CHAPTER 9

Insurgency, Counter-insurgency,
and Democracy in Central India
NANDINI SUNDAR

The Naxalite movement began in India in the late 1960s as a peasant
struggle (in Naxalbari, West Bengal, hence the name Naxalite). It
represented the revolutionary stream of Indian Marxism which did
not believe that parliamentary democracy would lead to the requisite
systemic change and argued for armed struggle instead. While the
Indian state managed to crush the movement in the 1970s, causing
an already ideologically fractured movement to splinter further
(currently 34 parties by ofﬁcial estimates),1 in 2004 two of the major
parties, the Communist Party of India (CPI) (Marxist-Leninist)
People’s War (formed out of the merger of the People’s War Group
with Party Unity) and the Maoist Communist Center (MCC) of
India, united to form the Communist Party of India (Maoist).2 The
CPI (Maoist) is currently a signiﬁcant political force across several
states, especially in rural areas where state services have been
inadequate or absent.3
Since about 2005-6, the Maoists have become the main target of
the Indian state, with thousands of paramilitary forces being poured
into the areas where they are strong, and the prime minister repeatedly
referring to them as India’s biggest security threat. As a consequence,
armed conﬂict is occurring across large parts of central India and is
taking several hundred lives on an annual basis. In the state of
Chhattisgarh, which is the epicentre of the war, sovereignty is
contested over large parts of terrain.
COMPETING PERSPECTIVES ON THE MAOIST ISSUE

There are three main perspectives on the Maoist issue. The ﬁrst,
which is the security perspective, equates the Maoists with terrorists.
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India’s home ministry has put out half-page advertisements in all the
national newspapers, proclaiming alongside photos of corpses that
‘Naxals are nothing but cold-blooded murderers’. This perspective,
which is held by the police-dominated home ministry as well as by
many ‘security experts’, argues that the Maoists no longer have a
revolutionary ideology and are a self-seeking group of extortionists
out to destabilize the country and impede ‘development’, by which
they mean industrialization. This perspective is blind to the history,
ideology, and actual practices of the Maoists.
The second, which is the dominant liberal perspective, epitomized
by an expert group constituted by the Indian government’s Planning
Commission, might be labelled the ‘root causes’ perspective. 4
According to this view, poverty and lack of ‘development’ (here
meaning employment), and the want of primary services like
education, are to blame for pushing people to support the Maoists.
This view ignores the absence of a Maoist movement in other poor
areas as well as questions of Maoist theory, organizational presence,
and local agency. It also ignores the fact that while the bulk of the
Maoist cadre are from adivasi or Dalit communities, middle peasants
and upper castes play a signiﬁcant role, especially in leadership
positions.
The third, which is the revolutionary perspective held by the
Maoists themselves and their sympathizers, portrays the movement
as a product of structural violence. While they describe people as
forced into resistance and armed struggle, there is equally an emphasis
on active agency and sacriﬁce, contrary to the root causes perspective
that sees people as mainly passive victims. While long-term state
capture is an important goal that certainly inﬂuences party strategy,
in practice, the Maoists also emphasize more concrete economic and
social objectives like land distribution, drought relief, farmers debts
or caste atrocities. In particular, since 2003-4, they have posited
themselves as the only bulwark against mining and land acquisition.
This perspective blurs over the history of non-violent but militant
struggles elsewhere in India, including against mining, as well as over
the contradictions between the long-term demands of a guerrilla
struggle aimed at state capture and immediate economic beneﬁts for
the people in whose name this struggle is being waged.
A nuanced analysis that seeks to explain the strength of the Naxalite
movement in any particular area needs to take into account several
factors. These include the speciﬁc socio-economic context; the nature
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of stratiﬁcation; the speciﬁc political history of the area (both in terms
of parliamentary parties and social movements); the issues of agency
that explain why certain individuals join the Naxalites; Maoist and
state ideology; as well as the logics of Maoist and state militarization
which create their own momentum. Geographical factors—e.g. the
suitability of territory for guerrilla struggle—also matter. But above
all, it is questions of injustice and impunity which best explain the
overall trajectory of the Maoist movement in India.
OVERALL CONTEXT FOR THE CURRENT CIVIL WAR

