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I. Birth of the Bhoodan Movement 

One muggy Madras evening in July of 1995, I was up on the roof of a friend’s house talking to the wizened Gandhian who was still active in local social justice struggles.  An itinerant breeze cooled us as he spoke of the contemporary “Land for the Tillers” movement in Dindigul and Thanjavur, and of the influence of Vinobha Bhave’s philosophy upon him. Now the old man proposed to teach me how to spin.  It was an odd spindle, not the round charkha I was so accustomed to seeing, but a strange contraption that folded up to fit into a narrow box about 3” deep and  6”  x 18” in dimension.  At seventy-five, this lively man still found time to spin every day.  As I struggled with the complicated spindle he asked me disarmingly, whether I understood the roots of inequality. Perhaps I started to say something about the emergence of modern capitalism when  he interrupted me, “No, that’s not what I mean.” He continued, “Isn Tamil, we have an expression, ‘Maan asai, penn asai, ponn asai’ that is, ‘Greed for land, desire for women, lust for wealth.’
 These things are the root of evil. If you eliminate these things, you have the foundation for building a just society.” 

The old man went on to describe with feeling how he would go with Bhave from village to village, persuading large landowners to give up their land.  He would say to them, “If your brother is hungry and thirsty, will you spare him food and water?” When the landowner said “Of course not,”  Bhave would say, “But these people are your brothers, how can you spare them food and water? If they are starving because they don’t have land, why don’t you give them the land?  No one owns the water or the air, they are shared in common. So why should we not also share the land?” Bhave didn’t call these ideas socialist, but they were, and his ideas influenced socialists like  Jayaprakash Narayan, who later joined the Bhoodan movement.
  

As the old man spoke, I remembered a book from the bookshelf at home called Vinobha Bhave: India’s Walking Saint.  My father was only ten when India won her Independence; as a young teenager he was captivated by the launch of Vinobha Bhave’s Bhoodan movement in 1951 when Bhave announced the goal of collecting 50 million acres of land.  My father would tell me of Bhave’s influence on his generation; how Bhave’s work with landowners to redistribute unwanted or uncultivated land would motivate him to take up social work. 

1951 also marked the passage of the U.P. Zamindari Abolition and Land Reforms Act, inaugurating a spate of land reform legislation all over India designed (at least in name) to address the problem of land inequity and to quell the protests of the landless poor.  Yet, in April of 1951, when Bhave arrived in the Telengana region of what is now Andhra Pradesh, it was smoldering with unrest (though the Communist Party of India would ultimately call off the Telengana struggle after protracted discussions that same year).  

Much has been written of Bhave’s arrival on April 18, 1951 in Pochampalli village in Nalgonda District, an important seat of communist organizing in Telengana. One of the local landlords, Ram Chandra Reddy, announced that he would voluntarily give up 100 acres of land for the dalit community in the village, resulting in the birth of the “Bhoodhan” (land gift) movement.
 Between 1951 and 1960 Bhave traveled 25,000 miles on foot, persuading 700,000 landowners to give up 8 million acres. This was a substantial achievement even though the movement failed to reach its goal of acquiring one-sixth of India’s cultivable land, and much of the donated land was in fact wasteland and uncultivable (in Bihar this was nearly half of all the land donated to the movement). Still by 1961, only 872,000 acres of Bhoodan lands had been distributed.

II. The Emergence of the Telengana Struggle

During the period of Nizam rule in Hyderabad state, wealthy peasants and landless laborers led by the communist party and the Andhra Maha Sabha, had united in their opposition to the Razakars, the  paramilitary wing of the Ittehad-ul-Mussalmeen that increased in power with the Nizam’s refusal to accede  to the Indian union. In September of 1948, Nehru sent in the Indian army to force the Nizam’s accession of Hyderabad, and the Nizam’s forces quickly surrendered. Yet the Indian army remained in the region for the next three years; its considerable might focused solely on defeating the communist-led Telengana movement. 

