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Abstract: The postcolonial state in India, which began its journey as a democratic 

developmental state in 1950, has seen a shift towards neoliberalism since 1985. This paper 

attempts to answer three questions: First, what are the various theoretical dimensions of 

citizenship that should be considered while discussing peasant resistance to land grabs in 

contemporary India? Second, how do resisting peasants’ practices lead to deeper political 

participation (or democratic deepening, or the creation of ‘thick’ or ‘substantive’ citizenship)? 

Third, does peasant resistance in the name of citizenship create a more effective developmental 

state in India (from the peasant-citizen’s point of view) and in what ways? This paper, based on 

fieldwork carried out during 2010 and 2011, attempts to answer the above questions by 

comparing two successful cases of peasant resistance: Singur (West Bengal) and Mahuva 

(Gujarat). In Singur, peasants successfully resisted land grab by the state which wanted to give 

the farmland to set up an automobile-manufacturing company. In Mahuva, peasants successfully 

resisted land grab by the state which wanted to set up a cement-manufacturing factory on that 

farmland. The Singur resistance led to extraordinary political changes at the subnational level, 

while the Mahuva resistance has led to remarkable local political changes. This paper concludes 

with an attempt to assess the Singur and Mahuva resistances in the light of the evolution of 

citizenship in India. 
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“What is true for writing and for love is true also for life. The game is worthwhile insofar as we 

don’t know where it will end." – Michel  Foucault 

Introduction 

 The objective of this paper is to understand peasants’ practices of citizenship in their 

resistance to land grabs by the state in India, in the light of the extant literature on citizenship and 

civil society. I will focus on two cases: the peasants’ resistance to land grab by the West Bengal 

government in Singur, and the Mahuva (Gujarat) peasants’ resistance. This paper is divided into 

eight sections. The second, third and fourth sections attempt to answer the first guiding question: 

What are the various theoretical dimensions of citizenship that should be considered while 

discussing peasant resistance to land grabs in contemporary India? The second section is a brief 

examination of the concepts of ‘civil society’ and ‘citizenship’ in Western traditions. Next, I 

discuss the notions of  ‘civil society’ and ‘citizenship’ in India. In the fourth section, I highlight 

the concept of ‘primitive accumulation of capital’ with respect to current spate of land grabs by 

the state in India.  

The fifth, sixth and seventh sections attempt to answer the second guiding question: How 

do resisting peasants’ practices lead to deeper political participation (or democratic deepening, 

or the creation of ‘thick’ or ‘substantive’ citizenship)? In the fifth section, I give an overview of 

the Singur land grab case. This is followed by a section on the Mahuva land grab case. In the 

seventh section, I discuss peasants’ practices of citizenship in Singur and Mahuva. 

 The last section attempts to answer the third guiding question: Does peasant resistance 

in the name of citizenship create a more effective developmental state in India (from the peasant-

citizen’s point of view) and in what ways? I reflect on indigenous/Indian concepts of civil society 

and citizenship in the tradition of Gandhi.  

 

Conceptualizations of ‘Civil Society’ and ‘Citizenship’ in the West 

 

For many development sociologists, the sum total of social reality can be said to be 

composed of three distinct entities: the state, the economy/market, and the civil society. In 

western traditions of scholarship, civil society is defined in different ways. For example, 

Habermas (1989) has counterposed civil society to the market and capital, as a pure public space 

of reason and debate. Civil society can be said to be contrasted with the ‘natural society,” state, 

market, and the pre-capitalist community (gemeinschaft). The authoritative contemporary 

definition of civil society is that of a citizen’s social space, which is independent of the state and 

the economy. Civil society is thus an autonomous space from where citizens can keep watch on 

the state or exercise their agency independently of the state (Mukherjee 2010). Citizens here are 

viewed primarily as rational individuals who bear rights and maximize their self-interest.  

