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| Preface

of "development" taken by the country, marked by the processes of
ation, privatisation and globalisation unleashed since the mid-eight-
4s-begun showing its results. Estimates from various sources indicate
the gap between the rich and the poor has widened further, besides a
astrous rise in unemployment and more widespread chronic starvation.

We: bave also witnessed an unprecedented wave of reactionary forces led by
he ‘Sangh brigade. These forces have tightened their grip on state power by
taking advantage of the increasing poverty, hunger and unemployment. They
8¢ an extensive propaganda machinery and a labyrinthine socio-religious and
political network to popularise the misguiding notion that Pakistan, Muslims
living in India and outside, and anyone who questions blind nationalism and
the big brotherly ambitions of the Indian state in South Asia (as the junior
partner of imperialist interests), represent the root causes of all the woes befall-
ingdthe people. Fomenting communal conflict comes as an easy way in Indian
conditions to delude the people and keep them from organizing to fight against
their real oppressors for a concrete improvement in their lives. Moreover,
majoritarian Hindu communalism serves as a firm basis for the deepening of a
growing fascist authoritarianism in all spheres of the state and society. The
genocide in Gujarat was only a glimpse of what the reactionaries have got to

offer us.

The changes wrought in the political sphere and in economic policy in the
current era of imperialism have further distorted the process of social and
economic development. But the people have not sat quiet. They have been
organising themselves in different parts of India into militant struggles against
ihe increasing injustice and repression. |

Popular Education and Action Centre (PEACE), a Delhi-based organisation,
has actively interacted with several people's organisations, alliances and cam-
~ paigns on various issues throughout the seven years of its existence. This
process has not only led to an expansion of our concerns but has also enriched
our understanding of the linkages between the changes at the national and
international levels and their local manifestations. Our interaction with a wide
variety of pro-people organizations, groups and individuals has given us a feel
of the immense strength of the struggling and toiling people, as a formidable
force for social change and transformation.

We believe that the capitalist media allow little space for information and pro-
people analyses on people's struggles. Professional journalists often feel they




have done their duty by merely touching the surface of a few well-known
movements in occasional news stories. Most struggles against displacement.
and alienation of people from the means of their livelihood, indiscriminate
exploitation of labour and natural resources for profit, communal fascism,
militarisation, nuclear chauvinism, attacks on human rights, and oppression of
women, dalits and adivasis, are conspicuaus by their absence from the news-
papers and the television screens.

This is one of the reasons why, despite being the glorious inheritors of a rich
heritage of protest, dissent and militant resistance, the struggling people of
our country find it difficult to make their perspectives on their ongoing struggles
known to wider sections of "the public". The structures built by the ruling
classes has also encouraged and deepened the increasing localisation of infor-
mation, ensuring the continued isolation of progressive local struggles.

We have repeatedly come to the realisation that people's struggles need to be
strengthened by widespread popular support. This is possible only if the
issues, goals, methods and world outlooks associated with these struggles
become part of popular knowledge.

Responding to the suggestions of our friends, we have launched this website
www.struggleindia.com with the following objectives in mind:

[0 Building linkages among the struggling people, their conce_rﬁs and their

organisations; .
Ly

0 Compiling and disseminating information about grassroots struggles;

0 Evolving this as a collective endeavour of the struggling groups, people's
organisations and movements for humanity, global harmony, freedom,
equality and justice, and their supporters and sympathisers;

O Moving toward consolidating a forum for popularising people's concerns
and their struggles in the print and electronic media;

0 Building this as a platform for bringing together ongoing struggles on
similar issues in different parts of the country, enabling each struggle to
gain from the experiences and reflections of other struggles.

Friends, your struggles are the inspiration for this endeavour. Your support 1s
necessary for its success.

We have divided the backgounders on various people's struggles into five



broad themes for the "purp'o\sé of the Website,’ all related toﬁ the basic right to life |
and livelihood: land, forests, water, labour and displacement by ‘development
projects’.

The website will carry news, action alerts, useful resources, and information on
upcoming events, besides links to and information about resources avaﬂable
elsewhere.

We request you to send us relevant information of your struggles as well as of
other people's struggles in your region or sector of work. Please let us know if
your organisation brings out any publication that covers people's struggles.
We might be interested in subscribing to it and using the material for this
website. The information you send will certainly help make this website live up
to its name.

In the StruggleIndia reader, which is now in your hands, we have compiled the
introductions to themes and backgrounders on struggles currently posted on

*he website. We hope to bring out another edition of the reader next year with
backgrounders .on more people s struggles prepared W1th your support and
involvement.

In solidarity,

StruggleIndia team

Popular Education and Action Centre

F-93 (Ist floor), Katwaria Sarai, New Delhi - 110016
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INTRODUCTION

India_ is primari ly an agrarian country. Land is the basis of livelihood for more
than ®60% of its people. But most landowners possess less than 2 acres of land
— a1 enduring feature of our agrarian structure that is highly oppressive
towards most ti llers and inevitably impedes agrarian production, causing stag-
natio=n and crisis. Very few among those who work on the fields have control
over theland th ey till, the basis of their life and livelihood. The highly unequal
distrmbution of Land leads to, and is maintained by, various forms of oppression
andwiolence in rural society. The caste system provides an ideological justifi-
catiown for this exploitative structure. Caste hierarchy bears close resemblance
to lamndowning patterns; on the one end, the landlords are predominantly from
the mpper castes, whereas, on the other, the dalits are mostly landless. Access
to an_d control over land is largely the basis of the socio-economic and political
poweer of the few, accompanied by the utter powerlessness of the many.

Ny wvonder, the land question has been at the core of numerous people’s
strugzgles that have shaped our history. Peasant mobilisation during the free-
dom struggle v oiced concern for all sections, butdid not crystallize around the
issuess of the m ost oppressed in rural society. After British rule came to an end,
the gpolicy makers sensed that the agrarian structure could not go unchal-
leng=ed in its given form, because it blatantly denied any notion of social justice
to thme actual tillers, who form the vast majority of the rural populace. Since
then_, India umderwent a number of ‘land reforms’, including abolition of
Zamaindari and all intermediaries, tenancy reforms, introduction of family ceil-
ing, reduction of ceiling limit, and some half-hearted attempts at redistribution
of swirplus land among the landless peasants.

Tho ugh ‘land reforms’ have largely divested Zamindars and big landowners of
som e portions of their ‘ceiling surplus land’, they have not been dislodged
fronn their positions of power in rural society. And the ones who have gained
are —the erstwhile occupancy tenants — predominantly the more prosperous
and socially dominant among them, belonging to the middle and lower middle
cast es — and not the tillers of the land. Together with the ‘green revolution’ —
an a-ttempt to solve the agrarian crisis by imperialist-sponsored technological
fixe s, while avoiding a radical restructuring of land relations — ‘land reforms’
led ®o the emergence in several pockets of rural India of a new kind of landlord
— ore who hires all the labour he needs, uses modern techniques and aims to
mal=e profit.

Thi= emergence of enclaves of capitalist agriculture has been the background
i vwhich certain transitions at the policy level are today taking place. In the
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Land Struggles

backdrop of the current hubris surrounding the slogans of ‘globalisation, lib-
eralization and privatization’, the government is gunning towards not only
considering land as economic good but also as a ‘freely tradable good’.

