar, Barima, Pathrai and Kamleswarpur assembled on the morning
of April 2. The proceedings were held in view of the environmental concerns to get a
public review for the proposed increase in bauxite production from 750000 tpa to
2.25 million mtpa. People turned out in large number — more than 2000 — leaving
behind their work and assembled to express their opinion.

In the jansunwai, equal number of people from neighbouring villages and far away
towns like Ambikapur, Sitapur, Lakhanpur and Udaypur were also present. Most of
the ones from outside were there for a stage managed show of support to the Vedanta
and therefore were transported by dalals.” Apart from transportation, lunch, snacks,
tea and mineral water was arranged for the company transported ones’ at the
jansunwat site. On the return every person was provided the days wage along with a
bottle of country made liquor. The company did a lot of preparations in this context
from bribing to alluring to cajoling to showing fraud dreams and making fake
promises.

According to local residents, from at least a week ahead of the public hearing,
Vedanta officials and dalals were busy to bribe, allure and apply pressure tactics.
Suraj Baghel of Kudaridih says, ‘raat bhar company ke dalal log gadi dauda rahe
the. Gadi me paisa bhar bhar ke logo ke ghar jake raat ko utha ke paisa baat rahe
the.” (With money on vehicles, the company’s dalals roared village streets the entire
night. They went from house to house in the night, woke the sleeping ones and
distributed money.) Bhagat of Sapnadar makes a similar comment, ‘Mujhe bhi bola
tha ki 10 gadi arrange kar lo. Sara kharcha pani utha lenge. Par maine saaf mana
kardiya.” (I was also asked to arrange 10 vehicles. All expenditure would be taken
care. But I said a big No!) This is certainly not a story being created by the people of
the village; rather I have witnessed the sense of fear that loomed around in the village
during the period of jansunwai.

7 The literal meaning of dalals is a tout or middlemen. Here in this case they are mostly the ones who
function as the agent of rich, the dominant political force and upper caste sections.
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Almost two months prior to the day of the public hearing, the company managed to
win the support from one of the key villages in the mining zone. That is Kesra. They
were able to win over the Sarpanch and Upsarpanch through some fictitious
promises in the village. For some unknown reasons they had an understanding which
stroke a cord through a village meeting in February 2017. In the previous round of
mining, Kesra received the poorest compensation packages alongside Adivasis being
deceived by dominant castes. The village meeting was organised to give consent to
the Vedanta in writing; however it was not an officially conducted gram sabha. The
company in connivance with the block level government officials had tried to convert
it into a gram sabha meeting and perhaps this may go down the records as a special
gram sabha with a resolution in favour of the company. In fact it was not a gram
sabha at all. No mandatory procedures were followed to convene a special gram
sabha.

Over the course of years the gram sabha has become a customary ritual in this area.
Most of the steps required to be essentially followed for such an official engagement
are often forfeited. Rules and regulations are mostly flouted. According to PESA, it is
assumed that the agenda is to be fixed by the gram panchayat for a gram sabha
meeting. In dire contrast to the spirit of PESA, the agenda is fixed by higher
authorities. The gram sabha seems to be limited as an implementation agency to
enforce the agenda fixed from above. Even when people try to bring in their concerns
into the agenda, they are told by officials that it does not fit into the framework of
PESA. It is dismissed without any discussion even.

As per the rule, notification of the gram sabha meeting should be given at least 7 days
in advance. The notification should be announced through publishing it on the gram
panchayat notice board and in all the associate villages and hamlets. The notice
should be pasted at all public places like walls of the panchayat office, community
recreation centres, community health centres, roadsides, schools, shops and the
important junctions in the village. Important personnel in the village should be
informed in person. Finally the village messenger should announce it in all the
villages and padas.8 What often happens is that all the stages involved are dismissed
and only the last stage of announcement by village messenger is done. This is often
done a day before or sometimes on the same day and by then people fix their day’s
schedule. They would be at work at the scheduled time slotted for the gram sabha
meeting.

The gram sabha meeting becomes official only when a minimum of 20 percent of the
total registered voters are present. Every state has a different set of rules of quorum.
There is a separate quorum for women, which is the one-third of the general quorum.
Only then the gram sabha proceedings could be officiated. None of these are taken
care in any of gram sabha meetings. Since the meetings are convened without prior

® Pada is the settlements within a village where people belonging to differing communities reside.
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information, people find it difficult to leave their work and attend the gram sabha
proceedings. The earlier zest and clout built around PESA has completely
disappeared due to gram sabha’s inability to take up common Adivasi issues; the
masses have lost their interest in gram sabha meetings too.

For at least the last one decade the gram sabha meetings are not happening in real
terms. The elected representatives and some of the dominant sections in the village
together do the essential format filling and make the resolutions according to their
whims and fancies. The attendance register is later circulated among the households
for obtaining signatures from the registered voters. This has become the common
practise to complete the legalities of the gram sabha as a custom. In the past, many
such resolutions were drafted (read framed) against the people. In a similar fashion
many resolutions have been fabricated in favour of Vedanta Resources in Mainpat
region. Kesra was not void of any such deals with the company. Since the MoEF
refused to provide the environmental clearance to Vedanta, the company have been
consistently eyeing on all possible measures to rope the Adivasis in their favour. Such
efforts have been met with strong responses from many quarters of Adivasis.
Nevertheless, Kesra had fallen to the trap.

The environmental regulations says that once the questions pertaining to mining
license is clarified, the MoEF provides the permission to go ahead with the process,
until that anything that the company does would not be valid. Since the current grant
of permission for license was a fresh one, it required a fresh process too. This means
that the earlier pretensions and prepositions of land acquisition will not fit into old
format, it needs a fresh restart. The company has to go ahead and conduct a fresh
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and share the report with the panchayats.
The report should also be available in public domain for comments, inputs and legal
action if any. As per the rules, it is mandatory to share the full EIA report and a
translated version of the executive summary in corresponding local language. Based
on this each panchayat will initiate a process to discuss and list out the impacts that
individual household would have to face at large. Followed by this, the district
collector in consultation with the State Pollution Control Board should call for a
public hearing.

Interestingly the EIA report was not provided to any of the panchayats. When
enquired about the EIA report Jansai Majhi, the Sarpanch of Barima panchayat just
wondered what it was all about. ‘Aap kya bol rahe hai, ya konse report ke bare me
pooch rahe hai, ye mujhe samajh nahi aa raha.’ (I am unable to understand what
you are talking about or which report are you referring to!) Baratu Majhi the
husband of the current Sarpanche says, ‘I do not know. No such report was ever
shared. In fact I am not even aware of any such study about the impact on

9 It is to be noted that in almost all the panchayats of Chhattisgarh, despite having a women
reservation — whether in non-Scheduled or Scheduled Areas — all official proceedings are led by men.
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environment either.” Phulkuwar Majhi, Sarpanch of Kudaridih and Lalsai Majhi, the
Sarpanch of Sapnadar also hummed the same note.

I went ahead with an internet search to find the EIA report of Mainpat mines, the
company conducted after the lease was granted. To my surprise, I could only find the
English and Hindi executive summary of a 2012 EIA report. Since it was an executive
summary of EIA conducted in 2012, I checked with one of the former Sarpanchs if
that report was shared. Sohan Majhi the former Sarpanch of Kesra says, ‘though we
have given some sort of consent to the company for mining, no such report was
ever shared with us by the company. Had they shared we would have not simply
given them the consent to mine our village.” Whatever key words I searched with to
find the full report was just a waste of time and energy. No such report could be
found in the public domain for people to comment or discuss on. Without providing
the full report as well as the executive summary in Hindi, the company went ahead to
call for the jansunwai.