I would add that two points have to be borne in mind while studying Western civil 

society: first, in the West, there was organic, simultaneous growth of the capitalist economy, the 

nation-state system and national civil societies ever since the signing of the Treaty of Westphalia 
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in 1648. This was not the case in India, where the postcolonial state took upon itself the twin 

tasks of giving rise to a mixed economy and creating a national civil society. Second, it is 

important to note the national character of civil society and citizenship: generally speaking, each 

adult in the world today is a member/citizen of a particular nation-state and  its civil society. 

There may be a global civil society today (the World Social Forum is a manifestation of this 

phenomenon) but it is of an incipient nature. There is some discussion of extending citizenship 

beyond the borders of the nation-state, but for all practical purposes, the concepts of civil society 

and citizenship are rooted in the contemporary nation-state. Thus, even though I consider the 

formation of a global civil society and global citizenship as necessary goals for the emancipation 

of humanity, my work in this paper is limited to the Indian nation-state, national civil society and 

national citizenship. 

Citizenship is a relational term which can only be understood within a matrix of 

interdependent ideas and institutions—nation-state, market, civil society, public sphere, rights-

bearing individual. There are various theoretical dimensions of citizenship that are of relevance 

to this paper: context, extent, content and depth. I will explore these dimensions in brief. 

The modern notion of citizenship is intimately tied to the notions of the political 

community and the nation-state. Today, there is no political community at the nation-state level 

without citizens, and conversely, citizenship is not possible without a modern political 

community or the state. The idea of citizenship thus contains both individualistic and 

collectivistic elements (Faulks 2000). It recognizes the dignity of the individual and 

simultaneously reaffirms the social context in which the individual acts. Thus, citizenship is an 

excellent example of what Giddens (1984) has called the ‘duality of structure.’ According to this 

notion, the individual and the community cannot be understood as opposed and antagonistic 

ideas because individual agency and social practice are mutually dependent. Through exercising 

rights and duties, individuals reproduce the necessary conditions for citizenship. 

Since citizenship is about social relationships, the definition of citizenship changes with 

geographical location of the society and with time. The idea of citizenship is contested and 

contingent, and it always reflects the particular set of social relationships and types of 

governance found within any given society (Faulks 2000). While trying to understand 

citizenship, we have to first ask what social and political arrangements form the context in which 

it is practiced. Class, gender, and racial differences (among other social divisions) place 

constraints upon individuals in the realization of their capacity as citizens. Power structures can 

either facilitate or constrain citizens in the exercise of their rights and in the performance of their 

responsibilities (Faulks 2000). If a society fails to provide the necessary resources to sustain 

rights, then rights become a pretense. If the institutions in which obligations are exercised are 

designed to favor one group over another, then again citizenship is constrained. We need to 

recognize the radicalized, patriarchal and class-based nature of the contemporary state, and the 

corrosive effects of the free market upon rights and responsibilities (Faulks 2000). Regarding the 

content of citizenship, it can be stated that there is a tension between different kinds of rights 

(political, civil and social) and also between rights and duties.  
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The final dimension of citizenship we shall consider is that of ‘depth’ or ‘thickness.’ 

Clarke (1996) provides the following definition of deep citizenship: ‘The activity of the citizen 

self-acting in a variety of places and spaces. That activity shifts the center of politics away from 

the state and so recovers the possibilities of politics as an individual participation in a shared and 

communal activity.’ Faulks (2000) believes that the kind of citizenship liberals advocate has 

been too thin and has been subordinate to market principles and the interests of political and 

economic elites.  Bubeck (1995) has provided a useful typology that contrasts thick conceptions 

of citizenship with thin notions, and Faulks (2000) has adapted that typology as follows: 

 

Table 1. Ideal types of thin and thick conceptions of citizenship (from Faulks 2000): 

Thin citizenship  Thick citizenship 

 

Rights privileged                    Rights and responsibilities as mutually supportive 

Passive   Active 

State as a necessary evil Political community (not necessarily the state) as the foundation of 

    the good life 

Purely public status  Pervades public and private 

Independence   Interdependence 

Freedom through choice Freedom through civic virtue 

Legal    Moral 

 

Please note that two characteristics are particularly important for the purposes of this paper: thick 

citizenship relies on action by citizens (whereas thin citizenship envisages citizens as passive); 

further, the foundations of thin citizenship are legal, while those of thick citizenship are moral. 