The driving forces for the current civil war are sharpening inequality,
the creation of the new states of Chhattisgarh and Jharkhand in 2001
which strengthened rent seeking among the local bourgeoisie and
political actors, a liberalized national mining policy in 2003, and a
growing emphasis on industrialization, as well as Maoist uniﬁcation
in 2004. Faced with growing resistance to land acquisition, militarism
has become the preferred state option to ensure rapid
industrialization.
POVERTY

Since India started liberalizing in the early 1990s, inequality has
grown. Depending on the formula, anywhere between 28-80 per
cent of Indians were below the ‘poverty line’ in 2010,5 and the latest
UNDP ﬁgures reveal acute poverty in eight states, all of which (except
for Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh) have a strong Naxalite presence.6
While the size of the Indian middle class is debated, it is commonly
estimated to account for merely some 300 million people. Meanwhile,
national newspapers report on the globally acquisitive abilities of
Indian companies,7 and the fact that India has the highest number
of billionaires in Asia.8
However, it is fallacious to argue that it is inequality, poverty, or
lack of development per se that leads to people joining the ranks of
the Naxalites (the root causes argument), or conversely, that it is
Naxalites who are impeding development (the security perspective).
While there is no doubt a strong correlation between areas of high
poverty and Naxalism, a causal link or direction has not been
established. For instance, Jhabua, in western Madhya Pradesh, has
roughly similar socio-economic and demographic indicators as
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Dantewada in Chhattisgarh. According to the 2001 census, the
population in Jhabua is 85 per cent tribal, with 47 per cent of the
population living below the poverty line and only 36.87 per cent
literate (2001 census). But unlike Dantewada, which is the heartland
of the Maoist movement, Jhabua has been the site of a remarkable
non-violent movement for many decades now (the Narmada Bachao
Andolan), apart from other local struggles over land and forests.
Similarly, the region of Bundelkhand in central India is one of the
poorest areas of the country, and while there is a high degree of
stratiﬁcation, there are no Naxalites. Furthermore, in order for people
to support the Naxalites (or any other social formation), they have
to be present, and historically, the Naxalites have not made much
headway in western India, despite the presence of a sizeable adivasi
or Scheduled Tribe population in Gujarat, Rajasthan, and western
Madhya Pradesh.9
It is also important to remember that in each of the states where
the Naxalites are present, the local conﬁguration of power as well as
Naxalite demands vary. In states like Andhra Pradesh or Bihar, a
feudal set-up and sharp social stratiﬁcation (in terms of both caste
and class) have meant that the Naxalites have been pitted against
local landlords in their defense of the poor. Meanwhile, in the adivasidominated tracts of Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, and Orissa, the main
concerns of the people have been exploitation by the government’s
police and forest departments, pitting the Maoists directly against
the state.
Security experts claim that ‘development’ is possible only once an
area is within government control, and hence ‘area domination’
through military measures is necessary before people’s rights can be
recognized. However, high-poverty areas like Jhabua and Bundelkhand
have always been within government control and nobody has
prevented the government from implanting whatever welfare schemes
it wishes. On the contrary, one often sees more welfare services being
implemented in areas under Maoist inﬂuence, if only because of their
purported usefulness in low-intensity counterinsurgency. The large
ﬁnancial packages sanctioned to insurgency-affected areas by the
Planning Commission (which allocates funds between government
departments and states) may as well be seen as the success rather than
the failure of a model of armed struggle in terms of getting beneﬁts
for people. The passage and implementation of the Scheduled Tribes
and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights)
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Act of 2006, which aims to provide secure land tenure to adivasis,
is ofﬁcially conceded as arising out of the need to undercut the core
constituency of the Maoists.
INDUSTRIALIZATION