The Telengana movement engaged in armed struggle to claim land from violent and exploitative landowners.  Yet, one must question whether the long-term deployment of the Indian army in Telengana was justified. For it is clear that when the brutality of ongoing feudal and caste repression becomes too great, the rural poor do what they must: they fight back. The history of modern India is filled with the land struggles of the poor and dispossessed: from the peasant revolts of Avadh during 1919-1922 which resulted in the organization of independent kisan sabhas, to the 1967 Naxalbari movement of West Bengal. At its height, the Telengana movement  succeeded in shutting down the administrative machinery of the Nizam in 4000 villages, and in establishing gram rajya, or village self rule. The institution of vetti, or compulsory, forced labor was abolished, and 10-12 lakhs of land was redistributed. The Telengana movement was also notable for the widespread participation of women, though  they did not receive any of the redistributed land in their names unless they were widows.
  
From the distance of the city, it is perhaps difficult to understand how fundamental and inconceivable the idea of  land ownership is for the poorest in  Telengana (or elsewhere in rural India); the radical nature of the  self-transformation  required to make the transition from being treated as a piece of property to the possibility of holding property. While entire families were bonded laborers, the experience of bondage was also substantively different for women who were treated as sexual chattel by upper caste landlords. As Kamalamma, one of the women of the Telengana movement describes her experience:

It is painful to tell the story of my life. My mother was a slave in the house of some landlords. For many generations my mother’s people had worked as slaves in the landlord’s houses. By then three generations had existed like this. My mother, her mother and grandmother had all been slaves in the same landlord’s house. […]Many years ago, in a time of hardship, my mother’s grandmother was sold for a measure of rice and a rupee to a Brahmin family. Then she stayed there as a slave in that house, worked there, kept in turn by one of the landlords, and so it continued down the family.

While the Telengana guerilla insurgency ultimately failed, it eventually led to a series of legal reforms such as  passage of the Andhra Pradesh (Telangana Area) Tenancy and Agricultural Lands (Validation) Act of  1961 (Andhra Pradesh Act XXI of 1961) which are both challenged and drawn upon by contemporary land rights movements.
Today, in states like Andhra Pradesh (and Bihar) where the Naxalite
 movement thrives, available Bhoodan lands have not been distributed due to government inefficiency or graft.
 The achievements of the Andhra Pradesh Vyavasaya Virtidarulu Union (APVVU), an organization of former naxalites and agricultural workers comprised largely of dalits and adivasis, are thus remarkable.  The APVVU has occupied and redistributed 150,000 acres of Bhoodan and other government or public lands, and insured that pattas (deeds) were awarded to the women who comprise more than 50% of its membership. The Union’s work to release 16,000 laborers from debt bondage is also quite significant. 

While Article 23 of the Indian Constitution prohibits trafficking in human beings and forced or bonded labor, and the Bonded Labor System (Abolition) Act of 1976 frees all bonded laborers, cancels outstanding debts against them, prohibits the creation of new bondage agreements and orders the economic rehabilitation of freed bonded laborers by the state, enforcement of the law is weak. In 1997, the Supreme Court of India also directed the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) to supervise states’ implementation of the Bonded Labor System (Abolition) Act.
 Yet in Antahpur District, A.P. 1,826 farmers killed themselves over last five years because they could not pay off their debts. (Another recent study by K. Nagaraj at the Madras Institute of Development Studies has found that 150,000 farmers in Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Maharasthra, Madhya Pradesh, and Chattisgarh committed suicide between 1995-2007).
 Until very recently, Andhra Pradesh has the highest rate of farmer suicides and also the highest number of child laborers in India, or 14.7% of the total. More than 90% of all child laborers in India are also drawn from the agricultural sector.
 

The APVVU, as a member of the National Association of People’s Movements (NAPM), draws upon a tradition of Gandhian civil disobedience by critically engaging the legacies of militant Naxal struggle throughout Telengana and other regions of Andhra Pradesh. Yet the work of post-Independence “land to the tiller” movements, as well as of organizations like the APVVU with their mix of Gandhian and Naxal orientations  have to be understood not only in their particular regional and local contexts, but  also in the context of the larger history of land rights in colonial India. 