We will return to these two points during the course of this paper. 

 

‘Civil Society’ and ‘Citizenship’ in India 

 

Let us next examine Indian conceptualizations of civil society and contrast that with 

historical and contemporary realities. The concept of ‘state of nature ‘ or ‘natural society’ is not 

applicable to pre-colonial, colonial and postcolonial societies in India as the Indian castes and 

communities were ruled by notions of dharma--which is the Indian  equivalent of natural law 

and reason and public institutions (Mukherjee 2010). 

With the introduction of the Western education system in India under colonial rule and 

visits by Indians to the West, Indian elites became cognizant of terms such as nationalism, 

democracy, nation-state, citizenship and civil society. Elite Indians enjoyed some rights under 

British rule, including limited representation in the British Parliament. During colonial rule, 

Dadabhai Naoroji (who founded the Indian National Congress along with others) became the 

first Asian and first British Indian to become a Member of Parliament (MP) of the United 

Kingdom House of Commons. He represented the Liberal Party from 1892 to 1895. Other British 
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Indians who were MPs under colonial rule were M.M. Bhownaggree (who represented the 

Conservative Party in 1895 and 1900) and S. Saklatvala (who represented the Labor Party in 

1922). Such examples of a largely white British electorate voting colonized Indians into power 

are remarkable for many reasons, including the initiation of Indians into positions of political 

authority despite colonialism. Elite Indians thus gained valuable first-hand experience of how 

governance of citizens was actually carried out in the British Empire. 

Despite examples of British Indian MPs and high-ranking Indian Civil Service (ICS) 

administrators who were of Indian origin, the majority of Indians experienced colonial rule as 

‘subjects,’ not as ‘citizens.’  It was only when India earned political independence in 1947 that 

Indians became full-fledged citizens. India became a republic on January 26, 150, and the first 

countrywide elections for the Lok Sabha (lower house of the Indian Parliament, literally ‘House 

of the People’) was held in late 1951-early 1952. There have been fifteen Lok Sabha elections so 

far, the last one being in 2009.  Besides the Lok Sabha elections, there are regular elections at the 

state (subnational) level, and still lower levels of government. Indian citizens have enjoyed 

universal suffrage since the first elections were held in postcolonial India. What is remarkable 

about voting in Indian elections is that (unlike the West) the poor consistently vote in much 

larger numbers than the middle-class and the rich Indians. 

Unlike the West where civil society grew independently of and simultaneously with the 

state and the market, the postcolonial Indian state has taken upon itself the responsibility of 

nurturing both the Indian economy and the Indian civil society. In the realm of the economy, the 

postcolonial state was guided by two very different economic models: the capitalist model of the 

United States, and  state socialist model of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). 

India opted for a mixed economy, with planning being a central part of the economy. Prime 

Minister Jawaharlal Nehru presented the First Five Year Plan to the Indian Parliament in 

December 1951. The Indian political economy can be said to have gone through three phases 

between 1950 and the present: the Nehruvian (socialist) phase from 1950 to 1964, the Indira 

Gandhi (populist) phase from 1966 to 1984, and the neoliberal reforms phase from 1985 

onwards. Despite the neoliberal turn, India has not yet given up on planning for development. 

The Planning Commission still exists, and the Tenth Five Year Plan was completed in March 

2007. The Eleventh Plan is currently under way. 

    There can be no civil society without the practice of citizenship, and there can be no 

practice of citizenship without civil society (which can be defined as an autonomous space 

independent  of the state and the economy). Over the last 65 years, many institutions in 

democratic India (some of which had their beginnings in the colonial era) have nurtured both 

civil society and the practices of citizenship. The Constitution of India, which has guaranteed 

many political, civil, and social rights to the citizens, is one document that empowers the 

citizens. Various public institutions--a term introduced by Mukherjee (2010)-- such as the 

judiciary, Election Commission, institutions to ensure accountability such as the Comptroller and 