I also came to know that a meeting of the Sarpanchs from all the affected villages
were called a few days ahead of the jansunwai by some government officials. This
was intended to construct a favourable atmosphere in the panchayats for the
Vedanta. For all possible reasonable reasons, this was a direct threat to the
Sarpanchs in an indirect manner. Individuals working in any of the government
departments were unofficially warned not to indulge in any matter related with
Vedanta’s mining project. Thus many of those with strong dissent, permanently or
temporarily employed in some government department or offices, were not able to
speak. In fact they were not allowed to speak due to the pressure tactics of the State
agency. It is to be noted that an individual in any village is free to speak about his
problems, whether he works with any government department or not. For him it is to
speak about his domestic problems. Some in the village even feared about of dire
consequences like implicating in fake Maoist cases. The proposed mine is not leased
to BALCO, which was a PSU; rather it is to Vedanta Resources, a private sector
company. Altogether in the days preceding public hearing a combination of rumours,
blood-coated fear, pressure tactics, horse-trading and bribery was applied to
operationalise and overpower Adivasis through suppressing dissent and flouting
various legal regulations — eventually leading to the construct of ‘Consensus’ for the
project.

Yet hundred dared to attend the jansunwai with the determination of the slogan
‘BALCO* bhagao — Mainpat bachao’ (Drive off BALCO — Save Mainpat). The mine
labourers from outside the villages were also present in the public hearing. They also
queued up to speak their minds in favour of the company. Apparently all of them
were directly transported, fed and advance tutored by the company. Their argument

1% As a matter of fact the local villages are yet not aware of the fact that it is not BALCO but Vedanta.
They still believe that the mining operations in Mainpat region is conducted by the government in the
name of BALCO.
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was that if the company would not remain how would they survive and where would
they find work! This argument certainly is valid from the perspective of workers;
however the hearing was to listen to the environmental impacts of mining.

The dalals were one of the most active players in this game. They also came with
people from outside affected area, but these ones were poorly tutored. This set of
outside just said that support the company, whatsoever without any concrete
reasoning. Another set that remained active were the members of the political
parties. Leaders of both BJP and Congress played a neutral-appearing role that was
honestly never neutral. De facto it poured in as the natural support for the company
as if the existence of the company is primarily responsible for the development
stretch in Mainpat. These leaders — from both local as well as district level and were
mostly invited to speak in the jansunwai — duped the Adivasis masses by clearing
their point in favour of the company. They said you cannot drive off the company;
rather we should make sure that all the promises made by the company are fulfilled.
The company should provide facilities like schools, colleges and super speciality
hospitals, along with controlling air pollution and water contamination, said every
single political party leader. It is to be reminded that Mainpat at one point of time
has remained a stranglehold of Communist Trade Union movements of which most
of the leaders shifted to BJP and Congress. Turing a mockery of the jansunwai, some
of the ones from outside also brought their children to speak in English. These
children appeared to have mugged up what they had to speak, ‘we want BALCO here
but the crusher machine and pollution is bad, and hence please control it.’

One set of people such as contractors, businessmen, truck owners and earthmover
owners spoke of big roads, development of tourism, and construction of resort as the
development indicators of Mainpat. They said, if in the previous round these much
have been developed then this round may turn Mainpat into a real heaven. Perhaps
they are the ones to reap maximum benefit from mining project. The jansunwai was
moderated by the Upsarpanch of Kesra. Some of my key informants pointed him as
the main dalal in Kesra, the company has put their money on. Here his stage
management needs a mention too. Whenever a bunch of people from ‘affected
villages’ come and speak one after another, he would either give the microphone to
someone who is standing much behind whom he knows would support the company
or else invite a prominent political leader to speak for the company. He smartly
manoeuvred the neutralisation strategy with diametrically opposite shift of the
current. Perhaps, he was well trained for the task.

Rajnesh Pandey a local leader of Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), a family member of
Congress Party state leader T. S. Singhdeo, former and sitting Member of Legislative
Assembly (MLA) and Tinu Singh a former contractor with Vedanta were the key
persons who influenced the jansunwai proceedings within and outside the school
premises. Importantly, all of them spoke an equivocal language — the language of the
ruling class. Each one of them began with a point that they stand with the people of
Mainpat, but went on to eulogise the company for the kind of development it brought
in Mainpat. The final advice to the Adivasis from them was equivocal in this form.
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‘Kuch pane ke liye, kuch khona padta hat’ (to get something [better], one should be
prepared to lose something). ‘However it is important that the company spends
“more” for security and support activity,” they continued.

The political party, dalals (inside and outside), and company set the tone aright for a
favourable atmosphere for the Vedanta. The air was filled with a clear divide between
the Adivasis and the non-Adivasi, particularly the Yadavs — one among the OBC
section. Most of these Yadavs supported the Vedanta except the ones from Barima
and Kudaridih. The Yadav’'s community panchayat in that area convened a meeting
of its leaders to favour the company. A member of the medical team that was set up
for the public hearing narrated his observation on the condition of anonymity. ‘I
have been sitting since 8 am and it is 8 pm now. 80 percent of Adivasis are against
the company while 70 percent of Yadavs are in favour of the company.” The next
day some media reported it to have received mixed response (Das 2017) while others
focussed on non-related issues. Broadly the national media has been in support of
the Vedanta, while a few local media gave a balanced report.

7. The impact of Adivasi Land Acquisition

The forging of Adivasi consensus in the context of development projects certainly
leads to land alienation and depeasantisation. The problem of land alienation in
Adivasi areas is not a mere structuralist-legalist problem, but it is deeply connected
to the phenomenon of contradictions related to the existing socio-economic
disparity. On one hand mining is counted as a means of development, while on the
other it aggravates the already existing socio-economic and cultural divisions in a
village. The separation of land from Adivasi communities can be understood in a
more scientific manner with the help of the theoretical formulation of the concept of
alienation. Alienation is inherent in exploitative relations of production and its
nature varies with that of exploitation. Hence it also differs among societies based on
slavery and serfdom (Rupavath 2009: 4).

Land acquisition is the eventual consequences of all forms of industrial projects,
particularly that of Adivasi. Adivasi identity and alienation from land and resources
is a major problem across the mining zones of India. Land being the mainstay of
culture, identity and livelihood, almost 90 percent of Adivasis depend upon it for
their living and are closely attached in an intense emotional manner. Alienation from
land and landlessness has increased among the Adivasis during the last three decade
particularly in the name of development projects. Several socio-economic surveys
reveal that Adivasi land alienation is becoming more intense. The main cause of land
alienation and landlessness is land acquisition for industrial and other development
projects (George 2015: 88).

Though the history of land alienation began with the code of Manu, the current phase
of systemic alienation among Adivasis began during British. The colonial state
interfered in the Adivasi region with the objective of exploiting natural resources,
where the British faced severe resistance. Prior to this, Adivasis lands were occupied
by both Hindu and Muslim rulers and they were controlled by Zamindars against
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which the Adivasis fought several battles. Of late the moneylenders and traders
engaged with Adivasis land by advancing them loans against land mortgage. Over a
phased out period, these mortgaged land went into the hands of traders and
moneylender. Opening of mines and few factories in the heartland of Adivasi habitat
provided wage labour as well as opportunities for factory employment, but this
brought increasing destitution and displacement.

Forestland and its resources have been the chief means of livelihood for the Adivasis,
which included agriculture, food gathering, fuel collection, raw materials collection,
hunting and development of local herbal medicines. After the British came to power,
the forest policy of government was more inclined towards commercial
considerations rather than human utility. Some forest areas were declared reserved,
where only authorised contractors were allowed to cut the timber and the forest-
dwellers were kept isolated. The expansion of railway in India heavily devastated the
forest resources in India. The government demarked forest zones as ‘reserved’
especially the ones with rich teak, Sal and deodar forests for the manufacture of
railway sleepers and consequently blocked the entry of Adivasis into forestlands.
British also introduced several criminal, civil and commercial laws to consolidate the
hold over people and landmass. The establishment of police, revenue, and forests
departments along with stringent laws paved the way to legally acquire land and
forest and flush off the Adivasis. In 1894 the Land Acquisition Act came up with the
American principle of eminent domain into India (Neelakantan 2007: 342).