‘Coxporate agriculture’ has become the buzzword of our official agriculture
policy experts, jet-setting cyber-politicians and tech-savvy bureaucrats. The
government has announced its intention to promote ‘lease market’ in land,
validate ‘rent seeking’ from agricultural land, and legitimize ‘contract farming’,
heralding the arrival of the brave new world of corporate farming. Multina-
tional giants are being invited to ‘do agriculture’ on Indian soil.

All available evidence suggests that this transition is a leap backwards for the
unfinished agenda of ‘land to the tiller’. The new issues generated in our time

are layered on top of the age-old issues of oppression based on control over
land.

The struggles of the most oppressed in rural society — the landless and poor
peasants, mainly the dalits — have pitted them against the backward, unjust
and violent agrarian structure. And sometimes they have fought with the goal
of overthrowing it. The State’s response to these struggles has been one of
brutal repression, often systematically crossing the bounds of law. The in-
creasing denial in public discourse of the very existence of the land question
facilitates this ruthless repression.

Facing tremendous odds, these struggles testify to the refusal of the landless
and the poor peasants to accept their powerlessness in Indian society... =
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LAND STRUGGLES IN CENTRAI. BIHAR
A PROFILE

‘Land to the tiller, power to the people.’

‘Bhaiya ho bhaiya Majdur bhaiya
Bhaiya ho bhaiya Kisan bhaiya
Hathwa mein le lo Teer Kaman
Ki Chal Aapan Raj Banawe Ho.’
(Come, labourer and peasant; Arm yourself to wield power.)

w LAND AND THE PEOPLE

The plains in Bihar between the Ganges on the north and the Chota Nagpur
plateau on the south have long been arenas of vibrant rural struggles. This
region is referred to either as the South Ganga plain or as Central Bihar. It is
divided into 16 districts: Patna, Gaya, Jehanabad, Arwal, Bhojpur, Aurangabad,
Rohtas, Buxar, Bhabua, Bhagalpur, Nalanda, Nawada, Munger, Lakhisarai,
Seikhpura and Banka. The region is densely populated, with nearly 600 persons
on an average living on each square kilometer area. Except Patna and Rohtas,
all the Central Bihar districts figure in the government of India’s list of the 100
'most backward and poorest’ districts of the country. Dalits comprise nearly
20% of the population. The literacy rate among the dalits is higher than the
average for Bihar state.

The region 1is characterised by an extremely low level of industrialization.
Agriculture forms the basis of livelihood of nearly 82 % of the population -
about 60 % in Patna and around 90 % in the other districts.

Central Bihar has seen protracted conflicts between peasant organizations and
the landed rural elite over the ownership and control of land. This is the key
issue in the agrarian struggle in Bihar, land being the source of social, economic
and political power of the rural gentry. Control over land determines the relative
position of various economic actors in the social order, and the size of and the
ability to 1maintain an apparatus to impose one’s will on others. According to
the report of a former Commissioner for SCs and STs, 68% of the cases of
atrocities on dalits by 1981 were related to land disputes.

the shruggleindi® Teader[ 1z T4e 4 qgleindic reader




Land Struggles

LAND AS SOURCE OF CONFLICT

The distribution of agricultural land is highly unequal. A study conducted by
the A N Sinha Institute of Social Sciences in 1981 found that only 4% of the
rural households own more than 10 acres of land. Another 6% own between 5
to 10 acres. Ninety percent of the households are poor, including smal! and
marginal peasants (47%) and the landless (43%). Landless and marginal
peasants work as agricultural labourers. Nearly 50% of those who work on the
fields are agricultural labourers, the rest being cultivators. In fact, throughout
the Bihar state, except in Purnea district, the cultivators outnumber the
agricultural labourers. And at least 80 landlords have control over more than
500 acres of land, while the per capita land ownership is only about 2 acres.

The income of the agricultural {abourers depends on the extent of employment
and the wage levels. The increasing rates of unemployment and
underemployment push down wages. Wages in any area depend on the ability
of the landlord to thwart any situation that makes a hike necessary, and yet
prevent the workers from going away. The use of violence is central to the
exercise of this ability. The daily wage for agricultural labour varies from place
to place, but is often less than one-third of the legal minimum.

The rural poor are in constant need of loans for food and agricultural inputs.
The virtual absence of institutional credit and prevalence of traditional relations
of dependence, based on the rural elite’s monopoly over violence, allows the
local moneylenders to usually charge more than 10% monthly interest, often
leading to perpetual bondage of the debtor. For the agricultural labourers, the
danger of slipping into the ranks of attached labourers is ever present.

Attached labourers, mainly ploughmen, are given daily wages and a small plot
of land for personal cultivation by the landlord. They are brought from
elsewhere, settled on the landlord’s land, and bound to him for generations.
Casual labourers are also forced to be attached to the landlords because of lack
of employment opportunities and indebtedness.

Zamindari systém:

Before its abolition, all rights to land were vested in the zamindar, who leased
out the land at a fixed rate to recorded tenants (raiyats), collected rent from the
raiyats, and paid a fixed revenue to the government. The raivats could further
lease out the land to sub-raiyats, who often got the land tilled by sharecropping
(bataidari) and attached labour. The zamindars and the raiyats kept a part of
the land for ‘self-cultivation’, called bakasht lands. The ‘self-cultivation’ was
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usually done through unrecorded tenants, including bataidars, and attached
or bonded labour. This system incorporated various forms of forced labour
and forced exactioms. At the time of zamindari abolition, at least 57% of the
priv ate lands belonged to the zamindars.

The zamindars and the upper levels of the intermediaries were largely from the
upper castes (mostly rajputs and bhumihars). The raiyats and sub-raiyats
belosnged both to the upper and the upper middle castes (mainly yadav, koeri
and kurmi). The lower middle castes and the dalits were the actual tillers,
posssessing neither ownership nor control over land. The tillers included the
batcaidars who mostly belonged to the lower middle castes (like julaha, kahar
and rajbhar). The attached labourers were dalits (such as chamar, dusadh and
mus-ahar).

Bertaidari (sharecropping):

4 sagnificant percentage of the cultivators work as bataidars, i.e. unrecorded
crop-sharing tenants. The bataidar invests all the inputs like seeds, water,
fertdlizers, pesticides and manure, works with his own implements and cattle,
usirg his own or family labour. He has to share the harvest equally with the
landowner. Since the tenancy is unrecorded, the threat of eviction constantly
hare gs like the sword of Damocles over the bataidar’s head. In fact, the Bihar
gov-ernment had is sued explicit instructions in 1964 not to record sharecroppers
during the settlement operations.

Bilmar has the highest incidence of bataidari among the Indian states. It is
nezarly impossible to estimate the full extent of bataidari because the bataidars
refuise to give any information, frightened by the insecure nature of the tenancy
relation. While conducting a survey between 1988 and 1990, a group of IAS
prosbationers found 2000 bataidar households in a single village, but could
corvince only five to talk about it.