If poverty is the context rather than the direct cause for the growing
strength of the Naxalite movement, then the same must be said about
India’s industrialization regime, which is threatening to displace large
numbers of people without providing commensurate employment.
Industrialization provides the background not so much for
understanding why the Naxalites are active—after all, the major
struggles against land acquisition are led by non-Maoist local
campaigns, and the Maoist’s own roots lie in land reform—but instead
as a reason for why the government is interested in ﬁnishing off the
Naxalites.
The formation of the CPI (Maoist) in 2004 coincided with the
liberalization of India’s mining policy in 2003, and with the SEZ Act
in 2005, which set-up SEZs. In 2001, the formation of the states of
Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, and Uttarakhand also provided an incentive
for the ruling parties in these states to intervene more actively in
areas which had hitherto been relatively neglected in the larger parent
states of Madhya Pradesh, Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. Both Chhattisgarh
and Jharkhand, states with large mineral and forest areas predominantly
inhabited by Scheduled Tribes, explicitly set out to promote
industrialization, signing a number of Memorandums of Understanding
(MOUs) with industrial houses. Several of these MOUs are suspect,
with local politicians and industrialists colluding to make quick
money.10 Occasionally, the loot becomes so glaring that face-saving
legal action is required for state legitimacy—leading, for example, to
a former chief minister of Jharkhand, Madhu Koda, being charged
by the Central Bureau of Investigation for corruption. The emphasis
on mining has made it important to vacate the areas of Maoists,
whose de facto control over the region constitutes an obstacle to
rapid industrialization and land acquisition.11 Industry associations
have explicitly supported the government’s offensive against the
Naxalites, and have called for the involvement of the private sector
in this effort.12 Predictably, these associations have also opposed a
government proposal to give tribals a 25 per cent share in mining
proﬁts, on the grounds that a lower proﬁt margin would adversely
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affect investment.13 Ironically, however, while industry is opposed to
any government regulation, it is happy to have the government
acquire land on its behalf.
GOVERNMENT REPRESSION

Forcible land acquisition has been an ongoing irritant in the Indian
government’s relations with village communities, leading to oftenviolent clashes in which villagers are killed by the police, who act
almost as private agents for companies.14 While these struggles are
not led by the Maoists, and are usually local campaigns with activists
taking care to keep their distance from any armed action, the repression
against the Maoists provides an occasion to arrest and harass the
activists in all these campaigns. The charge of being a Maoist
sympathizer is easily levelled, and once arrested, even without the
application of extraordinary law, legal redress takes time, effort, and
money. The protests against land acquisition have also encouraged
the Maoists to believe the situation is sufﬁciently ripe for them to
expand, and to exploit in order to gain support. This belief is only
strengthened when the government uses force against peaceful
protestors—even at a time when it is exhorting the Maoists to come
to dialogue.15
Above all, Maoists owe their growing support to the form and
brutality of the government counter-insurgency campaign. This has
effectively elevated a movement with local roots into one with a
national presence. In West Bengal, the People’s Committee against
Police Atrocity (PCPA), which is widely seen as close to the Maoists,
originated as a reaction to police repression after a Maoist attempt
in November 2008 on the life of the state’s chief minister. In
Chhattisgarh, government responses have taken the form of statesponsored vigilantism and between 2005-7, strategic hamletting. In
this phenomenon known as Salwa Judum (puriﬁcation hunt) which
has carried on till 2011, the security forces and special police ofﬁcers,
who are locally recruited youth, together go and burn houses, loot
property and kill people, initially in an effort to drive them into
camps, and later, simply to keep up pressure on the Maoists through
their base. Ofﬁcially over 600 villages are affected. When this
boomeranged by increasing civilian support for the Maoists, New
Delhi started Operation Green Hunt in 2009. The controversial
nature of this operation—a very visible one, spread across several
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states—has turned some sections of Indian civil society against the
government.
Security experts often concede that state response is a critical factor
in explaining Maoist activity; indeed they place all their faith in a
military response wiping out the Maoists. But their narrative usually
centres around the so-called success story of Andhra Pradesh, which
has used a mixture of local development and a no-holds-barred police
response in which several Maoists have been killed in extra-judicial
‘encounters’ by a specially trained force called the Greyhounds. In
Bihar, on the other hand, before the crisis of September 2010 in
which the Maoists held four policemen hostage in exchange for eight
of their comrades, the trajectory has been quite different. Bihar used
to have a high incidence of Maoist-state-vigilante conﬂict, but during
the Rashtriya Janata Dal regime, relative quiet was bought through
a tacit understanding between the Maoists and the RJD.16 In either
state, however, agrarian crises continue to be a problem showing,
once again, both that ‘objective conditions’ do not necessarily ﬁnd
expression in Maoist politics; and conversely, that it is not Maoist
presence which is impeding welfare, but the state’s own
indifference.
It is also important to note that the Maoists are not internally
homogeneous. Differences between the MCC and People’s War
Group (PWG) persist even though they have merged and cadre are
transferred between states. For example, the MCC is widely considered
more militarist and doctrinaire than the former PWG. In Jharkhand,
police have been successful in encouraging breakaway Maoist groups
like the Jharkhand Liberation Tigers, as compared to Chhattisgarh,
where not only is there a larger and more homogeneous tribal base
in the party, but the party has established much stronger roots through
its mass struggles for land and remunerative prices for forest produce.
The balance between militarization and mass politics has a variety of
spin-off effects in terms of which demands get taken up and how.
THE BATTLE OVER PUBLIC PERCEPTION