If the pre-independence phase was indented at the consolidation of British domain in
Adivasi areas, the post-independence phase tells the story of forceful eviction from
their land. The phase of industrialisation under planned development was perhaps
the systemic phase of land alienation of Adivasis in modern India. According to Padel
and Das (2011), ‘approximately 20 million tribal people have been displaced in the
name of development since independence.’

Nithya (2013) mentions the fast growing urbanisation, establishment of industries,
lack of land records, administrative inefficiency, poor economic conditions, non-
possession of land, legal entanglement, delay in getting judgement, fear of police and
administration, unprofessional counsel for the Adivasis, oral mortgage, indebtedness
and drinking habit as the reasons of tribal land alienation. Depeasantisation,
displacement, exploitation, increased poverty, fear, insecurity, lack of employment,
migration, extremism, Maoism, security issues, militarisation, law and order
problem, direct and indirect beggary and prostitution are the major outcomes of land
alienation.

Negi and Ganguly (2011) indicate that the Adivasi displacement is relatively much
higher than many other social groups. Available reports suggest that due to
development projects in India more than 21 million people are internally displaced
populations (IDPs). Although Adivasis only make eight percent of the total
population, they constitute more than 40 percent of the development induced
displaced population in India. The difficulties faced by IDPs are numerous but
distinct. Though not entirely, yet a large number of conflicts are related with land
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alienation in the Adivasi zone of Chhattisgarh. The resources in the state has
remained as an apple in the eye of the corporate houses for long due the heavy
deposits of minerals and rich bio-diverse forest ecosystem. In places like Bastar,
while the entire anti-Maoist operations and state sponsored vigilante group ‘Salwa
Judum’ is been carried on, in the same region Adivasi land was being transformed
into industrial land without much of hue and cry (George 2015B). Thus
manufacturing consent leads to alienation, and alienation leads to depeasantisation
and it has the potential not only to dispossess people off their base and culture, but
also to give birth to armed struggle and multiple military like conflicts.

8. The Socio-Ethnic Polity of Adivasi Depeasantisation

In rural Chhattisgarh land is the lone sources of livelihood for both the landed class
and landless mass. All economic activity related to land are based on cultivation and
crop production. When land is taken for mining or any development project,
apparently it is a denial of access to land and cultivation, which is the process of land
alienation. Land alienation need not happen only with displacement, it could be
exercised with the potentiality to completely dismantle people’s dependency on land,
forest and related sources for their life. Both alienation from land due to
displacement and dismantled dependency are integral part of life in any mining
plazas. In either case, it leads to a definite state of depeasantisation. In the last two
decade, as an integral part of globalisation liberalisation policies large area of land
has been taken away from the people for various purposes — mega industries being
the major one. While land acquisition has been a major issue of concern to the
Adivasi population, the corporates views the opposition to land acquisition as the
biggest challenge. To the industries — most of them being private including both
national as well as international — it is a means of multiplying capital and market.
This bridge between alienation and acquisition evades and blocks cultural practises
of engagement with the land and forest ecosystem. Depeasantisation therefore,
involves the erosion of peasant practices and the substitution of community
rationality of cultivation and agriculture with market logic of agri-business and
farmhouse culture.

Vanhaute (2010) says that the survival and persistence of peasantries in a globalising
and ever more commodified world have been puzzling social scientists for a long time
now. The very notion of peasants and peasantries confronts us more than anything
else with the flaws of traditional/mainstream economic development theory. The
understanding of old and new ‘agrarian questions’ asks for new historical knowledge
about the role of peasantries within the long-term transformations in the capitalist
world-system. Represented as the expulsion of small producers from the land, it is a

! The idea of Salwa Judum keeps on popping up back and forth in different forms. While the Salwa
Judum was officially disbanded after the intervention of the Supreme Court, new forms of vigilante
groups were forms. The government of Chhattisgarh converted the Salwa Judum into Special Police
Officer (SPO) under a different act just one day before the Supreme Court ordered against it.
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premise of theories of capitalist modernity. Both liberal and Marxist narratives of
development view depeasantisation as a precondition for liberal democracy or
collective socialism, respectively. Peasantries are considered obstacles to change
given the modern view of ‘tradition’ as pre-social, and given an assumed resistance to
technological change (McMichael 2012).

Modernisation trajectories follow the rise of urbane, industrial orders, and the
relocation of peasants into the urban proletariat as industrial production systems
expand. Such expansion involves the global elaboration of factory systems, post-
industrial service sectors, and industrialisation of food systems from farming to
retailing. Agro-industrialisation and agro-exporting have been decisive in displacing
peasants in Southern agrarian societies by the organised dumping of cheapened
Northern food surpluses via World Trade Organisation’s (WTO) liberalisation rules,
and land-grabbing for agro-exporting and industrial biofuels to supply distant
consumer markets. At the same time, rural-urban migration has proceeded apace, as
rural conditions have deteriorated, urban jobs have outpaced rural employment, and
farming and farm-work have been devalued in a modern market context (McMichael
2012).

The Adivasi situation in Chhattisgarh is not exactly for agri-industry, rather it is
mostly the industrial mining that has displaced or caused land alienation. Most of
these people’s standard of living has fallen drastically. The main culprits are big
dams and mining/metal projects that dispossess tribal lands, flooding them or
turning them into wastelands, and converting skilled cultivators into ‘unskilled
labour’ (Padel 2015: 16). When tribal people and other small-scale cultivators are
thrown off their land, this is often justified by economic reasoning: they are ‘only
doing subsistence farming’, which is ‘uneconomic’. But Adivasi economics is based
on ecological principles (Padel, Dandekar and Unni 2013). Mainstream economists
understand hardly anything about this, or about the ecosystems on which life on
earth depends (Padel 2015: 15).

A sizeable part of land alienation and depeasantisation happened in mining areas of
Chhattisgarh. Sarguja, Raigarh and Bilaspur districts are the coal zones in
Chhattisgarh. It is estimated that more than 72 thousand acres of land have been
leased out to SECL for coal mining, by which hundreds of villages have already been
affected. Bastar and Durg districts have some of the rare quality of steel in the world.
As per earlier estimates, nearly 20 thousand acres of land have been occupied for
mining steel in Bailadeela and Dalli Rajhara areas of these districts (Neeti Marg
2000: 14). Steel from here is even exported to various countries and also to other
parts of the nation.

Heavy deposits of limestone are found in Chhattisgarh region. In an area of three
districts itself, i.e. Raipur, Durg and Bilaspur, there are 10 big cement factories of all
big industrial houses and with many more small ones and its auxiliary units. Most of
these have been established in the last 20-23 years. Lafarge a French MNC owns two
of the cement factories which it took over from Raymond Cements and Tata. Huge
diamond deposits in Devbhog (Raipur) and Bastar are taken over by MNCs like Rio
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Tinto, De Beers and Vijay Kumar & Company. Here again the story of the Adivasi on
whose land the diamond was found is simply pathetic. This irretrievable loss of land
leads such regions to more and more poverty, pauperisation, and at large increases
social and political disparity (George 2010: 101-2).

An overwhelming majority of the Adivasis are agriculturists. Apparently there are a
few Adivasis nomadic by history, culture, character and nature. The settled groups
owe land for centuries without any external intervention, mostly in forest areas and
fringes. Their entire life process was centred and built upon two major means of
production namely the forest and the land. To understand the dynamics of land issue
in totality, one needs to understand the logic underlying the forces that govern its
ownership pattern. The specific economic form in which unpaid surplus labour is
pumped out of the direct producers, determines the relation of the rulers and the
ruled. Hence land problem of a particular area has to be understood from its
historical perspective (George 2010: 102).

Historical evidences are ample to prove the conception of depeasantisation as the net
result of uneven structural changes that have taken place from time to time due to
the commoditisation of the Adivasi economy in which land plays a critical and
predominant role. This is what has and is happening to the Adivasi areas in
Chhattisgarh.