Auditor General, the press and other forms of media, and the educational institutions have 

empowered the citizens and played important roles in nourishing the incipient civil society. 
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 However, despite all these advances, the robustness of Indian civil society still provokes 

a debate among scholars. For example, Partha Chatterjee and Sudipta Kaviraj have questioned 

the very existence of civil society, except as a narrow bourgeois enclave. Communities are the 

building blocks of Indian society. Kaviraj (2001) has argued that the concepts of autonomous 

individual and choice are central to civil society, and they are absent in communities. Chatterjee 

(2003a) has argued that communities under the modern state act as a political and not civil 

society. In civil society, citizens have rights and responsibilities, and they can demand goods and 

services from the government as a matter of right. The majority of Indians are instead the object 

of government policies providing protection and welfare. Following Foucault, Chatterjee argues 

that most Indians form a population that is looked after and controlled by the government. Most 

of these population groups violate laws in their struggle to survive. The survival of these 

population groups depends upon their ability to negotiate with the state on the grounds of 

electoral politics and democracy. Indian elites (‘civil society’) view these numerous population 

groups (‘political society’) as threats to the norms of civility and civil society.  

 As Mukherjee (2010) correctly points out, there are a number of problems with 

Chatterjee’s and Kaviraj’s analyses. I will mention two problems that Mukherjee (2010) has 

commented on: first, they counterpose the notion of civil society with that of community. 

However, civil society and the rational and atomic individual in the West are embedded in the 

nation, and the nation is a special type of community (Mukherjee 2010). Thus, the concept of 

civil society is not distinct from the concept of the community even in the West. Further, as 

Mukherjee (2010) explains, Foucauldian notions of power and disciplining in the West have 

basically eroded the liberal claims about the autonomy and choice of the individual. Western 

societies are composed of populations that are looked after and controlled by the government. I 

would add that citizenship is a social relation, it makes sense only in the context of a political 

community. Thus, citizenship has both individualistic and collectivist elements, even if we are 

discussing only Western ideal typical notions of citizenship. Thus, the concept of ‘citizen’ 

presumes that we are talking about both an atomic individual and his or her community. The 

distinction between civil society and community is not clear-cut. 

Second, Chatterjee and Kaviraj’s describe the community and political society as bereft 

of individual and rights. Mukherjee (2010) contends that the experience of democracy (however 

flawed) with a liberal constitution and the rule of law has fundamentally altered Indian castes 

and communities. An earlier belief was that democracy and modernity would do away with 

communities and Indians would become modern, either rational individuals living in civil society 

or revolutionary classes living under a proletarian dictatorship. But the contemporary reality is 

that castes and communities have not vanished, but have instead learned to negotiate with 

modernity and democracy. For example, individuals today can exercise the option to ‘leave’ or 

exit from their communities or castes. Mukherjee (2010) believes that a civil society is emerging 

among castes and communities in India, particularly among oppressed communities and castes 

such as Dalits. Today, India is neither a nation of modern atomic individuals nor a traditional 

society of castes and communities. Mukherjee (2010) tells scholars to stop lamenting the absence 
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of a bourgeois civil society or even full-fledged classes, and instead take up the challenge of 

redefining existing concepts and categories, and build new ones to come to terms with the Indian 

situation. He argues that this is not merely an analytical exercise; it is equally a philosophically 

normative project as Indian society continues to grapple with the direction and nature of social 

change. Indians need philosophers to  give direction to the future: what does the Indian 

collectivity want to be (and I would add, how)? Bourgeois? Communist? Hindu? Or what? 

 In this paper, I will argue that the concept of ‘citizenship’ has provided and will continue 

to provide a practical tool for members of  certain peasant groups to enter the realms of  Indian 

‘civil society,’ without becoming bourgeois, and without giving up their caste and community 

associations. In this process, I hope to take up the challenge of redefining existing concepts and 

categories. Further, I would like to briefly address the questions of what the Indian nation as 

whole should want to be in the future, and how to achieve this goal. 