Gerir Mazarva lands:

Th e village commmons were used as grazing land, village market areas, for
col lecting firewood, cremating or burying the dead, for roads, irrigation sources,
and for other community purposes. The landlords had been gradually seizing
lar ge tracts of such land by the threat and use of force. Over time they let out
thezse pieces of land to tenants. Such land, which belonged to the State only on
payper, came to recorded as gair mazarua khas in the revenue records. The land
that actually remained in the control of the State, and was used for community
pu rposes by the villagers, was called gair mazarua aam.

thae $+Y‘vtﬂﬁ‘e india reade,. 15 the $+Y‘wﬁﬁleindia— reade,




Land Struggles

The skewed pattern of land distribution and the prevalence of tenancy farming
act as structural constraints to agricultural development and to economic well-
being in general. The poor peasants, who own barely subsistence-level plots,
cannot bear the cost of making improvements on the land. And, for the large
landowners, bataidari is an eminently profitable option, ensuring that they
get cheap labour, who would remain to a significant degree under their control,
with a low cost of supervision. The overriding necessity to maintain power
over the bataidar makes the landlord lease out his land in small subsistence-
level plots, rendering impossible the use of modern inputs. The threat of eviction
deprives the bataidar of any incentive for long-term improvements on land.
Stagnation in agricultural output results in stagnation in rural employment.
Coupled with the absence of any employment-generating industrial
development, the consequent pressure on land leads to further fragmentation
of the tiny landholdings of poor and marginal peasants, swelling the ranks of
the agricultural labourers without a corresponding increase in the number of
the landless.

CASTE AND AGRARIAN CLASSES

Percentage distribution of landholding-based categories e,
among caste divisions in Central Bihar

Land Upper Upper | Other S.C. Mix_slims All
holding castes middle | middle castes
(acres) castes castes

Landless 2.9 13.1 23 43.9 17.1 43.1
Less than 5 29.3 30.6 13 17.6 9.5 47
5t0 10 69 20.7 0 - 0.5 9.7 5.8
More than 10| 77.4 11.6 6 0 4.9 4.1
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Percenfage distribution of caSte divisions into
landholding-based categories in Central Bihar
Castte divisions Landholdings (in acres)
Landless | Less | 5to10 | More All
than § than 10 land
holdings
{ Uppoer castes 57 62.1 179 143 22
Upper middie | |
cas®es ' 249 66.4 55 22 21.7
Oth_er middle
castes 60.9 376 0 L.5 163
S%heduled
Casstes " 69.5 304 0.1 0 27.2
Mu_slims 586 354 44 1.6 12.6
[So urce: Joint stitdy by ILO and A N Sinha Institute of Social Sciences (1981)]

LAND REFORMS AND OTHER STATE
- INTERVENTIONS

Zeemindari Abolition:

Bih ar was the first state to take steps towards the abolition of zamindari. The
Bih_ar Land Reforms Act came into effect in 1952, abolishing all intermediaries
and_ giving the recorded tenants (raiyats) ownership rights over the land they
had. taken on lease. However, the vaguely defined bakasht lands (land retained
for “self-cultivation’) were recorded in the name of the zamindars and the
intermediaries. The zamindars were also given the right to settle the gair
mazzarua khas lands (commons encroached by the landlords) with the raiyats.
Thes huge estates of the maths and other religious institutions were left
untouched.

Zammindari abolition ended the feudal oppression faced by the raiyats, who
we re themselwves transformed into a new landowning class. Erstwhile zamindars

cindia reade,. 17 cindia reade,
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Land Struggles

retained control over land, with legal ownership over bakasht lands, which
they continued to get cultivated by unrecorded tenants and attached or bonded
labourers. Together it led to the expansion of the caste and social basis of the
class of landlords. In 1981, the upper middle castes (Yadav, Kurmi, Koeri)
comprised more than 20% of the landowners with 5 to 10 acres and more than
10% of those with more than 10 acres. In several places, they were among the
big fTandowners.

The actual tillers, however, continued to be denied the right to land, and their
relations with the landowners changed little. They continued to be engaged in
backbreaking work as attached or bonded labourers and bataidars, not only
for the erstwhile zamindars but also for the erstwhile raiyats, who were the new
maliks.

Land ceiling:

Legislation — The Bihar Land Reforms (Fixation of Ceiling Area and
Acquisition of Surplus Land) Act, a far diluted version of the original bill, was
legislated amid stiff opposition in 1961 after a six-year delay. It stipulated a
ceiling of 20 to 60 acres on individual ownership for various categories of land,
allowing 10 more acres as ‘homestead land’ and 15 acres as orchard. It also
permitted the transfer of land to the landowners’ relatives within one year of its
promulgation. In effect, a family of five landowners could legally own 125 to

375 acres. The Act also empowered the landowners to evict the sharecroppers.
%

The Act provides for the redistribution of ceiling surplus, government and
common lands, first to the landless SC, ST and Backward Caste (BC) househoids.
Land in any village could be given to persons from another village, or non-
Dalits, only after no Dalit, or other eligible persons, of the village remain landless.
Any person owning less than 5 acres could be given government land so that
his total landholding reaches 5 acres.

The Act has been amended several times over the years. It was amended in
1972 and 1973 to consider a family comprising a couple and up to three minor
children as constituting one unit for ceiling purposes. Every additional minor
child was entitled to additional land up to one-tenth of the ceiling, allowing a
maximum of 50% over the ceiling for any family. The ceiling was reduced to a
range of 15 to 45 acres, including the homestead and orchard lands.

Implementation — The government served notices to 125 big landowners
following the struggles to seize land in the late 1960s. The 1961 Act was
supposed to lead to the acquisition of one-lakh acres. However, till June 1975,
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only 11,000 acres could be acquired. 1973-74 was declared as the Land Reform
Year, with the government announcing the proposed acquisition of 18 lakh
acres. However, only 13% of the target (2.36 lakh acres) could be achieved by
July 1979, nearly half of which was bhoodan land surrendered voluntarily. Till
1989, only another 1.63 lakh acres was.acquired. Moreover, attempts at making
new assessments of land ceiling, to check further encroachments, forcible
takeover or purchase, have been repeatedly scrapped. More than 2,500 land
cases were pending in 1993 at various levels, right up to the Supreme Court.
Most of these cases were filed between 1971 and 1975, and pertain to the lands
of the big landlords, some of whom have more than 10,000 acres.

Infact, besides the obstructive role of the political and administrative machinery,
compounded by the near absence of reliable land records, the legislation itself
had effectively protected the land rights of the erstwhile zamindars. The liberal
definition of khas possession enabled the landlords to retain 15 lakh acres
(14% of Bihar’s total cultivable area) under this category. Such possession,
ascording to the Patna High Court, allowed cultivation by hired servants. Even
after the Supreme Court in 1964 restricted such possession to personal
cultivation, rampant absentee landlordism continued, such as on the math
lands.

The six-years delay in getting the land ceiling legislation passed had given big
landowmers sufficient time to transfer their surplus lands in the names of their
relative s in order to evade the ceiling. In fact, the landlords had time till June
1963 to legally transfer lands to blood relatives. The landlord could also use his
sway over the administration to get land legally transferred to a peasant who
had no knowledge of the transfer, or to falsely increase the size of his family by
getting fictitious names recorded. Big landlords continued to control huge
tracts of land, holding legal title deeds under fictitious names (benami holdings)
or after making fake (farzi) transfers. For example, the mahant of the
Shankaracharya math controlled 12,000 acres of land in Gaya district through
land transferred to unknown persons. The KB Saxena Committee, appointed
by the post-Emergency Janata Party government, found that 17 of the 18 trusts
in whose name most of the math’s lands were recorded simply did not exist.