In Bodai-Daldali of Kabirdham district, which again is another of the mine field of
Vedanta, in typical fashion, Baiga inhabitants from the first of four Adivasi
settlements in the project’s pathway have been ejected from their homes, without due
legal process, and dumped on the plains in the heart of a non Adivasi community.
They had to leave behind their standing crops. This is where mellows like Baiga —
traditionally a nomadic group practicing shifting cultivation — which has recently
moved towards settled cultivation — has been thrown off the windows for the sake of
corporate (Moody 2006: 10).

In Mainpat the land loss has been not only created a state of depeasantisation but at
large it has ruptured the socio-cultural community life, social organisation, nature-
centric economic structure, balance of culture and nature — which the community
has evolved over thousands of years. People have also lost their faith in State and it’s
democratic systems. In a nutshell land alienation and depeasantisation are
interconnected and inter-exchangeable aspects, which in itself is a gross violation of
human rights of Adivasi people not only in Mainpat but at large across the length and
breadth of the state. It has changed the socio-cultural, economic and political
dynamics of the community itself.
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STRUGGLE OVER FORESTS: STATE, PRIVATE ARMIES AND
ADIVASIS IN THE HINTERLANDS OF JHARKHAND
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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the three decade long struggle over land and forest
resources that continue till now in the hinterland of Jharkhand. The focus of
the paper is on the regions of Latehar and Palamau that has witnessed
sanguinary battles between the Adivasis and the private armies of the
landlords named Sunlight Sena. Fashioned after the notorious Ranvir Sena,
this private army was raised to bulldoze all forms of resistance by the Adivasi
population and their attempts to reclaim the land that was concentrated in the
hands of a few Zamindars. Till the late 1990s the land owned by some of the
local landlords ran into thousands of acres (the highest being 6000 acres
owned by Jagjit Singh Mahuar) and the private armies were raised to
safeguard these huge land holdings. The paper along with exploring the stories
from that violent past also looks into the present day coercive attempts of the
government to acquire land for mega mining projects. The state that did not
intervene in the massive land holding or the violence unleashed by the
landlords, is currently waging a war to acquire the lands reclaimed by the
Adivasis. The paper seeks to explore these continuous violent battles in the
past three decades against the feudal forces and the state.

Keywords: Adivasi, Jharkhand, Maoist, Sunlight Sena, Operation
Green Hunt, Latehar, Palamau
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A substantial section of the population in this country, especially the Adivasis, has
lived in a symbiotic relationship with the forests. They have at the same time, been
most systematically exploited and denied their claim over the forests, forest produces
and agricultural land within the forests. In many parts of Jharkhand, people have
often protested, resisted and fought bitterly, to reclaim their rights over the same.
This paper is based on the ethnographic study done in the forested regions of Latehar
and Palamau districts in Jharkhand. I have spent around six months in separate
stays and interacted with the people on the questions of the continuing struggles
around land and forest produces. If one tries to map the socio-economic history of
Latehar and Palamau districts in the last three decades, what emerges is a scenario of
expropriation and dispossession as well as people’s resistance against the same. This
region has evolved into one of the most important zones of the Maoist movement, as
a systemic reaction to the atrocities of the feudal forces and also the forest
department in the guise of ‘scientific forest management’.

A brief socio-economic sketch of Latehar and Palamau

Palamau used to be a single district which was formed in 1921. Later after the
formation of the state of Jharkhand, it was fragmented into three separate districts of
Palamau, Latehar and Garhwa in 2001. This entire region is covered with dense and
semi-dense forests and the hills of the Chotanagpur range. Total forested area that
falls under the Latehar Forest division is 132384 hectares, out of which 20648
hectares are reserved while 111736 hectares are protected forests." According to the
census of 2011, the total population of Palamau is 1936319. There are a few rivers and
many small and large streams flowing in this region, among which Koyel and
Auranga are the main. The name Latehar means Lata ki har or string of creepers
which describes the forested nature of this region. The total population of Latehar is
around 725673, of which the total Scheduled Caste population comprises 20.70
percent of the population while the Scheduled Tribes consist of 45.17 percent
population.

The main occupation of the people in this region is agriculture and collection of
Minor Forest Produces (MFP). People from most of the families also go out as
seasonal migrant labourers to work in various cities across the country. They,
however, come back to their villages during the agricultural season, which is roughly
between June to January. Among the villages that I studied, only three had electricity
connection. Here too, only two phases of electricity are provided, which is not
enough for irrigation and is only used for lighting bulbs in the homes.” None of the

t http://www jharkhandforest.com/forest_area.html

2 In Latehar district, only 36 percent of net cropped area is under irrigation. Agriculture production is
largely characterised by mono-cropping. 83 percent of the land holdings are owned by small and
marginal farmers. Source: Nabard Consultancy Services, 2012, ‘District Agriculture Plan, Latehar
District, 2008-09 to 2011-12’°, Ranchi.
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villages I visited in Latehar and Palamu had a pucca® road. The only concrete road
ends in Maneka, the nearest small town. The only nearby private hospital in the
villages I studied in Latehar is also at Maneka. The government hospital is in
Daltonganj which is the district headquarter.

The control over agricultural lands formally rests with a few dominant landlords, all
of whom belong to the dominant caste of Rajputs and Bhumihars. Their ownership
extends to hundreds (even thousand) of acres that simply defied the stipulated
government ceiling on the possession of land. The forest department is notorious
amongst the people and is widely held responsible for forcefully evicting people and
denying their rights over land and MFP. The people share a relationship of animosity
with almost all government officials. However, the government welfare bodies are
allowed entry and in fact people even launched mass movements demanding
anganwadis, health centres, and the implementation of schemes under the Indira
Awas Yojana and Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme
(MGNREGS). But the entry of any representative of the forest department has been
strictly resisted in these villages for the past ten years. Forest guards, forest rangers,
and other forest officials all now work from their office in Daltonganj town and none
have been allowed entry in the past decade in any of the villages I worked in. This
complete rupture between the forest department and the people and the vitriolic
anger that the people showed against it has its roots in the history of the preceding
decades. I would like to delineate the struggles of the people for their rights over land
and forest that spanned a little over three decades (1980-2010). These struggles can
be mapped in three broad phases. The first broad phase was the organised
movements of the Adivasis against the local feudal landlords as well as the forest
department. The second phase would see attempts by the Adivasi and other
oppressed people of the region to secure and retain the land that they captured. The
third phase is a renewed attempt by the state to re-capture these lands, through
massive military assaults in a bid to dispossess the people once again.

The warfare with the feudal forces and the forest department

Till the late 1980s, the terror of the forest department was pervasive in these areas.
In this context, it needs to be stressed that there were direct linkages between the
forest department and the local feudal forces. Land, including agricultural and non-
agricultural land, in this region used to be owned by a few landlords. The area was
dominated by Zamindars such as Jagdishwar Jitsingh Mauwar, who owned around
500 mouzas which amounts to around 6000 acres of land. Shyambihari Singh
(owned 484 mouzas) and Hasnat Khan (400 mouzas) were the other major
landholders. Laxman Uraon of Shashank village, a man in his early sixties, recalled
how they were forced to plough, as bonded labourers or begaari (unpaid labour)
where they were made to work merely in lieu of daily food. Such begaari was

3 This is the Hindi term for solid or permanent.
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extracted from the people not only for agricultural work but also involved wood and
firewood collection, bamboo and basket making, as well as for mahua and tendu leaf
collection. The same tale of immense exploitation and dispossession that was
prevalent in Palamau and Latehar till two decades back reverberated in the
narratives of the people. While talking to me they also recalled the feudal oppression
that the people were subject to till the late 1980s by dominant landed sections.
Jagdishwarjit Singh for example is a legendary figure of terror known as Adamkhor
Mahuar (the man-eater Mahuar) as he used to maintain a pet tiger for which the
villagers were compelled to provide cattle. What was worse, he was known for
feeding rebel peasants to his pet tiger. People who dared to rebel were tied overnight
to pulleys of wells in an upside down position as a public display of feudal power.
There were around 16 landlords till the early 1990s in the region who owned more
than 500 acres of land each. Among them, Gaya Singh of Abun village and Dhiru
Prasad of Birbir village, who was also a Rajya Sabha MP, were notorious for their
feudal exploitation and oppression. These landlords belonged to the dominant castes
in this region which included Bhumihars, Rajputs, Sahoos (marwaris), Brahmins
and the Pathans among the Muslims.