For both the government and the Maoists, proving local support is
critical. For the government, this is because its claim to being a
democracy rests on a version of social contract theory, which in turn
presumes legitimacy among the public at large. For the Maoists, local
support is necessary for a movement that claims to be ﬁghting for
the people.
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But it is precisely in such situations of civil war and conﬂict that
support can never be gauged accurately. Indeed, apart from the perils
of voicing an opinion in times of conﬂict and the safety-driven impulse
to under-report support for the Maoists, people themselves often do
not know what they want, because the present is so bad, and the
alternative so dim. But even taken at face value, what emerges from
media polls is a strong preference for developmental solutions over
military ones, for unconditional dialogue, and for reform of the
existing political process.17
This is especially remarkable given how hard the government has
tried to securitize the problem. Until recently, ofﬁcial pronouncements
on the Naxalites located the movement largely in a ‘socio-economic’
context, as not ‘merely’ a law-and-order problem, but one born out
of a development deﬁcit.18 In the last three or four years, however,
in what Huysmans calls the performative function of security labelling,
noting that ‘the signiﬁer “security” does not describe social relations
but changes them into security relations’,19 the Indian government
has converted the Naxalite ‘problem’ almost exclusively into a security
issue, with an ‘effective police response’ overriding all other solutions.20
Even normal development and administrative processes are
‘securitized’— as seen in the use of the Border Roads Organization
traditionally deployed in frontier areas to build roads in the heart of
India, and in the proliferation of smaller administrative and police
units.21
Much of the discourse around Naxalism in India today is akin to
what Stuart Hall identiﬁed as the creation of a ‘moral panic’ around
mugging in 1970s’ Britain:
When the ofﬁcial reaction to a person, group of persons or series of events
is out of all proportion to the actual threat offered, when ‘experts’ in the
form of police chiefs, the judiciary, politicians and editors perceive the threat
in all but identical terms, and appear to talk ‘with one voice’ of rates, diagnoses,
prognoses and solutions, when the media representations universally stress
‘sudden and dramatic’ increases (in numbers involved or events) and ‘novelty’
above and beyond that which a realistic approach would sustain, then we
believe it is appropriate to speak of the beginnings of a moral panic.22

This moral panic, created by the government’s response and its
ampliﬁcation by the media, is primarily responsible for giving the
Maoists a visibility they did not possess earlier.
What is then at stake is the government’s image of being ﬁrm and
taking action; action which may have no direct relevance or efﬁciency

INSURGENCY, COUNTER-INSURGENCY AND DEMOCRACY

157

in tackling the problem at hand. The ‘Naxalite problem’ is not so
much about violence in absolute terms, as it is a reﬂection of the
threat posed by Naxalites to the status quo. It is also a function of
the security establishment’s need to project a ‘threat’ that justiﬁes
more—often unaccountable—funding and forces. In fact, states are
compensated by the federal government for any anti-Naxalite
expenses, including those expended on ‘local resistance groups’. This
gives many cash-strapped states an incentive to project a greater threat
from Naxalites than they actually pose.23
This is not to say, however, that the Maoists do not see armed
challenge as the only serious alternative to the state.24 The Maoist
fetishization of militarism is connected to their goal of capturing state
power through armed struggle, and establishing, in a slogan commonly
attributed to them, Lal Qile par Lal Jhanda (Red ﬂag on the Red
Fort).25 The combination of Maoist self-projection as a signiﬁcant
military force and government projections of them as a military threat
makes it difﬁcult for independent observers to insist that both sides
go beyond the logic of war. While the government brands any critic
of its counterinsurgency policies as pro-Maoist, the Maoists have
declared that those who criticize their acts of violence are ultimately
‘apologists for the oppressors, in spite of their good intentions and
sincere attitude’.26
MAOIST ORGANIZATION,
MILITARIZATION AND FINANCING