III. Legacies of Colonial Land Tenure

Even the shortest amount of reflection on the notion of private property leads to colonial histories of land ownership that are contingent upon status and prestige. In independent India, it is difficult to answer the question, “Who owns the land?” without turning to the institution of “permanent settlement” introduced to India by the East India Company.  Under the Mughals and in successor kingdoms, there was no real concept of private ownership of land. In practice, rights to land were shared among peasants, who enjoyed hereditary occupancy rights that often approached de facto ownership.  The landed feudal lords who often served as village revenue officials had only limited power to alienate land from others.
 Lord Cornwallis’s 1793 proclamation “settled permanently” the amount of revenue to be paid by these landlords to the state, giving them immunity against revenue increase in the state in addition to security of ownership. The permanent settlement thus declared landholders like the zamindars, taluqdars and jagirdars, as well as their subordinate intermediaries who were responsible for collecting taxes and revenues, to be land proprietors, dispossessing peasants of land rights in the process. 

The large groups of  small, medium, and large landlords that emerged as a result of the permanent settlement of the late 18th century, eventually became the absentee landowners of the 20th century who comprised the backbone of the middle-class urban elite in India.
 Whatever modest properties my family owned in rural Thanjavur, for example, were probably acquired by a great uncle in his capacity as the village karnam or revenue officer, and by his father before him, since the office was hereditary. By the first part of the 20th century, most of the family had sold or abandoned its lands to settle in Madras or other urban areas of India. 

In colonial India, the British developed three major forms of land tenure. The Zamindari or jagirdari tenure put into place by the permanent settlement covered 40% of land in Hyderabad State under the Nizam,
 as well as large portions of North and Eastern India, constituting  57% of all cultivable lands. Ryotwari tenure, introduced in the Madras Presidency in 1792, recognized ryots or individual cultivators as proprietors of land; was widespread throughout South India, Maharasthra and Assam, and constituted 38% of all lands. However, even in the state of Hyderabad where 60% of the lands were under the ryotwari system, government middle-men responsible for revenue collection and awarded titles such as desmukh or desai also amassed large stretches of land, becoming powerful landlords in the process.
 The Telengana region of Andhra Pradesh bore the brunt of the abuse under both the jagirdari and ryotwari systems of tenure, though other regions of Andhra also suffered.  A third type of land tenure called mahalwari, used villages as the collective units for revenue settlement, was well established in Punjab, Haryana, and Madhya Pradesh and accounted for 5% of all cultivable lands. Despite the existence of massive land reform legislation, these three land tenure systems are still in place in large parts of India, and have had long term effects for agricultural development.
 

The British legacy of land administration and its emphasis on the extraction of revenues, no matter the social, political or ecological conditions of the countryside, resulted in large scale famines throughout the late 19th century,
 and the increasing immiseration of those who worked the land but had diminishing rights to it. As one observer put it, “By the most charitable assessment, the British colonial government had perpetuated the impoverishment of India’s population. Judged more rigorously, it had probably worsened their poverty.”
 

While independent India was left with this colonial legacy, it is also true that it has been reluctant to enforce its own  laws on land ceilings, to redistribute public lands to the poor, and to observe long-standing zoning ordinances. Organizations like the APVVU are entirely aware of this when they non-violently occupy land held in violation of land ceiling laws, or take over surplus lands, misallocated or unallocated bhoodan lands. In part, they are asking only that the existing laws be respected,
 but they also rely upon local histories and traditions of militancy and resistance.  In many cases, APVVU members are occupying empty lands, or absentee-owned lands where they have farmed as tenants for decades.  When landowners attempt police and court-backed evictions, the APVVU uses the same legal apparatus to apply for stays and to file counter-suits. Since the majority of civil cases in India take up to fifteen years to adjudicate, this legal strategy results in substantial and immediate control of land and its productivity for the peasants who farm it.  While much remains to be done to close loopholes in existing land reform laws,
 and one could argue that the gap between any law and its enforcement in India is huge, groups like the APVVU occupy this gap by pressing for intermediate strategies with concrete long-term effects in community-building and the shaping of solidarity politics. Thus, the spate of  paper land reform  acts that both followed the suppression of the Telengana movement and were intended to blunt the emergence of the Naxal movement in Andhra, have paradoxically been used  against their original intent (as symbolic markers of reform intended to protect landed interests) as an instrument of justice.