The clash with the private armies of the feudal forces

As the organised resistance of the people started taking shape in 1989-1990, the
attack and repression over the people became multi-pronged. The main issues of
contention became the spread of the mass movements under organisations like
Mazdoor Kisan Sangram Samity (MKSS) and Jan Mukti Parishad (JMP), for the
right to collect mahua from the lands owned by the Zamindars by the cultivating
peasants. This became a major point of confrontation between the Zamindars and
the peasants. This led to the formation of the private militia, led by the Bhumihars,
Rajputs and the Pathan Muslims.

The two initial but short-lived private militias of these regions were called the Kisan
Sangh (1984) and Krishak Sevak Samaj (1985). Both were patronised by a landlord
Bhishm Narain Singh, his brother Vijay Bahadur Singh and Congress (I) leader
Jogeshwar Tyagi. These militias were active in Chhatarpur, Bisrampur and
Hussainabad of Palamau. The Kisan Sangh killed the secretary of MKSS, Krishna
Singh who was a popular leader in Baryadih Dalit tola on 17 June 1984. A few
months later, MKSS supporters were attacked in Kachhra and Kaunipur village. In
the same month, when a bonded labour from Haidernagar, supported by the MKSS,
filed a case against his owner, he was shot dead. The Krishak Sevak Samaj also
unleashed terror among villagers who were associated with MKSS. The police also
simultaneously stepped up its activities against the people’s organisation. Following
the police firing in Arwal in 1986, MKSS was banned by the state. In March 1986 the
police open fired on a mass demonstration killing an activist of MKSS, Siddha Ram.
In 1987, Dr Bashir Ahmed who was associated with JMP was dragged out of his clinic
and shot dead in Tisibar village, Bisrampur Block. In 1987, at least five JMP workers
were Kkilled by either the police or the Krishak Samaj. In 1988, three more JMP
activists were killed by the police after they open fired on JMP’s meeting. This
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meeting was being held in Barwadih where the people successfully managed to
collect mahua from all the trees, including those belonging to the Zamindars. In
1988, two leaders of the Krishak Samaj, Jogeshwar Tyagi and Ram Vilas Singh were
killed by the MCC. Extensive social boycott of the Samaj took place which forced
them to surrender by 1989 (PUDR 1990).

Fashioned after the notorious Ranvir Sena which was operational in North Bihar,
the most dreaded private army formed in Jharkhand was called the Sunlight Sena
(SS). This was initiated by the Pathan landlord Sani Ali from Garhwa in alliance with
the Rajput and Bhumihar landlords from Latehar and Palamau like Dharmendra
Pratap Deo Singh. This Sena was active from late 1990s to early 2000s and carried
out a series of atrocities and ruthless Kkillings. Leaders and MPs of various
parliamentary parties also actively backed the Sunlight Sena to violently suppress the
people’s movement. Leaders of the Sunlight Sena consisted of Arun Singh, the son of
former minister and BJP MLA of Ranka, Gopinath Singh, Congress leader Vijay
Kumar Singh of Ladigarh, Congress MLA Rajendra Pratap from Nagar Untari,
former union minister and governor of Bihar Bhishm Narain Singh of Chhatarpur,
Janata Dal leader Avadesh Kumar Singh of Barwadih, and former Congress MLA
Jagat Narain Pathak of Ranka (PUDR 1990).

The Sunlight Sena, unlike its preceding two militias, was much well organised and
militarily structured, with commanders, assistant commanders, etc. Lallan Singh, a
landowner who later started his own business as a contractor later was one of its
notorious commanders. They launched several attacks, targeting mainly Dalit tolas.
Kutmu, Pandepur, Lakrahi, Dawarpur, Naukadi, Kajru, Tekhipur, Tisibar were
among the villages which were severely attacked. In all these attacks the police and
the SS used to co-ordinate blatantly. There were a series of armed clashes between
people and SS. The armed Sena members used to roam in groups, surround Dalit
tolas, shoot down people, loot households and harass women. They used to
specifically target the political activists of JMP, Khet Mazdoor Union of the CPI or
the Indian People’s Front of the CPI (ML) Liberation. In many instances, in Sigsigi
village, in 1990, the SS entered and shot down around four people in cold blood. The
police did not arrest any of the SS goons but eight landless labourers who had
nothing to do with the incident, were arrested and charged with murder and arson.
The police bias became clear, as it was reported that until February 1990, 157 cases of
violence were filed out of which 12 were related to the activities of the Sena. While
250 landless labourers or marginal peasants, all of whom were either Dalits or
Adivasis, were lodged in jail for being ‘extremists’, only 30 people who were aligned
to the Sena were arrested (PUDR 1990).

However, the Sena gradually got alienated from the middle and small farmers, who
earlier supported with food and shelter. Relentless campaign by the various Left
parties including the Maoists, particularly among poor Muslims — who formed the
foot soldier of Sunlight Sena — also resulted in successful disbanding of the SS. The
Muslims in particular, refused to participate in Sena activities by the late 1990s. By
2000, the SS was gradually decimated.
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Struggles for Jal, Jungal and Zameen (Water, Forest and Land)

Forest reservation has always acted as a regime of restriction which secured
monopoly over commercial value of the forests. Till the 1980s, forest bungalows were
major sites of terror. In Latehar, for example, the forest bungalows were regular sites
of sexual exploitation of women by forest rangers and forest guards. A major ban
existed on procuring MFPs. Chopping of wood, even firewood, was banned as was
grazing of cattle within forest areas. Grazing cattle were promptly seized and were
only released after paying bribes. The forest department had to be regularly bribed in
order to ensure some relaxation over these restrictions. In the 1980s, particularly
between 1982 and 1989, the government-backed ‘jungal katai andolan’ took place.
Miles of forests were cut down as government tenders were issued for clearing
forests. This process of felling was called ‘koop’ in local parlance. Teak and other
valuable timber designated as major forest product were taken away by contractors
whereas the remaining parts of the trees were burnt to make charcoal.

The resistance of the people was waged on three fronts. The first was to reclaim land
occupied by the landlords. The second was to reclaim rights over the minor forest
produce. Third was to secure the overall livelihood with alternative developments.
The resistance started in 1989, with the second claim to establish people’s rights over
the minor forest produce and to secure entry of the people within forest areas. A
major struggle was launched in 1989 around raising the price for beedi and tendu
leaves, as these were the only products on which tender was issued to contractors.
The people organised under Beedi Patta Mazdoor Sangharsh Samiti which was
established in 1990 and consistently fought for the increase in charges of beedi leaves
per bundle. The price of a bundle consisting of thousand leaves was Rs 5 till 1988-89,
and this increased to Rs 35 by 1992 after the first round of struggles. When I was in
Latehar, Palamau, it was raised to Rs.110 and the price is revised every two years by
the Krantikari Kisan Committee.

Along with beedi/ tendu leaves, other MFPs in this region are bamboo, bawba grass,
mohlam leaves, mahua, sagwan, amla, harek, bahera, pear gond, khair ka kaththa,
kironjhi, mohlam ka rassi, kheron ka rui, chironji, ghyon ka latha, kusum etc.
People were prohibited by the government from accessing all these MFPs. The
dominant marwaris and sahoos had a monopoly over these produces. People,
instead of any cash payment, were forced to collect them in exchange of food, or to
assuage debts. After the people’s movement intensified in these regions, the aim of
the movement expanded from securing rise in the labour charges to gradually
establishing ownership over the produce. Currently the ownership, distribution and
selling of MPF is overseen by the Jangal Suraksha Committee (JSC) which is formed
by the villagers and is prevalent in almost every village. Outside traders come to buy
these produces. Any villager can obtain MFP from the earmarked forest region
allotted to their villages.