 

Primitive Accumulation of Capital, Land Grabs and Peasant Struggles in India 

 

Sanyal (2007) has argued that the Indian state and global capital have embarked on a 

project that is similar to what Marx called the primitive accumulation of capital and in the 

process are dispossessing peasants of their rights over land and associated natural resources 

(such as water and forests). According to Chatterjee (2008), the contemporary Indian state has to 

simultaneously take measures to reverse the effects of primitive accumulation on the 

dispossessed, especially in a democracy. The government must provide for the ‘livelihood needs’ 

of the people, which, according to Chatterjee (2008), is a “culturally determined sense of what is 

minimally necessary for a decent life, one that is neither unacceptably impoverished nor 

excessive and luxurious.” Chatterjee (2008) adds that the members of political society make their 

claims on government, and in turn are governed, not within the framework of stable 

constitutionally defined rights and laws. Instead, the members of political society make their 

claims through temporary, contextual, and unstable arrangements, arrived at through direct 

political negotiations. Further, Chatterjee (2008) claims that the domain of direct political 

negotiations represents the vast bulk of democratic politics in India, and is not under the moral-

political leadership of the capitalist class. 

 Chatterjee’s analysis of political society shows why most of the people in India and the 

world are not part of bourgeois civil society, but as Mukherjee (2010) points out, this analysis 

does not show how the members of political society can critique the limits of existing civil 

society and redefine it and reorder civil society in order to include most people. Chatterjee 

(2008) explicitly argues that the political society lacks a narrative of transition and that peasantry 

and peasant life have no future. Peasants no longer want to be peasants, that is their principal 

motivation, according to Chatterjee (2008: 59). As opposed to the political society’s lack of a 

narrative of transition, the bourgeois civil society has a narrative of transition from an ex-

colonial, impoverished nation to a modern powerful capitalist nation. 
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 Chatterjee (2003b) further identifies democracy and its fundamental conflicts with 

modernity as the framing question under conditions of post colonialism and globalization, and he 

identifies this conflict between modernity and democracy as the conflict between civil society 

and political society. Chatterjee argues that population groups forming political society make 

instrumental use of voting to get benefits from the state. The assertion of political society in the 

democratic space has thus invited serious complaints that politics has been taken over by lumpen 

elements and criminals. Chatterjee (2003a) argues that a modern civil society, consistent with the 

ideas of freedom and equality, is a project that is located in the historical desires of certain elite 

sections. To extend the norms and values of democracy (such as rule of law and rights and 

respect for dissent) and civil society to political society requires massive changes in the 

educational system. Chatterjee (2003a: 33) argues that the such an exercise would only 

strengthen the social base of capitalist democracy. In response, Mukherjee (2010) states that the 

agenda should be to expose the elitist and bourgeois limits of the concepts of democracy and 

civil society, and thereby radicalize these notions. Also, the notion of justice needs to be 

rethought and redefined.  

 

Peasants’ Resistance to Singur Land-Grab Case 

 

Singur block (sub-district) is in Hooghly district and is about 45 kilometers away from 

the metropolis of Kolkata. The area of land targeted for expropriation was 997 acres from five 

mouzas or revenue units (Gopalnagar, Beraberi, Khaserbheri, Bajemelia, Singherbheri).   

 The CPM-led Left Front government was voted massively to power in 2006 under the 

dynamic leadership of Chief Minister Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee. The election campaign had 

sought a mandate for industrialization based on private investments under the ‘socialistic’ 

liberalizing regime. Consistent with the high voltage election campaign, Bhattacharjee, after 

assuming office as chief minister, promptly announced that Tata Motors would bring out their 

much-publicized Nano car from West Bengal (Mukherji and Ghosh 2010). A few days later, on 

May 25, 2006, a representative from Tata Motors came to visit the proposed site in Singur for 

their new factory. Unaware of the visit beforehand, but aware of a potential land acquisition deal 

in the making due to media reports, peasants from ten villages spontaneously came together to 

protest the visit (Jones 2009). On May 29, 2006, a visit to the same area by the Bengal state 

minister of industry, Nirupam Sen, was met by hundreds of peasants flying black flags in the 

fields adjacent to a highway. Within days of the May 29 demonstration, villagers got together 

and formed what became the organizational backbone of the peasant resistance in Singur—the 

Save Agricultural Land Committee (SALC). The SALC organized and participated in almost 

daily demonstrations against the project for about six months. The events took a violent turn as 

police engaged in lathi
1
-charge against the villagers on the night of September 25, 2006.  