According to government statistics, by November 1990, 68% of the surplus
land acquired through the Land Ceiling Act had been distributed, 18% was
disputed in the law courts, and 12% was found unfit for distribution. The
government also took physical possession of nine lakh acres of gair mazarua
khas lands and distributed it to the landless by October 1983. 58% of the
bhoodan lands were found unfit for distribution.
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Land Struggles

Tencmcy reform:

Legislation — The Bihar Tenancy Act, 1986, tried to address the bataidari
issue by explicitly defining ‘self-cultivation’ as cultivation under the personal
supervision of the landowner or his family by one’s own or family’s labour, or
by hired labour, or by servants on wage payment in cash or in kind, but not in
crop share. The Act also fixed the landowner’s share in bataidari arrangements
at 25 percent of the gross produce. Anyone working as a non-occupancy
tenant for 12 years was entitled to the status of occupancy tenant. However,
the Land Reforms Deputy Commissioner was made the final authority on these
matters by denying the tenant the right to appeal against his decisions.

Implementation — 73.4% of all tenancy cases registered before 1989 by the
district authorities, the sole authority in such matters, were decided in favour
of the landowners. Moreover, because the bataidars are among the weakest in
the rural order and mostly work on the lands of the larger, more powerful and
absentee landowners, with no documents to prove tenancy, their cases never
even reach the court. The Conciliation Boards, supposed to protect the
sharecroppers’ rights, have everywhere been completely defunct.

Minimum Wages:

The Minimum Wages Act came into force in 1948. Even today agricultural
labourers have to be prepared to face inhuman atrocities when they demand

the wages fixed by the government. %

In 1982, the government fixed Rs. 10 or 5 kilos of rice (or one-tenth of the
bundles harvested) as the minimum wage. According to a survey conducted
by the Jehanabad district administration in 1988-89, minimum wages were paid
in only 15% of the villages in the district. On 1% January 1996, the minimum
wage for agricultural labour fixed by the Bihar government stood at Rs. 27.30,
but, except in places where the peasants’ organizations had led sustained,
militant struggles, nowhere did wages exceed about 800 grams of rice or kesari,
a pulse prohibited for human consumption. In 1999, the Bihar Labour Minister
announced that the government was planning to increase the minimum wage
to Rs. 44, but the police authorities, according to newspaper reports, were only
aware of the rate being fixed at Rs. 28.

Various land legislations and the practice of their implementation has either
created or exacerbated contradictions that defy any legal solutions.

The Zamindari Abolition Act, by empowering the zamindar to settle gair
mazarua khas land with the raiyats, rendered it impossible for the State to
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legally assert control over such lands and distribute it among the landless
peasants. The beneficiaries among the raiyats became large and powerful
landownesrs. The administration upholds the settlements done by the erstwhile
zamindars, overlooking later policies of the government providing for the
distribution of gair mazarua lands among the landless. As a result, the struggles
of the lamdless and marginal peasants to take over these lands have to
necessarily cross the limits set by law. |

In most villages, landlords had been getting the ceiling surplus and the gair
mazarua khas lands tilled through long standing bataidari arrangements. The
tenancy laws require these bataidars to gain occupancy over such land.
Government acquisition of these lands ensures the eviction of the bataidars,
and their redistribution among the landless pits the bataidars against them.

The admunistration often distributes parchas giving legal rights to landless
peasants over disputed land under illegal control of big landowners. In order
to evade the ceiling laws, landlords often illegally sell small plots of land at
“below market prices to small and middle peasants, while the administration
chooses to look the other way. The attempts of the landless to resist such sales
or to take possession of land for which they have been given parchas bring
them into conflict with the new owners.

The administration usually turns a blind eye to the forcible eviction of peasants,
who have been ‘beneficiaries’ of land redistribution, by the erstwhile landlords.
According to a report of the Commissioner of SCs and STs, allocation of surplus
land to landless labourers has often led to protracted disputes and atrocities
on dalits.

Faulty assessment of ceiling is rampant. The administration often comes to
acknowledge the existence of surplus land only after the labourmg poor begin
organized struggles to take over those lands.

Absentee landlordism is on the increase as landowning families take up urban
professions, while their lands come under bataidari. There is no law banning
this practice.

The end of zamindari led to the transformation of traditional sources of irrigation
that had been maintained by compulsory begar labour by disuse and siltation
into new cultivable lands. Over the years, while the administration did not

~ distribute them among the landless, they have been easily taken over by large

and powerful landowners.

To top it all, long and fruitless land litigation inevitably acts against the interest
of the poor, while the administration leaves no stone unturned to protect the
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Land Struggles

land rights of the erstwhile landowners. The labouring poor, thus left to fend
for themselves in the vicious conflict with the big landowners, have been
organizing themselves to fight against their oppressors. '

PEOPLE’S STRUGGLES:
MOBILISATION OF THE OPPRESSED

Peasant mobilization in the first half of the 20th century, led by both the Congress
and the CPI, was around the following issues:

® Right to land (a major demand during the survey and settlement
operations being to get the rights of raiyats cultivating the bakhast
lands of the zamindars recorded);

® Security of tenure; and

® Iowering of rents and forced paymerits.

Raiyats (recorded occupancy tenants) and sub-raiyats, relatively privileged in
the rural order, were the most vocal sections in the movement. The overriding
political objective for the Congress was to unite the zamindars with the raiyats
for building pressure upon the British rulers and getting concessions from
them. The CPI-led Bihar Pradesh Kisan Sabha in the 1930s and 1940s led a
movement demanding the abolition of the Zamindari system. Both the CPI and
the Congress led movements voiced concern for all séctions oppressed by
Zamindars, but their major demands related to the oppression faced by the
raiyats. The raiyats also tried to organize themselves along caste lines. The
yadav, kurmi and koeri associations came together as the Triveni Sangh in the
1930s, resisting forced labour and customs that humiliated them before the
zamindars. These movements were instrumental in consolidating the position
of raiyats in the rural power structures.

The turning point:

The movements that arose in the late 1960s brought to the fore, for the very
first time, issues and demands of the most oppressed in rural society: the
landless labourers, bataidars and small peasants. These were led by radical
communist groups that had revolted against the leadership of the CPI (M). The
Naxalbari uprising in 1967 was the decisive turning point in the history of
people’s struggles in India, leading to the formation of the All India Coordination
Committee of Communist Revolutionaries (AICCCR) and, later in 1969, of a
“communist party of the new type” - the Communist Party of India (Marxist-
Leninist). Militant struggles erupted in several parts of India, including
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Mushahari b‘ldck in Muzzafarpur district of Bihar. Peasants and labourers
(mostly dalits) were mobilized against the tyrannical bhumihar landlords, for
land to the tiller and against social oppression, leading to the formation of

Feudal Power Today

Landlords and the dominant caste rural gentry control and impose their
will upon the villagers, mainly the landless and poor peasants, in several
ways: -

e By their affinity with the bureaucracy and the police, partly based
on common caste background;

e By their control over land, the sole source of livelihood for most
villagers; . '

e By using their henchmen (latheits) to beat, bind, whip, slash, blind,
mutilate and cut down people, rape women, abduct labourers and
confine them in dungeons;

® By using their political power crystallized in the Panchayati Raj
institutions and the office of the mukhiya, MLA and MP.