The forest is divided into regions by a border made of white stones which is called
Tehara. It marks the zone of forest for each village and the villagers can obtain minor
forest produces from within its own Tehara. Scheduled Tribes and Traditional Forest
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dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act (commonly known as FRA)
acknowledged the ‘historic injustice’ done to people and has vested the rights of the
MFP to the local villagers. In fact some of its provisions are selectively evoked, such
as giving people individual ownership to promote commercial plantation. However,
the important provision of vesting people’s rights of MFP is hardly effective in most
other places. In the forests of Jharkhand the masses have broken the collusions and
strongholds of contractors and have to a large extent reclaimed their ownership over
these forest produces successfully.

The current military offensive of the state

Operation Green Hunt, (OGH) as this military expedition is generically called, was
launched with much media fanfare in 2009. It followed shortly after the CPI (Maoist)
was declared as a ‘terrorist’ organisation and its members/supporters/sympathisers
were declared liable to be booked under the Unlawful Activities Prevention Act
(UAPA).

Jharkhand — one of the most fermented regions of the Maoist movement, with 18 out
of its 24 districts declared officially as ‘Maoist infested’ — is a prime target of OGH.
As is suggested in the name, this military operation hunts the green. This war on the
Maoist is also therefore taking mostly within the forests. OGH in Jharkhand is more
intense in Western Singhbhum in the vast swathes of Saranda forests and Porahat
district, followed by Latehar-Palamau-Garhwa districts, where I did my fieldwork
and also in Bokaro and Santal Pargana. Huge cache of para-military, elite forces and
special task forces have been so far deployed in Jharkhand for OGH. This includes
the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF), Commando Battalion for Resolute Action
(CoBRA), Jharkhand Armed Police (JAP), the Jaguar Force etc. The OGH, as is
evident from various media reports, independent tribunals, and fact finding reports
is a major assault on the people, especially the Adivasi and other forest dwelling
communities. It is not a co-incidence that OGH is intense in the areas where
maximum MoUs have been signed. The OGH so far has entailed glaring violation of
human rights and flouting of other democratic and legal rights of the people,
including right to live. Numerous instances of torture, arrests, illegal detention, rape
and sexual assaults of women and even murder showcased as ‘encounters’
characterise OGH as a whole. The rampant militarisation of the regions and
criminalisation of any kinds of protests are turning these regions practically into a
civil war zone (CDRO 2012).

In the name of ‘fighting the armed Maoist militants’, the security forces through
OGH have time and again targeted unarmed civilians and villagers. The Maoists
draw their main support from these people. What one witnesses here is the time
tested counter insurgency tactics by the state of targeting the unarmed masses in
order to intimidate them from actively joining or supporting the Maoist movement.
Needless to say, the assaults of the state forces, can never distinguish between
Maoists and non-Maoists. Hence, the targets often include people who are social
activists not related to Maoists, members of other parties/ organisations or ordinary
citizens without any affiliations or particular allegiances. Apart from the armed
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encounters with the Maoists, the Security Forces mostly target the unarmed masses,
after branding them as Maoists, often post-facto after their death. These regions after
all have been officially declared by the state to be affected by ‘Left Wing Extremism’
and therefore every villager in the eyes of the state and the security forces remain a
potential suspect. Being in or around a forest count directly as a ‘suspicious activity’
and any person caught in such circumstances is liable under any kind of punishment
including death.*

As the villagers describe, the forces move in a number of 300-1000 when they ‘raid’ a
village. These raids generally involve indiscriminate beating and torture, molestation
of women and at times destruction of crops, household property and cattle. This has
resulted into gradual closing down of village markets in many places Jharkhand. The
people en-route to the village markets are regular targets by the security forces.
These villagers go to the market with some amount of money, which is looted by the
same forces.” Arrests after being branded as Maoists and even killings have become a
common feature in Jharkhand. There are about 6000 people lodged in various jails
across Jharkhand who have been persecuted or arrested as Maoists. More than 550,
men and women, have been killed as ‘Maoists’ (Sharma 2012).° And this is despite
the Supreme Court ruling that even mere membership of a banned organisation
cannot be held to deem someone a criminal who is liable to be arrested.” Many times
these raids are either aided or carried out by the police backed vigilante gangs like
the Tritiya Prastuti Committee (TPC), People’s Liberation Front of India (PLFI),
Nagarik Suraksha Samity (NaSuS), Jharkhand Liberation Tiger (JLT), etc.

While tribes make up only 8 percent of 1.2 billion India’s population, the Central
Government estimated in 2004 that 55 percent of those displaced by development
were from the tribal communities. (Another twenty percent are Dalits, and yet
another 20% are from other impoverished rural communities such as fisher folk and
quarry workers).? As is obvious from the above, the forests and the forests dwellers
have been the ones sacrificed at the altar of the ‘greater common good’ as dictated by
the state, for ‘national interest’, for ‘Glory’. The Adivasi cultural gathering, like the
Baha Parap of the Santhals where they offer the first fruit to their god, and the
Sarhul by the Oraons which mark the beginning of the cultivation had been banned
in many places by the security forces in Jharkhand. The security forces see such huge
gatherings of the Adivasi population dangerous for their own safety. They suspect
such gatherings can aid Maoists who will remain camouflaged while hatching
‘conspiracies’ to launch attacks. It is probably for the first time in 2010, that in

* Joint Statement of Forest People’s Movement, ‘Halt The offensive against People and end the
Militarization of Forest” http://sanhati.com/excerpted/1824/

® Incidents narrated in personal communication. Also see, Stan Swamy, ‘CRPF violating PESA Act in
Jharkhand Villages’, SANHATI

6 Ajay Sharma, ‘In the name of Maoists in Jharkhand’, Hindustan Times, 08.02.2012

7 Supreme court, Criminal Appeal of 889 of 2007.

8 Data taken from www.nsvk.in/displacement.html#
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centuries such traditional mass programmes of the Adivasi population were forcibly
stopped by the security forces. Interestingly, although the Jharkhand state was
formed in 2000, the State human Rights Commission in Jharkhand was set up as
late as 2011. It is yet to look into a single instance of violation of human rights by the
security forces in the state (Dungdung 2010).

The last three decades therefore has only seen relentless blood-shed and multi-
pronged attacks on Adivasi rights along with restrictions on their livelihood and
mobility. This relentless struggle is being waged continuously on the question of the
primary resource of land, along with the minerals that lie beneath the land and the
forest produces that lie above it. The state in collusion with the feudal forces in the
past and the MNCs currently has only facilitated the loot of land, dispossessing the
people, primarily the Adivasi and Dalit population from the same. The desperate
fight back of these dispossessed masses has resulted into a civil war like situation. A
war that hardly has any witnesses.
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A RESOURCE WAR TO DIE FOR: IS THE CONFLICT
OVER MINERALS CENTRED IN CHHATTISGARH THE
WORST WAR THERE HAS EVER BEEN IN INDIA?

FELIX PADEL®

ABSTRACT

On the surface, such a claim may seem ridiculous, and technically, the state
has not declared this conflict as a war. Also, both sides portray it as primarily
an ideological conflict. But when one analyses the patterns of violence and
listens to accounts of Adivasi men, women and children, one has to accept that
this is a classic civil war, with Adivasis who often know each other killing and
dying on opposing sides. Though the leadership on both sides is largely non-
tribal, with police officers and senior Maoists both instigate Adivasis alike as
pawns into a long-term conflict to achieve distant aims. While the vast
expansion of security forces have been paid largely out of enormous foreign
investment pouring in for the region’s minerals exploration, Maoists are paid
‘protection money’ flowing from mining companies. How could peace be
brought, with justice? Is there even a movement for peace? How does this war
compare with other wars in India, and worldwide? Few have targeted civilian
villagers as remorselessly, though Ashoka’s Kalinga war, over 2,000 years ago,
that killed 100000 people directly, and many indirectly according to Ashoka’s
own inscriptions, presents a model of genocidal invasion and takeover all too
comparable to the present situation. This paper walks through this context of
Bastar.