Despite the September 25 incident, demonstrations continued unabated. In response, the 

state government completely suspended the villagers’ constitutional right to freely assemble 

                                                           
1
 “Lathis” refer to wooden batons used by the police to discipline crowds in India. 
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from November 30, 2006 to February 14, 2007, a period of almost ten weeks. Singur was under 

Section 144 during an important phase of the land acquisition process; all demonstrations were 

banned. The state government began to fence off the land for the car factory on December 2, 

2006. The Trinamool Congress (TMC) leader Mamata Banerjee (who had empathized with the 

Singur protesters) went on a hunger strike in Kolkata city for 23 days, beginning on December 4, 

2006. Banerjee protested against the state administration’s response to the agitation in Singur. 

On December 16, 2006, the Singur resistance recorded an important casualty: an eighteen-year-

old female activist Tapasi Malik was raped and murdered. The CPM initially distanced itself 

from any role in this crime, but the party’s involvement came increasingly under police scrutiny. 

On June 28, 2008, Suhrid Dutta (a CPM member of the Singur Zonal Committee) was arrested 

along with four others, in connection with the Tapasi Malik case.  

The Singur unwilling peasants had the support of many landless laborers. In addition, 

Singur protesters were joined by several prominent urban civil society representatives (activists, 

intellectuals, reputed literary figures like Mahasweta Devi, noted theatre and film personalities 

such as Saoli Mitra and Aparna Sen, painters and artists, singers with a cult following such as 

Kabir Suman) from the metropolis of Kolkata and elsewhere in India. Bhattacharyya (2010) 

comments that civil society in West Bengal, having rediscovered itself after many years of 

political irrelevance, lent a powerful voice of opposition to the state’s policies. A responsive 

local and national media joined the Singur protesters, and so did a range of opposition parties, 

ranging from the TMC to extreme left parties. 

As noted above, the Singur resistance met with a fair amount of violent state repression, 

but nevertheless it continued unabated from May 2006 to October 2008. Finally, on October 3
rd

 

2008, after almost two-and-a-half years of continued agitations on the ground in Singur, Tata 

Motors announced that they would pull the plug on their factory. Tata Motors cited “the existing 

environment of obstruction, intimidation and confrontation” at the site. At that time, the 

construction of the factory was almost complete, as was the construction of several other 

factories designated to supply parts to the Tata plant. The company had expected the first Nano 

car to roll off production lines in the Singur factory in 2008. Thus, the Singur resistance met with 

its stated goal of closing down the industrial project
2
. 

Mohanty (2007) correctly argues that the Left Front government had been comparatively 

progressive in the design of the land acquisition program, but it had been almost undemocratic in 

the implementation of this program. He states that this is no small matter, not only because of the 

Left Front’s avowed espousal of democratic politics, but also because in a  democratic polity, 

process is as important as the objective. So, despite many positive features of the Singur land 

acquisition policy, the progressive Left Front government were not able to see the project 

through due to their ‘my way or the highway’ attitude.    

                                                           
2
 There was a change of state administration in May 2011, and the new state government, headed by Chief 

Minister Mamata Banerjee of TMC has promised to return about 400 acres of land back to unwilling Singur 
farmers. Another point worthy of note is that there were many Singur peasants who willingly gave land, and they 
have formed the “Save the Nano” committee in order to promote industrialization of the area. 
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In retrospect, one can argue that Singur was the flashpoint in the struggle of various 

popular movements to reclaim democratic politics in West Bengal by overthrowing the 

hegemonic ruling party. Though the amount of land under transaction was comparatively small 

(only about 997 acres), it acted as the spark that ignited a wildfire in the realm of state politics, 

and had its impact on national politics as well. 