IV. The Present Moment of Mass Non-Violent Land Protests

Even as violent conflict erupted earlier this year over farmer resistance to the appropriation of their lands for industrial development in Nandigram and Singur in West Bengal, a large movement of non-violent landless struggles has also galvanized public attention.  On October 2, 2007, Gandhi’s birthday, the Ekta Parishad (Unity Forum), with the support of  groups like the APVVU in the National Association of People’s Movements, led 25,000 landless dalits and adivasis from twelve different states on a four week padayatra covering 350 kilometers by foot from Gwalior in Madhya Pradesh to the Indian Parliament in Delhi. Their purpose was to highlight the urgency of land reforms for the poor.   The march, called “Janadesh,” or the “People’s Verdict,”
  took three years to organize and had as its objectives:

· The creation of a National Land Commission with statutory powers to direct state       governments to carry out comprehensive land reforms.

· An end to evictions of adivasi people from forest lands 

· New fast track courts to resolve land disputes quickly.

P.V. Rajagopal, one of the march organizers and founder of the Ekta Parishad, noted ironically that the Indian state pushed through Special Export Zone (SEZ) legislation in a matter of days, yet in sixty years it had not been able to realize pro-poor land reforms in a country where three-quarters of the population works in the agricultural sector; where farmer suicide was rampant in 100 districts, and Naxal insurgency in another 172 of India’s 600 districts.
  Like many of the Nandigram and Singur villagers, the Janadesh marchers are displaced dalits and adivasis who have farmed the same land for generations, but have seen it expropriated for large scale industrial development projects in conjunction with state-sanctioned SEZ schemes.  The Ekta Parishad insists that the same principle that underlines its movement, “no conversion of agricultural land for non-agricultural purposes” is equally applicable to Nandigram. As a result of the Janadesh 2007 mobilization, the Indian Government has set up a National Land Reforms Council headed by the Prime Minister with representation of the Ekta Parishad.

The Janadesh 2007 satyaghraha built upon longstanding and localized traditions Gandhian  land protest, but has also deliberately sought to internationalize the agenda of landlessness and indigenous land rights by including First Nations representatives from Canada as well as international observers from Kenya, Brazil, France, Scotland and several other countries.  Up to 50% of the Janadesh marchers were adivasis forced off their lands who had cases against them for violations of the Forest Act as they attempted to engage in daily subsistence activities. Activists who work with the indigenous landless in Brazil, having previously organized marches of up to 12,000 people were also interested in the logistics of organizing 25,000 for a march of several hundred kilometers. The Janadesh organizers divided marchers up into groups of five thousand; then further into groups of one-thousand, and finally into groups of twenty-five. As part of the self-respect traditions of the movement, each group of twenty-five was responsible for maintaining discipline and for cooking and distributing food among themselves for the duration of the march.
 

The Ekta Parishad, founded in 1991, bases itself on Gandhian principles. One of its slogans has been “Between silence and violence is active non-violence.” Its activists have faced police harassment and jail on numerous occasions during the course of their work. One observer has said of the movement’s emphasis on "Rachana, sangharsh aur bahishkar" (Creation, struggle and boycott) that “its ideological aspiration is to rediscover the radical in Gandhi” erased from the social memory of post-independent India.
 The Ekta Parishad also looks to Jayaprakash Narayan’s socialism and takes Vinobha Bhave’s Bhoodan Movement as one of its models, focusing on the redistribution of illegally occupied bhoodan lands in states like Bihar.
  As a “new social movement,” the Ekta Parishad sees itself neither as a trade-union,  apolitical party, or ngo, but as a mass-based social movement that works though allied networks across eight different states, many of them states where the Naxal movement is also strong. The organization is strongest in Madhya Pradesh with 100,000 members spread out over 2,068 villages in 26 districts. 
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� This aphorism exists in several Indian languages, the control of women, wealth and land referring to the pillars of feudal power: in Kannada the terms are hennu (woman), honnu (gold), and mannu (land, soil); in Punjabi, Hindi and Urdu they are zan (woman), zar (gold), zamin (land). 


� See http://www.rmaf.org.ph/Awardees/Biography/BiographyNarayanJay.htm


� The movement also incorporated the notion of “Gramdan” or “village-gift” requiring 75% of a village to relinquish individual titles in favor of village wide land redistribution.  