Kisan Sangram Samitis in the villages. The high point of the struggle was the
forcible harvesting of crops in Gangapur village, after resisting the attacks of
the landlord Bijli Singh and his henchmen and driving them away. This
unprecedented action enthused the oppressed peasants in the surrounding
villages, as much as it struck terror in the hearts of the landlords. The peasants
prepared to fight back the landlords’ attacks with their traditional weapons,
raising the slogan: “seize the crops, seize the land.” Soon the police intervened
on behalf of the landlords, attacking the peasants, attaching their properties
and killing the leaders. More and more peasants were mobilized to fight the
police. In Harkesh village, thousands of peasants forced the police to release
some of their arrested comrades after an intense battle. This was the first time
n the region that agrarian struggle based itself on the landless labourers and
poor peasants, and directly confronted the State forces.

The Bhojpur struggles:

The violence accompanying the Assembly elections held in February 1967

“sparked off the struggle in the Sahar constituency area. Jagdish Master, Butan

Mushahar, Rameshwar Ahir, Ram Naresh Ram, Dr. Nirmal and Subroto Dutta
‘Jauhar’ were among the first leaders of the movement that mobilized mainly
dalits like Ahirs, Dusadhs and Mushahars against oppression by the
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Land Struggles

predominantly Rajput landlords. On 14 April 1970, a huge torchlight ceremony
was carried out in Arrah town, with the slogan: “Harizanisthan Larke Lenge.”
(We will fight for Harizanisthan and win) The people were organized into Kisan
Mazdur Sangram Samitis. On 23 February 1971, Sheopujan Singh, a leading
henchman of the landlords, was killed. In 1972, labourers of Chauri struck work
four years after they had begun demanding higher wages. The landlords
responded by removing the attached labourers from 8 out of the 12 kartas (1
bigha) of land they had been given for personal cultivation. Ram Nath Rai, a
landlord from Ekwari village, who also owned land in Chauri, was killed. Red
flags were also planted on four bighas of land owned by Muni Nath Rai, a
notorious landlord and moneylender. And-the peasants seized a truckload of
rice bought by traders. The visiting police team shot dead four peasants — an
action that the Chauri Police Inquiry Commission later approved of.

Throughout the district, peasant activists killed oppressive landlords, landlords’
henchmen, dacoits, and upper caste peasants who had raped dalit women. The
landlords retaliated by carrying out brutal massacres, and burning down entire
dalit hamlets, with the help of the police. The repression was intensified during
the Emergency, with the deployment of central paramilitary forces and even the
army. Despite heroic battles fought by the villagers against the ‘encircle and
suppress’ campaigns of the heavily armed state forces, all the main leaders of
the movement were killed by 1977. The movement had mobilized for the first
time the collective strength of the labourers and poor peasants of the region to
fight and create terror within the landed gentry, as well as to lead organized
struggles and exercise political power through ‘revolutionary peasafit
committees’, while resisting brutal State repression.

The Bodh Gaya Bhumi Andolan:

Jayaprakash Narayan’s call to the youth to participate in ‘rural reconstruction’
led to the formation of the Chatra Yuva Sangharsh Vahini, which began around
1975 to mobilize the peasants and labourers for agrarian struggle in Bodh Gaya.
It focused on the lands of the mahant of the Shankaracharya Math who controlled
about 18,500 acres of land and the lives of the people who depended on it
through numerous kutcheries (traditional courts of zamindars and princes). In
1979, the labourers boycotted work on the math lands, resisted the mahant’s
attempts to get the land ploughed by labourers from other areas, and also
distributed the harvest among themselves. The movement spread to about 30
villages, inviting attacks by the mahant’s henchmen (including the firing that
killed 2 labourers in Mastipur village), and many instances of arrests, beatings
and torture by the police. The struggle continued despite attempts of the
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Congress and the CPI to create caste-based divisions among the tenants

- (TYadavs) and the labourers (Musahar and Bhuiyan), and to bring the Vahini

into a compromise with the math. In 1981, the government distributed land to
1 52 families in consultation with the Mazdur Kisan Samitis. At several places
p eople demolished the symbols of the landlord’s authority, the kutcheries. The
movement had also brought forth the issue of women’s rights over land, forcing
the administration to issue joint titles, and, rarely, even allotting land in the
woman’s name. Some of the Vahini.youth later joined the Mazdoor Kisan
S angram Samiti (MKSS) that organized the militant agrarian class struggles in
Jehanabad.

The Movement since the late 1970s:

T he main peasant organizations today leading the struggles in Central Bihar
are: '

% ® Mazdur Kisan Sangrami Parishad (MKSP) (formerly, the Mazdur
Kisan Sangram Samiti - MKSS) in Jehanabad, Patna, Aurangabad,
Gaya and Rohtas; |
e Krantikari Kisan Committee (KKC) in Gaya, Jehanabad and
Awrangabad; and
e Bihar Pradesh Kisan Sabha (BPKS) in Bhojpur, Patna, Jehanabad,
Aurangabad, Gaya, Rohtas and Buxar.

Following are the main issues around which struggles were taken up:

® Against criminal and dacoit gangs, theft of cattle and pumpsets and
looting of crops; '

® For control over common property resources, especially the fishing
ponds, pasture land, orchards and water sources;

® For increasing the bataidar’s share in the produce. Bataidars also
demanded that landowners bear part of the input costs, and resisted
the landowners’ attempts to shift the burden of the land tax on them;

® For the distribution of gair mazarua land among the landless and the
poor peasants; '

o For payment of fair wages to agricultural labourers, and to workers
employed by contractors for various governmental and non-
governmental projects; |

® For asserting the right of the labouring people to live and work with
dignity, and rejecting various oppressive social practices based on
their traditional subservience to dominant caste maliks.
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Land Struggles

According to a 1983 report of the Union Home Ministry, ‘Naxalite activities’
had spread to more than 197 villages in Central Bihar within three years from a
mere 8-10 villages in 1980. Peasants in more and more villages were organizing
themselves and employing both legal and illegal forms of struggle. They were
going in for strikes, protests, social boycott, economic blockades, rasta roko,
bandhs and court cases as well as seizure of crops, land, land records and debt
papers, and holding of people’s courts. These struggles sometimes took violent
forms, occasionally leading to killings. -

MKSS and MKSP:

The MKSS was formed in 1978 to mobilize struggles (according to its charter of
objectives) for enforcing land reforms; for seizing all ceiling-surplus land and
village commons, distributing them among the landless and poor peasants; for
eliminating usury, forced and bonded labour; for demanding housing, safe
drinking water and other necessities for the rural poor; for enforcing minimum

wages and regular employment; and, for opposing all forms of oppression and
discrimination against women and dalits. The organization began work in Sikaria,

a Kurmi dominated village in Jehanabad.