During the 34-year-long hegemonic supremacy exercised by the CPM in West Bengal, 

contradictions developed within the Left Front coalition of parties, and between Left Front 

government and the masses. These contradictions got manifested in the undemocratic style of 

governance of the ruling party at the grassroots level. The opposition political parties such as 

TMC made use of this deep dissatisfaction with the CPM and Left Front government over events 

in Singur, Nandigram and other places in West Bengal. This was manifested in the electoral 

defeat of the CPM and the Left Front and the victory of the TMC in the panchayat elections of 

2008, the parliamentary elections of 2009, and the state assembly elections of 2011. 

 

Peasants’ Resistance to Mahuva Land-Grab Case 

  

Mahuva is a taluka (sub-district) in the southern part of Bhavnagar district in Saurashtra 

region of Gujarat. Mahuva is a coastal area, bordering the Arabian Sea. About twelve years ago, 

Mahuva was a barren, saline wasteland, because of salinity ingress. Villagers in Mahuva would 

grow one crop a year, thanks to the monsoon. Rest of the year, they migrated to different parts of 

Gujarat in search of work.   

To save the area from salinity ingress and to provide the Mahuva farmers with sweet 

water for irrigation, the BJP government of Gujarat (under the leadership of chief minister 

Keshubhai Patel) initiated the construction of four check dams cum tidal regulatory structures 

(CDTRS) across a stretch of 40 kilometers. The first check dam (called bandhara in local 

language), Nikol, was built in 1999. In 2000, the Samadhiyala bandhara was completed. The 

third bandhara, Kalsar, was finished in 2002. The last and largest of the four CDTRS, the Malan 

bandhara on the Mahuva river, was built in 2010.  

Meanwhile, in 1998, the BJP requested a local doctor, Dr. Kanubhai Kalsaria, to contest 

the Mahuva assembly elections against the Congress candidate, Chhabildas Mehta. Kalsaria ran a 

charitable hospital called Sadbhavna Trust Hospital at Vadli village, near Mahuva town, since 

1985. Kalsaria had become popular among the masses of Mahuva because of his selfless work 

for the downtrodden. Kalsaria defeated Mehta, and this was considered a major victory for the 

BJP since Mehta was one of the biggest Congress leaders of those days. Kalsaria went to win the 

assembly elections in 2004 and 2009 as well. 

By 2000, thanks to the Nikol and Samadhiyala bandharas, the saline groundwater of 

Mahuva started turning sweet. The dams prevented sea water from entering the rivers on which 

the dams were built. The reservoir’s sweet water helped farmers of Mahuva grow up to three 

crops a year and also set up agro-processing units (e.g. onion dehydration plants and cotton gins). 

Mahuva’s villagers found year-round work in their villages and did not have to migrate to other 
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areas of Gujarat. By 2010, the four reservoirs, connected by a 40 kilometer long channel, 

irrigated over 8,500 hectares of agricultural land. 

But the times of prosperity and peace for  the villagers changed for the worse because in 

2008, the BJP government of Gujarat (under the leadership of chief minister Narendra Modi) 

allotted part of the Samadhiyala reservoir and its catchment area (totaling 268 hectares) to the 

Ahmedabad-based Nirma Industries to set up a cement plant of 1.91 million tones per annum 

capacity, along with a 50 MW captive thermal power plant and a coke oven plant. Nirma also 

obtained in–principle approval from the state government to mine limestone from 3,460 hectares 

in Mahuva’s villages to feed the cement plant. All this was done without the knowledge of the 

Mahuva people’s representative, Dr. Kalsaria. 

The first stirrings of public unrest regarding the Nirma project began at the Government 

of India’s Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF)’s mandatory public hearing in Mahuva 

regarding the proposed Nirma cement plant project. This public hearing was held in September 

2008.  There are conflicting reports over how many people attended the meeting: MoEF records 

show that only 60 persons were present, whereas Mahuva residents say that close to 400 people 

were present. At this  public hearing, Mahuva residents raised the point that the plant was being 

constructed in the Samadhiyala water body (part of which stays free of water  during the year). 

Thirteen people objected to the factory’s construction in the water body, but the MoEF granted 

environmental clearance to the project in December 2008  based on a rapid environmental impact 

assessment (EIA) that described the factory site as barren land. The EIA thus misrepresented and 

suppressed facts regarding the presence of environmentally sensitive wetlands.  