� See We Were Making History: Life Stories of Women in the Telengana People’s Struggle. Stree Shakti Sanghatana. Delhi: Kali for Women Press, 1989.


� Stree Shakti Sanghatana, op. cit. p. 44.


� The term “Naxal” or “Naxalite” is used to designate insurgent land struggles in India after the 1967 peasant uprising in the village of Naxalbari (West Bengal) resulted in splits from the Communist Party of India-Marxist (CPI-M) and led to the formation of the Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist) and other Maoist-influenced groups.  Naxalite movements and political parties are now the strongest in Eastern India (especially Andhra Pradesh,  Orissa,  Chattisgargh, Jharkhand, Bihar, and West Bengal).


� See Videh Upadhyay, “Bhoodan Betrayal in Bihar” http://www.indiatogether.org/2004/jan/vup-bhoodan.htm


� See Human Rights Watch Report, “Small Hands of Slavery” (1996), and HRW Report, Small Change, Bonded Child Labor” (2003)


� See “1.5 lakh Farmers Committed Suicide between 1995-2007” Shoba Warrier. http://specials.rediff.com/news/2007/nov/22sld1.htm


�  GOI First Periodic Report on the Convention of the Rights of the Child, 2001, pp. 369,367.


� See Siddharth Dube, Words like Freedom: The Memoirs of an Impoverished Indian Family, 1947-1997. NY: Harper Collins, 1998. p.27


� See Amartya Sen, “Forward” A Rule of Property for Bengal: An Essay on the Permanent Settlement by Ranajit Guha. Duke University Press, 1981.


� See Stree Shakti Sanghatana, op. cit. p. 4


� Ibid.


� A recent World Bank Working Paper has substantiated the claim that agricultural growth has been better in the ryotwari and mahalwari areas of West and Southern India, rather than in the zamindari areas of North and Eastern India. The exceptions are two land reform states: Kerala which has not done as well as other Southern States, and West Bengal which has exceeded the growth rates of other North and Eastern states. See Robin Mearns “Access to Land in Rural India: Policy Issues and Options” � HYPERLINK "http://www.worldbank.org/html/dec/Publications/Workpapers/wps2000series/wps2123/wps2123.pdf" ��http://www.worldbank.org/html/dec/Publications/Workpapers/wps2000series/wps2123/wps2123.pdf�


� See Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts. London: Verso, 2001


� Dube, op.cit. p.44


� These include the The Andhra Pradesh Ceiling on Agricultural Holdings Act, 1961�(Andhra Pradesh Act X of 1961), The Andhra Pradesh (Telangana Area) Tenancy and Agricultural Lands (Validation) Act, 1961 (Andhra Pradesh Act XXI of 1961), The  Andhra  Pradesh  (Telangana  Area)  Ijara  and  Kowli  Land Cancellation  of  Irregular  Pattas  and  Abolition  of  Concessional Assessment Act, 1961 (Andhra Pradesh Act XXXVI of 1961); and the Andhra Pradesh Land Reforms (Ceiling and Agricultural Holdings) Act, 1973.
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� � HYPERLINK "http://www.hindu.com/2007/11/16/stories/2007111651110300.htm" ��http://www.hindu.com/2007/11/16/stories/2007111651110300.htm�  and Purnima Tripathi, “Rallying Forces” Frontline November 3-16, 2007 � HYPERLINK "http://flonnet.com/stories/20071116501502400.htm" ��http://flonnet.com/stories/20071116501502400.htm�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.indianexpress.com/story/229175.html" ��http://www.indianexpress.com/story/229175.html�


� See Rahul Ramagundam, “Ekta Parishad,” � HYPERLINK "http://www.icrindia.org/?page_id=63" ��http://www.icrindia.org/?page_id=63�


� See T.K. Rajalakshmi, “Land Rights and Wrongs in Bihar” Frontline,  Vol. 18. Oct 27-Nov. 9, 2001. � HYPERLINK "http://www.hinduonnet.com/fline/fl1822/18220460.htm" ��http://www.hinduonnet.com/fline/fl1822/18220460.htm�
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