On 17 April 1981, nearly 600 people took out a torchlight procession in and
around Sikaria, armed with traditional weapons. In retaliation, Ram Parvesh, a
notorious Kurmi rich peasant of the area, and the main target of the struggle,
got the police to foist false cases on 39 peasants. The poor and landless
peasants boycotted the fields and the brick kiln of Ram Parvesh from 24th Max
They resisted the landowners’ attempts to break the strike by using armed
henchmen and bringing in labourers from outside. On 29th May, the peasants
killed a notorious dacoit, one of Ram Parvesh’s leading henchmen. Braving
brutal repression, thousands rallied in Jehanabad. Finally, Ram Parvesh himself
was killed on 24th November 1981. .

On 10th August 1982, the landlords of Bhagwanpur village in Gaya district
kidnapped and killed three young MKSS activists. The peasants killed
Janeshwar Singh, a notorious landlord who was a Congress leader. People’s
courts started resolving disputes and awarding punishments. Meanwhile, Jang
Bahadur Singh, a former pramukh-of Sikaria, joined the MKSS. The struggles

raged on, braving the onslaught of the landlords and the police.

The resistance of the MKSS took the following form: the peasants killed selected
sena leaders and imposed economic blockade (boycott of work on their fields,
non-cooperation by sharecroppers, selective destruction of crops) against the
sena landlords. This isolated the landlords from their caste fellows, and the
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se=na leaders were forced to withdraw false cases against peasant activists, get
some police camps removed and pay fines to the peasant organization. Thus
thme curtains were brought down on the sena’s reign of terror.

- T-housands of police and paramilﬁary poured into Madua subdivision in Gaya

dmstrict in 1983 to prevent a conference of the MKSS. In 1985, the first state
le=vel police operation — Operation Taskforce — was launched, solely to ‘flush
owt Naxalites” from Central Bihar. In Jehanabad alone, 27 villages were raided
arnd over 50 persons arrested. Mass mobilization, sometimes leading to militant
maass resistance, was the main form of resistance adopted by the MKSS: Public
naeetings were held in several villages before more than 40,000 peasants and
labourers participated in a protest meeting in Jehanabad on 4th October 1985,
omganized jointly by the MKSS and the Indian People’s Front (IPF).

Arwal massacre

~On 19 April 1986, the police shot dead 23 peasants, after surrounding a
public gathering at Arwal, for having seized 0.27 acres of gair mazarua land
and demanding their distribution among the landless. Nine landless dalit
families had built huts on this land and been using it for a long time when,
in 1984, the administration gave the landowner Baidyanath Razak legal
rights to this land, following the provisions of the Zamindari Abolition |
Act. His claim was based on a 1932 decree of the erstwhile zamindar of the
Salona estate. In 1986, the police demolished the huts and evicted the
dalits. The MKSS had organized the meeting of 19 April after appeals to the
DM to restore the land to the evicted dalits fell on deaf years. The massacre
led to the formation of the Arwal Narsanhar Sangharsh Morcha, which
mobilized protests among a wide section of people from all over the state
and outside, culminating in a gherao of the Vidhan Sabha in Patna. The
Bihar government banned the MKSS in 1987 and made Jehanabad into a

separate district.

Mrinal Sen, noted filmmaker and the President of the Indian People’s Human
Rights Tribunal that investigated the Arwal massacre, noted in 1987,
referring to the agencies of the State: ““... those who are suffering from the
law and order syndrome should better remember that if socio-economic
factors are not taken into consideration while solving law and order
problems, the ‘law and order’ becomes a myth and ‘law’ versus ‘order’
becomes a reality — a reality which cannot be destroyed by bayonets and

bullets.”
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Land Struggles

The Arwal massacre could not stamp out the flames of the peasant struggle.

On 28th July 1988, landless and poor peasants in Khajri village in Jehanabad

took over 115 bighas of gair mazarua and ceiling surplus land controlled by the
mukhiya Girija Singh. They continue to cultivate this land, foiling many attempts
of the landlord, police and the administration to seize it back. The Mazdur
Kisan Sangrami Parishad (MKSP) was formed in 1994 to continue the work of
the MKSS.

Krantikari Kisan Committee (KKC):

"The Maoist Communist Centre (MCC) started mobilizing peasants and labourers
11 Gayain 1973 and later spread to Aurangabad. It advocated mass actions in
which huge numbers of peasants would participate in killing landlords and
their henchmen. On 9th January 1973, the peasants killed Randhir Singh, the
cruel and oppressive mukiya of Kasma panchayat. By 1982, the Krantikari
Kisan Committee (KKC) had been formed, organizing peasants to struggle for
seizing and redistributing crops and ceiling surplus land and land illegally
appropriated by landlords, moneylenders and their henchmen. It raised the
slogans: ‘Land to the tiller’ and ‘Political power to the peasant committees’.
Preasant committees and ‘defence squads’ were formed in several villages, to
senash the authority of the landed gentry. The peasants seized the landlords’
properties and their weapons, destroyed their kutcheries (traditional courts),
burned debt documents, and organized people’s courts. Landlords were forced
to increase wages by striking work at peak agricultural seasons. Corrupt practicess
of government officials were exposed before the people. Contractors were
forced to pay the legal minimum wages. The granaries of hoarders were raided
during famines and the grain distributed among the poor. Struggles were also
waged to stop payment of taxes to the government and interests on loans.

Attacks by the police were resisted by huge mobilizations of the landless and
poor peasants.

Bihar Pradesh Kisan Sabha (BPKS):

The Vinod Mishra faction of the CPI (ML) announced the formation of the
BPKS on 23rd February 1981 with a rally in Patna against the anti-peasant
policies of the government and oppression by rich peasants. The declared
objectives were: to coordinate and consolidate the spontaneous agrarian
struggles spread out across Bihar, to fight for proper implementation of land
reforms, to forge unity among the toiling classes, and to fight against social
and sexual oppression. The organisational structure linked the agrarian
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struggles at the village, block, district and state levels. In the early 1980s the
BPKS spread out from Bikram block in Patna and organized people’s defence
¢ ommittees to counter the dacoit gangs. By the early 1990s the organization
c-ould count more than 60,000 persons as its members. In October 1993, activists
o=f the organization gheraoed the Bihar Assembly. They were demanding that a
special session be called to discuss the land reform legislation. This organisation
heas been instrumental in mobilising dalits and poor peasants to assert their
right to vote for electing members to the Bihar Assembly and the Lok Sabha
&uring the periodic elections. Despite being badly hit by the landlord armies,
e specially the Ranveer Sena, it has managed to occasionally canvass enough
v-otes to promote a few CPI (ML) leaders into the ranks of legislators.

MII.ITIA OF THE LANDED ELITE

F<eudal lords in Bihar had always organized their followers into armed gangs to
irnpose their will on the villagers, to ensure that the peasants abide by the
decisions of the landlords’ courts (kutcheries), to enforce various taxes, rents
and illegal exactions, and to crush any form of dissent. Groups of musclemen
(&atheits) are traditionally employed by landlords to subjugate the peasants.

Eandits, dacoits and criminal gangs have always been around in Central Bihar.