The Communist Party of India (Maoist) is organized like every other
communist party, with a politburo and central committee, which
oversees various state committees or special zonal committees. These
state/zonal committees straddle existing state boundaries. For
instance, the Dandakaranya Special Zonal Committee has seven
divisions under it, which include Bastar in Chhattisgarh and Gadchiroli
in Maharashtra. Below this are regional, divisional, or district
committees, area committees, and so on down to local cells in villages
or factories.
There are also various mass organizations that have units in villages.
In the Dandakaranya region, these are known as sanghams or
collectives—like the women’s organization, the seed-sowing
cooperatives, and the village defense committee. These collectives
are supervised by a visiting squad or dalam comprising some 10 to
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15 people, which carries arms but is not primarily involved in military
action. There is a separate military wing, the People’s Liberation
Guerrilla Army, which is assisted by people’s militias (made up of
village defense committees) for speciﬁc actions.
The Maoists are estimated to have 7,300 weapons for 10,500
armed cadres nationwide, a 25,000-strong people’s militia, and 50,000
members in village-level units.27 According to police sources, they
also have ‘AK-series assault riﬂes, carbines, 7.62 [millimeter] selfloading riﬂes, grenade launchers, mines, improvised explosive devices
and mortars’, and are manufacturing their own weapons.28 Despite
occasional police claims that Maoists get their weapons from China
or Sri Lanka, in its saner moments the security establishment
recognizes that most of this weaponry is looted from the police
themselves or from raids on government armories. The Maoists have
engaged in some major military actions—breaking open jails, as in
Dantewada and Jehanabad; looting ammunition depots and explosives
from the National Mineral Development Corporation warehouses in
Dantewada; blasting transformers; and attempting assassinations of
prominent politicians. In 2008, they ambushed and killed 38 members
of the elite Greyhound forces on the Balimela reservoir in Orissa,
while in April 2010 they killed 74 personnel of the Central Reserve
Police Force (CRPF) in the Dantewada district of Chhattisgarh. These
deaths were memorialized by the state in ways similar to those who
died in the Kargil war between India and Pakistan, with at least one
television commentator calling for a war between ‘India’ and the
Maoists.
The actual violence by the Naxalites belies the threat they
supposedly pose in military terms. Even in Chhattisgarh, the state
affected the most by government-Naxalite conﬂict ﬁgures prior to
the current counter-insurgency offensive suggest no need for the 16
companies of special armed police that were sent there in 1998, or
for the 10 battalions of paramilitary forces that are currently posted
there. While Naxalite killings have certainly gone up since 2005, and
especially in Chhattisgarh, this spike is seen by both sides as an
expression of retaliation against the Salwa Judum militia, and hence
cannot be used as a causal justiﬁcation for counter-insurgency.
According to the Ministry of Home Affairs, there were 908 Naxaliterelated deaths in the country as a whole in 2009.29 However, much
of this data, as well as data published by the South Asia Terrorism
Portal (SATP), which are drawn from open-access sources like news
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reports and are widely cited, are inaccurate and misleading. For
instance, the SATP lists 518 civilians, 608 security forces, and 491
‘terrorists’ killed in Chhattisgarh between 2005 and 2010, coming
to a total of 1,617.30 However, during the initial two years of Salwa
Judum, there were also a number of people killed by security forces
and vigilantes whose deaths were simply not recorded, or they were
recorded as killed by Naxalites since state compensation is available
only to those killed by Naxalites.31 In later years, due to public
pressure, these extrajudicial killings have been recorded as
‘encounters’.
The overwhelming establishment focus on Naxalite violence also
casts into stark relief the double standards espoused by India’s ruling
parties. The Congress and the BJP have each been responsible for
the deaths of thousands of citizens.32 The BJP, especially, but not
uniquely, has several fronts which are openly engaged in vigilante
violence against the vulnerable, including artists, ﬁlmmakers, and
authors whose views are deemed unpalatable, as well as Christians,
Muslims, and others.33 The BJP’s mother organization, the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh, openly disavows India’s secular constitution.
Violence or killings alone, therefore, cannot account for the
government’s anxiety about Naxalism. What frightens New Delhi is
the fact that the violence is primarily directed against security forces
and those in power, rather than against the poor, who are already
daily objects of violence in India.
The Maoists ﬁnance their operations through what they call levies
on industries and forest contractors, enabling the rise of dynamics of
corruption, patronage, and protection. Indeed, industrialists often
work out private bargains with the Maoists. For instance, this author
was told by a surrendered Maoist from Orissa that a senior ofﬁcial
of the Essar Group appealed to him to allow a pipeline to pass through
his territory. This pipeline is meant to pump iron ore from mines at
Bailadilla in Chhattisgarh to Vishakapatnam port. The Essar ofﬁcial
said: ‘Since you are the local government here we will pay you the
same rate of royalty we pay the government.’ Given that this rate is
abysmally low (considerably less than US $1, or Rs. 27 per ton), and
given that the market rate for iron ore is US $120 (about Rs. 5,600)
per ton,34 this did not constitute much hardship for the Essar Group.
The Maoists decided to divide the Rs. 2.8 crore they got annually
between party funds and local development, but in the ﬁrst year they
spent it all on rooﬁng tiles for 60 villages. The following year, however,
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the Chhattisgarh state unit of the Maoists objected to the mining by
Essar on the grounds that it devastated the local environment and
provided no beneﬁt to the people of Chhattisgarh. Consequently,
the Maoist Central Committee called off the deal with Essar, and
ordered the Orissa committee to break the pipeline. The Maoists
repeatedly claim that their deals with companies and contractors do
not come at the expense of their own constituency, e.g. even when
they have a deal with a contractor, they insist on minimum wages.
However, this scarcely enables transparent alternatives to the system
of industrial capitalism.
Maoist levies (the government calls these ‘extortion’ schemes)
must, however, be placed alongside other parallel systems of informal
taxation that routinely operate without government censure. Regular
levies extracted by forest and police staff to facilitate illegal tree-felling
or tin mining are routine in mineral-rich and forested states like
Chhattisgarh. State facilitation of private accumulation is extensive,
ranging from ‘sweetheart deals’ between politicians and corporates
over disinvested public sector enterprises, or the licensing of scarce
natural resources and government contracts to government doctors
and teachers who, because of their failure to work, push people toward
private health care or tuition.35
DEMOCRACY AT WAR: INSTITUTIONAL
RESPONSES TO THE MAOIST CHALLENGE