Keywords: Resource politics, Operation Green Hunt, Adivasi, Bastar,
Development

* The author is a London-born anthropologist, author and activist. He has travelled
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One of the worst wars ever

The death of Madkam Hidme, a 21 year old young woman from Gompad
village, at the southern tip of Chhattisgarh in Sukma district, who was
abducted in a raid by Koya commandos on June 13, 2016 and apparently
raped in Chinthagoppa police camp before being killed and dressed in a
Maoist uniform to fake an ‘encounter’, is the latest atrocity that has woken
many people to what is happening in the Bastar region (India Resists 2016).
The padayatra® led by Soni Sori to Gompad to mark Independence Day 2016
is joined by many activists for peace. But what chances are there for peace
right now?

Bastar is, or was, among the most beautiful places in the world — certainly
about the most beautiful that I have ever visited and got to know — beautiful in
terms of its human development, as well as wild nature. Though endlessly
portrayed in the media now as victims of violence, ‘sunk in poverty and
neglect’, ‘Maoist supporters’ or ‘primitive’, I would attest that Adivasis in
South Chhattisgarh have, or had, among the most highly developed human
cultures I know of, in many domains, including the vitality and sophistication
of their music and dance, knowledge of plants, subtlety, humour and warmth
of social interaction and hospitality, including the enlightened indigenous
education system known as the ghotul,® where children learnt from each
other, and had a lot of fun (Elwin 1947). 1982, the year I first visited Bastar,
was also when Naxals from Andhra Pradesh first made forays and started to
put down roots there (Choudhury 2012). Crossing Abujhmad forest, one
feared tigers, bears and elephants, but not the people at all, even when one
met Adivasis in the forest, well armed with bows and arrows.

Memories from that time are vivid. Walking alone there as one did then is
unthinkable now. Now, visiting a village is controversial by definition,
especially after any atrocity. So polarised have things become that one has to
work out which side any person is on, and to survive, villagers have to
approach any outsider with suspicion. Such is the spiral of atrocities that
staying neutral is fraught with pitfalls, with cruel punishments from Maoists
for anyone aiding security forces, and cruel punishments from security forces
for anyone aiding the Maoists.

To say this is the worst war there has ever been in India may seem ridiculous
at first glance, but in terms of its impact on civilians, in villages where they
have lived peacefully ‘since history began’, it is no exaggeration. For people
there, it is obviously the worst war ever. For someone familiar with world

1 A foot march.

2 Tt is a kind of dormitory for youths among the Adivasis of Bastar.
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history it follows horrendous precedents set in all too many times and places,
from genocides perpetrated hundreds of years back on indigenous American
peoples, through the Vietnam and ‘Contra’ wars, to fighting raging currently
in Syria, Iraq, Libya, Congo, Somalia, Yemen, Turkey, Ukraine, and elsewhere.

Wars in ancient and medieval India certainly killed a lot of people, if history
books are to be believed; but the vast majority were paid fighters, who chose
to join an army. Rape and pillage were part of the pattern in many wars,
though Shivaji is said to have punished even officers in his own army who
committed rape with death.

Since independence, a considerable number of people have died in India’s
wars against Pakistan and China; but again, most of these were soldiers, who
chose the military profession of kill-or-be-killed. A number of conflicts have
amounted in effect to undeclared wars, and these have often had a huge toll
for civilians as well as fighters. This applies to the Telengana conflict, against
Hyderabad’s attempt to secede, and against communist peasants who had
‘reclaimed’ land in about 3000 villages; and episodes of intense violence and
repression in the Northeast, including the campaign to stamp out Naga rebels
from the mid-1950s, which involved the passing of AFSPA in 1958, and the
aerial bombardment of Mizoram’s capital Aizawl in 1966 (Barman 2013);
against the Naxals in West Bengal, Bihar and Andhra; in Punjab, and in
Kashmir, especially from 1989. The Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act
(AFSPA) was passed on September 11, 1958 to facilitate ‘law and order’ in the
Naga Hills area of Assam, before being applied to other areas of the country. It
was modelled on the Armed Forces Special Powers Ordinance, passed on
August 15, 1942 to suppress the Quit India Movement. An estimated 2500
people were killed under AFSPO, with thousands jailed.

Counting how many people have been Kkilled in these undeclared wars in the
name of asserting law and order in independent India, under AFSPA is a
serious issue, but also it is pertaining to investigate in other areas, like
Chhattisgarh, involving almost total impunity for armed police who have
committed atrocities. Sociologist A.R. Desai (1990) documents many cases
from the Northeast and other areas. In Manipur alone, the N. Santosh Hegde
Commission, investigating six alleged fake encounters, out of 1528 listed in
the state since the late 1970s, found conclusive evidence confirming that all six
were indeed fake (Ningthouja 2015; Roy 2016). The ‘Impunity Project’
investigated and listed a huge number of cases of false encounter killings from
several parts of India (Hoenig and Singh 2014). The pattern of violence
becomes even clearer as brought by Bhattacharjee (2015), which details the
system in which security force officers gain awards and promotions by killing
militants — monstrous enough in itself, but even worse when it becomes clear
that hundreds of innocent people have contributed to this body count, and
that the pattern has travelled from the Northeast and West Bengal to Punjab
and Kashmir, to Chhattisgarh and neighbouring states.
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Since 2004-05, South Chhattisgarh, right in the tribal heart of India, has been
an epicentre of violence almost without any parallel. The merger of the
Bihar/Jharkhand-based Maoist Communist Centre of India (MCCI) with the
Andhra-based People’s War Group (PWG) in September 2004 was
undoubtedly a major element in the increasing violence unleashed in Adivasi
areas. But the formation of Salwa Judum (SJ) in June 2005 essentially
unleashed a violent civil war, forcing Adivasis to fight each other and choose
between the two sides, causing displacement of about 300000 from 644
villages burnt by SJ in south Chhattisgarh within months of its formation
(PUDR et al 2006; Mukherjee 2013: 107; Dungdung 2015: 11).

If the scale of these atrocities is unprecedented in India, it is all too
comparable to many other modern wars that have caused massive
displacement, such as the civil war that has overwhelmed Darfur in Sudan,
and recently Syria. What makes these modern wars so terrible is the kind of
violence, as well as the scale. Survivors of violence by security forces, and
paramilitaries under their command, from SJ to Special Police Officer (SPOs)
and the ‘District Reserve Group’ (Ghose 2016), from 2005 to 2016, tell of
rapes preceding killings, with hundreds, if not thousands, of women, children
and men tortured, wounded and killed, a large proportion of them certainly
innocent, and journalists presently under extreme intimidation in
Chhattisgarh (DUJ 2016; Borpujari 2016).

As Himanshu Kumar relates a key story from that time that he became
involved in,

‘In 2006, four girls were raped by SPOs who were functioning as
Salwa Judum leaders. The girls were brought to the Ashram, to our
legal aid centre, by youth from the village. We tried to file an FIR at
the police station in Dantewada. Because the perpetrators were
SPOs, the complaint was never filed. We moved their application to
the Superintendent of Police. He never replied. We then moved to
the court in Konta, the Judicial Magistrate First Class (JMFC). The
judge recorded their depositions, took testimonies of eyewitnesses
and family members, and issued arrest warrants. The matter was
transferred to a Dantewada session court.

While this was happening, I met with the central Home Minister, P
Chidambaram. I invited him to come to Dantewada and meet the
victims of Salwa Judum and the SPOs. I told him that it would be
important that he come, so that people can believe that the state
cares. By coming, he could send the message that the system cares. I
gave him a CD, with documentation, with the testimony of these
girls. Chidambaram promised to come, but he never came.