Im this background, the growing assertion of the labouring poor in their struggle
a gainst the oppressive agrarian structure brought forth a violent backlash

CASTE-BASED PRIVATE SENAS
Militia Caste Year of Districts of Remarks
affiliation | formation | operation
Kuer Sena Rajput 1979 Bhojpur The main leader was
killed in 1985, followed
by its disintegration.
Kisan Kufmi 1979 Patna, The lower class Kurmis
Suraksha Jehanabad, did not support it.
Samiti Gaya
| Bhumi Sena Kurmi 1983 Patna, The main leaders were
Nawada, killed; selective
Nalanda, imposition of economic
Jehanabad boycott isolated the big
landowners from their
caste fellows.
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Land Struggles

Militia Caste Year of Districts of Remarks
affiliation | formation | operation
Lorik Sena Yadav 1983 Patna, Ramanand Yadav, the main |
Jehanabad, | leader was killed in 1986.
Nalanda '
Brahmarshi | Bhumihar 1984 Bhojpur, | The main leaders were
Sena Aurangabad, | killed.
Jehanabad
Kisan Sangh | Rajput, 1984 Aurangabad | The main leaders were
Brahmin ' killed.
Kisan Sevak Rajput 1985 Aurangabad | Yogeshwar Tyagi, the
Samaj main leader, was killed.
Sunlight Pathan, 1989 Aurangabad, | Many of the leaders were
Sena Rajput Gaya killed; but sena still active.
Sawarna Bhumihar 1990 Gaya, The leaders were killed.
Liberation Jehanabad
Front
Kisan Bhumihar 1990 Patna, Ram Lakhan Singh Yadav,
Sangh Bhojpur | atop leader of the Yadavs,
supported this sena.
Kisan Rajput 1989-90 Bhojpur | It disintegrated after the
Morcha killing of Jwala Singh, the
main leader.
Ranvir Sena | Bhumihar 1994 Bhojpur, | It has committed over
Patna, two-dozen massacres; it is
Jehanabad, | today the most dreaded
Rohtas, Gayal sena, the most well
organized and heavily
armed. The sena men are
given an honorarium of Rs.
1200 per month and those
who participate 1in
massacres are insured for
Rs. 1,00,000. It enjoys
political patronage,
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especially from the BJP.

——> o b

————

o S m A

IO
alc

pe:
gay
The
i'ntt |
PO
i
pri-

The
pea

\7’:\0
v C
==

aim

i.AIn
~Lrar

gany
The
with
sma
atro:
orga

7
Sinc

strug
tand



[
<
£

SO |

I
|

5

=
v (D

from the landed elite, who started mobilizing private militias, known as senas,
along caste lines. Brutal massacres were unleashed on the landless and poor
peasants, mainly dalits. Violence by the individual landlord through his latheits
gave way to organized private militias that acted in the interest of all landlords.
These senas were based on caste affinities and the dominance of the landed
interests over their caste fellows, and operated in the space created by the
powerful nexus among landlords, politicians, bureaucrats, contractors and
criminals. Both the upper caste and backward caste landowners have raised
private senas. -

PEOPLE’S STRUGGLES: SOME ACHIEVEMENTS
Movements bridge the gap between law and the
reality...

7 Struggles againSt crime:

“The peasants’ organizations took up the fight against the harassment of poor

peasants and the loot of their meagre belongings (grain, goats, poultry,
vegetables and fruits) by the landlords’ henchmen (latheits). This loot was
aimed at keeping the peasant subservient and dependent on the landlord.
Lumpen elements from the locally dominant castes also made forced exactions
(rangdari tax) on forest produce and for any construction work. Petty criminal
gangs stole clothes and utensils from migrant labourers working at brink kilns.
The struggle against dacoity united the agricultural labourers and poor peasants
with the middle peasants, the main victims of such crimes, and sometimes with
small traders and businessmen. As a result of these struggles, thefts and
atrocities of semi-organized criminal gangs have stopped where the peasant
organizations have a strong base.

o Struggles for land:

Since land 1s the source not only of economic but also socio-political power,
struggles of the landless to seize land empower them, while disempowering the
landed elite. The people’s struggles have focused on four categories of land:

(1) gair mazarua;

(ii)  ceiling-surplus;

(iii) land under bataidari;

(iv)  estates of the maths; and

) 1ands of absentee landlords.
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Land Struggles

Some of the land illegally occupied by the landlords has been seized and
distributed among the landless, and rights of the village community over ponds
and other commons has been re-established. Cooperative farming is also
encouraged by the peasant organizations. In some places, large groups of
landless and poor peasants have settled down on seized land, and sometimes
have set up new hamlets and villages, named after martyrs. At many places, the
same tract of land is cultivated by landlords when the struggle is at a low ebb,
and by the labourers when the peasants’ organisation is strong enough to
seize and retain control over it. '

o Struggles for wages:

Wages have risen in the areas of influence of the peasants’ organisations
following sustained struggles against the landlords. In Chauri village of
Bhojpur district, it took ten years to force the landlords to increase wages. In
Kansara village of Jehanabad district, wages had stagnated at 800 grams of rice
or kesari pulses for ages, but went up to 2.5-3 kilos of grain after 1986 due to the
militant struggles waged by the peasants’ organizations. For harvesting,
whereas earlier the labourers would be getting one bundle for every 16-21
bundles, the struggles have led to their getting one bundle for every 10-12
bundles. Women labourers in Khairi of Aurangabad district were being paid
Rs. 18 for transplantation, while the men were paid Rs. 22 for the same work.
The struggles have resulted in an equal wage of 3 kilos of grain, besides
breakfast and lunch. N

Wage rates remain low where the feudal, gentry continue to hold sway. For
instance, the landlords in Barki Kharav village of Bhojpur district could bring
down wages for attached labourers from five kilos of rice (fixed by the district
administration in 1990) to one kilo after the emergence of the Ranvir Sena. In
Belaur village of the same district, the wages are Rs. 25 plus only breakfast,
whereas in Mathurapur, mobilization by a militant organization has pushed up
the wages to Rs. 30 plus breakfast and a full meal.

The struggles have at several places like Dorra village of Jehanabad succeeded
in putting an end to the attached labour system. At most places where struggles
have resulted in higher wages, the landless and poor peasants have also fought
more consciously against other forms of oppression.

o Struggles for dignity:

The emergence of militant peasant organizations enabled the landless and
poor peasants to defy the sexual assault of the landlords and the dominant
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castes. The struggles in the 1970s had set the scene, restraining those who
w-ere used to carrying out atrocities on dalits by the practice of ‘instant delivery
o= justice.” Over the years, punishments meted out through the people’s courts
i areas where the peasant organizations are strong have virtually put an end
to various forms of sexual oppression of dalit women by the rural gentry. In
most villages in Central Bihar, the rural gentry today would not dare use abusive
language with the landless and poor peasants. -

— Development activities:

T he militant peasant organisations have mobilized people and local resources,
b raving sust ained state repression, to set up health camps and primary schools.
Many of the leaders and cadres learned to read and write only in the course of
thhe movement. Basic health care is provided more often than not by roving
b arefoot doctors. Voluntary labour has been mobilized to revive or create and
maintain mimor irrigation facilities. The popular strength of the movement also

Yorces the State to initiate various developmental activities in the areas of

intense agrarian struggle. Though most of these governmental measures
p rimarily benefit the rural elite, mobilization by peasant organisations have
seometimes ensured that a wider section is benefited.