Almost as remarkable as the coming to centrestage of the Maoists
between 2005 and 2010 has been the timidity of India’s democratic
institutions when faced with what is termed a ‘national security’ issue.
This is of course hardly unique to India, as demonstrated by the
failure of statutory checks on excesses committed during the US-led
‘war on terror’ worldwide. While the main ruling parties, the Congress
and the BJP, colluded in sponsoring the Salwa Judum in Chhattisgarh,
the Communist Party of India (Marxist), which ruled West Bengal,
conducted a war there through its own armed gangs, locally called
the Harmad Vahini. Parliament has thus offered little protection for
the people. While adivasi legislators have been generally opposed to
a militaristic solution, they are dependent on their parties for tickets
and funding and have been unable to provide an alternative voice.
Independent statutory commissions have also failed the victims of
vigilante and state violence. The National Human Rights Commission
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did not respond to repeated pleas from victims in Chhattisgarh, and
when directed by the Supreme Court in 2008 to undertake an inquiry,
sent a team of 16 police personnel who went to villages in armoured
tanks, accompanied by some of the very SPOs who had been
responsible for the violence. The National Commission for Women
has not taken up the cases of rape victims, while the National
Commission for Scheduled Tribes has been silent. The only commission
which has displayed any enthusiasm or integrity is the National
Commission for the Protection of Child Rights, but it is relatively
new and powerless.
Within the government, the Home Ministry calls the shots on this
issue, with the Ministry of Tribal Affairs completely irrelevant. The
Home Ministry Naxal Management Cell is dominated by policemen
or ‘security experts’, and the home minister himself, P. Chidambaram,
has made the war against the Maoists his own. While elements in the
Congress party have been uncomfortable with this approach, with
party colleagues calling the home minister ‘intellectually arrogant’
and his ministry ‘paranoid’, the Congress party leader, Sonia Gandhi,
has acquiesced in the war on adivasis.
The Supreme Court has been the only institution to uphold its
mandate of protecting the rule of law, but court processes are tortuous
and the writ petitions against vigilante violence and abuses of human
rights have already lasted three years. In any case, repeated judicial
directions to the state of Chhattisgarh to carry out elementary tasks,
like registering First Information Reports (FIRs) or rehabilitating
those whose houses were burned, have been met with outright refusals
to act.
In the initial years of Salwa Judum (2005-8), the media were
largely quiet, especially in Chhattisgarh. This was enabled through a
combination of government censorship and threats against the media;
the enactment of the Chhattisgarh Special Public Security Act 2005,
which penalized anything that could be construed as support for the
Maoists; and a language and reality disconnect between journalists
and adivasis. The strategy of arresting the secretary of the People’s
Union for Civil Liberties, Dr. Binayak Sen, had a mixed effect. On
the one hand, his release became a cause célèbre, bringing some
media attention to the issue. On the other hand, it focused all civil
society attention on his person, at the expense of the wider issues
involved. In West Bengal, a much stronger democratic tradition; an
active opposition party, the Trinamool Congress, intent on winning