Three years later, on December 19, 2009, after seeing no justice in
their cases, these girls, who had already been raped, were kidnapped
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by police. They were kept at the Dornagal Police Station in Sukma
district for five days, before they were returned. They were
threatened. They were asked, “how dare you talk to Himanshu?”

During those five days, I contacted Chidambaram. He said, it’s not
my problem, talk to the officers. I spoke to GK Pillai, the Home
secretary; I called to the Director General of Police in Chhattisgarh; I
called the Superintendent of Police for Dantewada; I called the
Collector of Dantewada. No one helped.

After the girls returned, they refused to talk to us. They were
frightened, angry. We had assured them we would get justice. We
failed miserably, and put them in more danger. I lost all hope in the
system’ (Podur 2013).

Another case involves Sodi Sambo, of Gompad village, at the extreme south of
Chhattisgarh, near the Andhra (Telengana) border, which was attacked by
Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) COBRA personnel on October 1, 2009,
who killed 13 women, children and men. Sodi was shot in her leg, whose bone
was smashed. As the only surviving eye-witness, she became vulnerable.
Rescued by Himanshu Kumar who got her treated at AIIMS in Delhi, a second
trip there, early in January 2010, ended up with her effective kidnap by police,
who banned lawyers and others from meeting her at AIIMS. She was
produced soon after in the Supreme Court, and then apparently sent to Konta
jail — in effect, she has been ‘disappeared’ (Borpujari 2010A & 2010B; Igbal
2012).

Too often, rape functions as a ‘weapon’ of this war, used systematically as an
emblem of domination (Igbal 2010; Padel 2013). Among two cases
highlighted by activists, S.R.P. Kalluri, when he was Superintendant of Police
(SP) in Sarguja district, is reported to have raped a tribal woman called Ledha
Bai, whose husband was a Maoist, and ordered her gang-raped by other
police. In October 2011, he is reported to have overseen the torture of Soni
Sori, in which stones were inserted into her vagina, that were later removed at
a hospital in Kolkata. Ankit Garg, as SP for Dantewada, who was apparently
directly responsible for this torture, received a gallantry award in 2012,
ostensibly for the Mahasamund attack on Maoists (in which civilians also
died) on October 9, 2009, while Kalluri received an award for ‘meritorious
service’ in January 2013 — both awards angrily denounced by human rights
activists (Sethi 2012; Kamayani 2013; SSS 2013).

‘Operation Greenhunt’ as a Resource War

The pattern of violence has escalated over the years, as the State has met
Maoist insurrection with extreme forms of repression, spreading from West
Bengal to Bihar and Andhra Pradesh in the 1960s-70s, and from there
(especially what is now Telengana) to what is now south Chhattisgarh, east
Maharashtra and Odisha during the 1980s-2000s. The states of Chhattisgarh
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and Jharkhand were created in 2000, not in immediate response to popular
movements, ‘but at a time when the market was ready to exploit the natural
resources’, especially minerals, as industrial policies brought out by both
states in 2001 showed clearly; especially with the formation of Salwa Judum —
meaning ‘peace march’ or ‘purification hunt’ in Gondi,? though ‘In practice
Salwa Judum was anything but a peace march’ (Dungdung 2015: 7-9).

In neighbouring states, similar patterns of conflict over resources were also
getting worse — for example, the Maikanch police firing on December 16,
2000, killing three Adivasi protesters against Utkal Alumina’s plans in
Kashipur, Odisha, and wounding many others (Padel & Das 2010: 121-138);
and the Tapkari police firing on February 16, 2001, that killed nine and
severely wounded 22 protesters, nearly all of them Mundas, against the Koel
Karo dams — a symptom of this collusion in Jharkhand, in an area where
Maoists were not operational, though people had been politicised since the
time of Birsa Munda (EPW 2001).

In the same month of June 2005 that SJ was formed, Tata Steel and Essar
signed Memorandums of Understanding (MoU) with the Chhattisgarh
government for new iron ore mines and steel plants on Adivasi land. As many
have commented, these two phenomena cannot be unconnected. Maoists had
started a policy of assassinating class enemies in Bastar, and one piece of
evidence that proves the connection is that Mahendra Karma, who was
instrumental in forming SJ, having lost relatives to the Maoists in this way,
was also a leading figure in the Tata Steel and Essar plans (Roy 2010; Prasad
2016).

After the first cycle of extreme violence occurred during 2005-06, another
cycle started in 2009 under the name ‘Operation Greenhunt’ — a name as
absurd as ‘War on Terror’, and similarly officially denied, while in common
use by politicians and media. How can you make war on an abstract noun?
What is a ‘Greenhunt’? The absurdity and lack of logic conceals systematic use
of terror as a tactic, and a clinical logic: the close connection between
campaigns to get rid of the Maoists, and the mining companies that want
these lands and their resources. A ‘Greenfield’ project is a lovely enticing name
for taking an unspoilt area of green forest, and turning it into a brown
wasteland. Similarly with ‘Operation Greenhunt’'— a green name involving
extreme levels of destruction, in this case ‘combing operations’ searching for
Maoists under forest canopies, killing, capturing and terrorising Adivasis who
are out in the forest practicing their ancient economy — a ‘new normal’ of
hunting Adivasis in a war against the people who have always inhabited

* Gondi is the language mostly spoken by Gond tribe in South Chhattisgarh, parts of Odisha,
Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Telanghana and many areas that remain the Gond domain.
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India’s forest areas, driven by an economic logic that demands access to the
minerals and other resources under and around the lands where they live.

One war that certainly bears comparison with the scale of violence taking
place now in Adivasi lands of east-central India is Ashoka’s Kalinga war, over
2200 years ago, in which his soldiers conquered Odisha against fierce
resistance by the Kalinga people. Ashoka’s own inscriptions record that
100000 people were Kkilled directly in this war, with 150000 enslaved and
many times this number dying afterwards of famine and disease (Thapar 1961:
255-7; Padel & Das 2010: 55). In this light, the naming of ‘Kalinganagar’ could
not be more ironic: the massive conglomeration of steel plants around a new
township in Jajpur district of Odisha that came up during the 1990s;
especially when the police firing there killed 14 Adivasis on January 2, 2006,
all from different villages, protesting against construction of a new Tata Steel
plant on their land (Padel & Das 2010: 405-8).

The mass use of police to break down opposition to large-scale ‘development
projects’, in support of big mining corporations, including Tata Steel, Jindal,
Essar, Vedanta and Posco, is very revealing. Often several thousand police are
deployed at a time — much more than any force confronting the Maoists. This
shows the real nature of the conflict, and what is really at stake. So do patterns
of funding, when they emerge into public view, as they did for a moment on
December 16, 2009, when Naveen Patnaik, as Chief Minister of Odisha,
publicly thanked the steel companies for paying 66.2 lakh rupees for a new
police station in Kalinganagar — the first time he had visited there since the
firing nearly four years before (Tol 2009).

The model for all these police firings goes back to one event in particular
during colonial times, when a military officer named Colonel Dyer ‘made an
example’ by firing on the crowd collected in Jallianwala Bagh, Amritsar, on
April 13, 1919, killing hundreds. But another aspect — what recent police
firings have been all about — is highlighted by B.D. Sharma in his famous 29t
Report as Commissioner for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (1989),
where he refers to the State already making a ‘declaration of war’ against its
tribal citizens, and policies that undermined tribal people’s traditional rights
to the forest and other resources as ‘internal colonialism’ (Sharma 1989: 287,
201).

Obviously, Marxists are correct to call this whole process ‘Primitive
Accumulation’ and ‘Accumulation by Dispossession’, but there is a need to go
far beyond these phrases, to understand the complexity of how modern
capitalism works, and the interlocking roles of numerous foreign financial
institutions with Indian ones. When Manmohan Singh characterised the
Maoist conflict as India’s gravest security threat, repeatedly since 2004, this
legitimised a huge expansion of security forces in Adivasi areas. Blaming the
banned CPI (Maoist) is not enough. Introspection into the policies
implemented by government officials, along lines suggested by B.D. Sharma’s
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