THE STATE’S RESPONSE: REPRESSION

T he State views the agrarian struggle essentially as a ‘law and order’ problem.
S-o its primaxry response is to launch an all-out war against the poor and landless
p easants by employing means such as raids, arson, collective thrashing,
d estroying and confiscating property, molestation, rapes, arrests, implicating
1 false cases, brutal torture, and, above all, encounters and massacres. The
c.adres and 1 eaders are hunted, tortured and killed. In the early 1980s in Patna
d 1strict, BPKS activists were arrested, kept in illegal custody and charged with
murder for fighting out dacoit gangs: In the absence of any credible State effort
toO curb organized crime, the treatment of the activities of militant peasant
o rganizationis as criminal exposes the blatantly anti-people character of the

S tate.

Aarmed police is deployed to augment the coercive force at the disposal of the

b ig landowmners to prevent the seizure of land by peasant organizations. A
Izarge number of police camps have been set up across the region. At least 39
c-ompanies of para-military forces are deployed today in Central Bihar. Large
s~wathes of 1and seized by the peasant organizations remain fallow because the
p olice would not let the peasants cultivate them. In Jalpura of Patna district,
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the administration allotted 400 acres of land to the landless and poor peasants
after they had seized it from the Bhumihar landlords, but did nothing to ensure
their possession. The Bhumihar landlords used the Ranvir Sena to regain
control over this land. | | '

After the Arwal massacre on 19 April 1986, the Bihar Chief Minister refused to
visit the site because it would ‘demoralise the brave police force’ and called the
labourers who were the victims ‘thugs, anti-social elements and extremists.’
Though the court ruled in favour of the labourers, the administration did not
distribute the land among the victims. Instead, it prevents them every year
from commemorating 19th April as Martyrs’ Day. In 1987, Operation Rakshak
(repression) and Operation Siddarth (reform and dole) were launched. The
MKSS was banned. Construction of roads to facilitate, among other things,
the transportation of police and paramilitary forces for stepping up repression
on the peasants’ organizations was taken up in a big way. The roads took
precedence over functioning schools, health centers and other public utilities
in most places. The reforms and dole schemes mostly enabled the businessman-
contractor-politician-administration nexus to further enrich themselves. Under
Operation Rakshak, about 4,500 paramilitary forces occupied most of the schools,
colleges and primary health centers in Jehanabad alone, curbing any public
meetings or processions. Despite this, nearly one-lakh peasants assembled in
Patna on 10 March 1989 to protest against state repression.

Operations like Task Force, Rakshak, Flash and Clean give the state forces
enormous powers to carry out raids, searches, confiscation of property and
‘encounter’ killings, virtually banning any open political work. In effect, this
places the basic rights of the people in arbitrary suspension, driving all dissent
underground.

The blatant collusion of the landlord senas with state forces is often obvious,
partly stemming from their common caste basis with the state representatives.
The Bihar DGP’s statement in Extremist and Sena activities in Bihar, a 1986
policy document, acknowledged the “tendency among the police functionaries
to encourage defence groups (the senas) to organize themselves in order to
fight out naxalites.” A DIG in his report ‘Extremists in Bihar and the Bhumi
Sena’ acknowledged that whenever the police had to take action in the context
of massacres, they took the side of the Bhumi Sena. Massacres by the sena
often follow police raids on the dalit tolas, checking out the presence of weapons
and peasant activists, to gauge the capacity for resistance of those who would
be attacked. Raids on the dalit tolas are repeated after the massacres, in order
to “flush out naxalites”, i.e. to prevent retaliatory killings of upper caste
landowners. After the Ranvir Sena massacred 34 peasants in Shankarbigha
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and Narayanpur, the police arrested 14 Sena men and 40 persons belonging to
the militant peasant organizations. A large number of peasant activists have
beemn killed in ‘encounters’, whereas far from killing any Ranvir Sena member or
any- other perpetrators of massacres on the rural poor, the police have actively
protected them on numerous occasions. The police even avoid arresting sena
leaders, and the administration often actively helps to keep them out of prison.

The government and its police have clearly set out, with the support of the
landlords and the cooperation of all major political parties, to suppress the
strumggles of the landless and poor peasants. In effect, the State machinery has
con sistently behaved as the agent of the feudal gentry, committed to protecting
the oppressive agrarian structure that the militant peasant organizations seek
to overthrow. No wonder, therefore, that the landless and poor peasants are
forced to resist the state forces by building up their own armed organizations.
On its part, the central government has stepped up the offensive against the
agrarian movement in the name of the ‘war against terror’, labelling some of the
ofganizations leading it as ‘terrorist groups’ and banning them under POTA.

Death penalty to peasant activists

i The Sawarna Liberation Front massacred 7 labourers in Sawanbigha and 6
labourers in Mein-Barasimha in less than six months of its formation in
August 1991. The administration and police ensured that one of the main
. leaders of the sena, Ramadhar Singh ‘Diamond’, was let out on bail and can.
stall move about freely. The other founder of the sena, Ram Jatan Sinha, a
Cengress leader and MLA from Makhdumpur in Jehanabad, remained
uratouched by the State. Both the massacres, like every other massacre
perpetrated by the private senas, were treated as ordinary crimes. In fact,
th-e prosecution showed scant interest in the case. All the accused are
today roaming free. In stark contrast, in the case of the Bara killings, which
to=ok place in February 1992 in retaliation to the Mein-Barasimha massacre,
TADA was foisted on 11 peasants, who were known to have participated
in various land and wage struggles. The Bhumihars of Bara had often
participated in massacres organized by the Sawarna Liberation Front and
were close to ‘Diamond’. On 8 June 2001, the TADA court ordered four
pesasants to be hanged to death, sentenced four more to life imprisonment,
ared one to 10-years rigorous imprisonment. The Supreme Court has recently
apeproved of the death penalty, despite inconsistent and fraudulent evidence.
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Killings by the police in Central Bihar

!
|
j

Year Place and District Casualties | Organisational affiliation {
1981 Mathila, Bhojpur 3 BPKS |
]983 Panania,'Gaya 5 KKC ,vw;
1985 | Kunai, Bhojpur 2 BPKS
1986 Arwal, Jehanabad 23 . MKssS \
1992 Chainpur, Rohtas 4 MKSP 5
1992 Ashabigha, Gaya 6 KKC ;
1993 ~ Dadar, Rohtas B 3 BPKS E
1994 Aghoura, Rohtas 4 MKSP
1994 Nadhi, Bhojpur 9 BPKS
1994 Matgharha, Gaya 11 KKC
1995 Gulzarbigha, Aurangabad 4 MKSP
1996 Keshpa Bl}g@yan, Gaya 6 KKC - ,
1997 _“I_rldo, Patna 6 MKSP |
1997 Kodihara, Patna 2 MKSP %
1998 Sigori, Gaya 6 KKC
1998 | Mahadevbigha, Gaya 4 KKC
1999 Sujathpur, Buxar 16 BPKS
2001 Kariambura, Jehanabad 5 MKSP g
[Source: Prakash Louis, People Power (2002)]
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