162

NANDINI SUNDAR

elections (which it did); and the national media’s virulent anticommunism ensured that the ruling CPI (Marxist)’s handling of the
Maoist issue got sufﬁcient coverage. Since Operation Green Hunt
started, Maoist attacks escalated, and with prize-winning authors like
Arundhati Roy having adopted the Maoist cause, the issue has ﬁnally
become front-page news.
Despite repeated exhortations to the Maoists to agree to peace
talks, the central and state governments are clearly unwilling to engage
with them in practice, on the grounds that Naxalites’ willingness to
talk is merely a ploy to buy time. The nadir was the police arrest and
killing of the Maoist leader Cherukuri Rajkumar, aka Azad, in June
2010, precisely at a time when he was about to conﬁrm dates for
peace talks to begin. In early 2011, the high-proﬁle kidnapping of a
collector in Malkangiri district of Orissa led to mediators negotiating
a number of demands, including that ordinary villagers accused of
Maoist crimes be released, and festering land issues in Koraput be
addressed, but after the release of the collector, the government
appears to be reneging on all its agreements.
The latest in the saga is the proposal to ﬂood Maoist areas with
funds, largely for the building of roads, but also for ‘basic social
infrastructure’. Despite reservations by the Planning Commission
which allocates money between schemes and states, and which
originally drafted an ‘Integrated Action Plan’ for ‘Left wing-extremistaffected’ districts, the Home Ministry pushed through a scheme
which allocates Rs. 55 crore per district for two years to a committee
comprising the collector, the superintendent of police and district
forest ofﬁcer. But it is unlikely that this money will yield much that
is useful, given the basic structure of exploitation in which the local
administration in collusion with industrialists, traders, and contractors
makes all decisions, without consulting the villagers. And compared
to the Rs. 800 crore that the Chhattisgarh government has spent on
housing and feeding the paramilitaries to repress people in the past
few years, the idea that hearts and minds will be won with Rs. 55
crore is laughable.36
Above all, there is no appreciation for adivasi lifestyles or any
attempt to build upon existing strengths, and tired versions of
modernization theory continue to be espoused by India’s ruling
politicians. Such stale rhetoric is clearly apparent in this reportage
from the Hindu, citing comments made by the Home Minister P.
Chidambaram: ‘The Minister indicated that while implementation
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of laws such as PESA and FRA might give rights to forest dwellers,
the long-term solution lay in the basic development which would
bring them out of the forests.’37
What I.F. Stone wrote decades ago about Vietnam rings as true
today of India’s blinkered political classes:
In reading the military literature on guerrilla warfare now so fashionable at
the Pentagon, one feels that these writers are like men watching a dance
from outside through heavy plate-glass windows. They see the motions but
they can’t hear the music. They put the mechanical gestures down on paper
with pedantic ﬁdelity. But what rarely comes through to them are the injured
racial feelings, the misery, the rankling slights, the hatred, the devotion, the
inspiration and the desperation. So they do not really understand what leads
men to abandon wife, children, home, career, friends; to take to the bush
and live gun in hand like a hunted animal; to challenge overwhelming military
odds rather than acquiesce any longer in humiliation, injustice or
poverty.38

Justice. Political overtures instead of mere economic packages.
Development to beneﬁt citizens, not corporates. Apologies for the
past rather than homilies for the future. These would all go a long
way toward negotiating peace.
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