Mahuva residents then formed a front, the Mahuva Bandhara Khetiwadi Paryavaran 

Bachav Samiti (the Mahuva “Save Reservoir, Farmland, and Environment” Association). They 

approached their political representative, Dr. Kalsaria, and requested him to lead their struggle. 

Dr. Kalsaria took a couple of months to study the issue, and once he felt convinced about the 

truth, he offered to participate in the struggle provided the agitators accepted non-violent ways of 

struggle (Interview by author, August 2011). The villagers accepted Dr. Kalsaria’s condition. 

The Save Mahuva Association moved the Gujarat High Court in March 2009 and their petition 

challenged the land allotment to Nirma and the validity of the environmental clearance. The 

court case and the growing public protests forced the Gujarat government to set up a high-level 

committee (headed by S.K. Shelat, advisor to Chief Minister Narendra Modi) to examine the 

matter. Work at the site was suspended for six months. The Shelat Committee accepted the 

existence of the reservoir in its report submitted in early August 2009. The Shelat Committee 

suggested that the cement plant be built on 168 hectares and 100 hectares be returned to the 

reservoir, and they thought this move would quieten protesters and improve Nirma’s chances of 

acquiring land for mining limestone from farmers. However, the recommendations of Shelat 

Committee were reviewed by a sub-committee of state ministers who in turn asked Nirma to 

return 54 hectares of allotted land to the government.  

The Mahuva petitioners were able to obtain satellite images from the Indian Space 

Research Organization to prove the existence of a reservoir. These images were presented to the 
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Gujarat High Court in March 2010; the court ordered a stay on the construction of the plant. In 

its final order in April 2010, the court ordered Nirma to give 46 hectares of land back to the state 

in addition to the 54 hectares.  

 The Save Mahuva Association then decided to appeal to the Supreme Court. It was in this 

apex court that Nirma for the first time conceded that the factory is in the water body. The apex 

court asked the MoEF for its opinion on constructing the plant in a water body and the impact it 

will have on the reservoir. The Supreme Court ordered that a panel be formed to visit the site of 

the proposed cement plant at Mahuva. The panel of experts concluded that the cement plant was 

indeed being built on a water body. The MoEF cancelled the environmental clearance it had 

granted to Nirma in December 2008 in December 2011. It informed Nirma that no further 

construction should be made on the disputed site. The ministry also added that the land allotted 

by the Gujarat government in 2008 under the Vibrant Gujarat program was an environmentally 

sensitive wetland. Nirma Industries made a plea challenging the stop-work notice issued by the 

MoEF, and on December 9, 2011, the Supreme Court referred the matter to the Green Tribunal 

(Financial Express 2011). The tribunal has been asked to decide the issue expeditiously, and as 

of this writing (September 14, 2012), no decision has yet been taken by the Green Tribunal. 

While these legal challenges were being mounted by the Mahuva residents in the courts, 

there was also a mass struggle as Mahuva protesters organized numerous public meetings, 

marches on foot (padayatra), camps,  and signature campaigns from September 2008 onwards. I 

will not give details of the mass struggle here, but only mention that there was a massive 

padayatra in March 2011 from Doliya village in Mahuva to Gandhinagar (the capital of 

Gujarat)—a distance of 350 kilometers covered in about 14 days. About 5,000 farmers 

(including many women) joined the march. As the marchers reached Gandhinagar shouting anti-

industry slogans, they won support from many noted Ahmedabad city activists who addressed 

the gathering. These urban activists included Mallika Sarabhai, Girish Patel, Sanat Mehta, Ilaben 

Pathak and Chunibhai Vaidya. The BJP-affiliated farmers’ union Bharatiya Kisan Sangh (BKS) 

also came out in support of the marchers.  Praful Senjaliya, a BKS leader, addressed the 

gathering in Gandhinagar. In response, the state government carried out violent repression; the 

police thrashed the protesters, not sparing even women and children, and arrested many of the 

activists forcibly.  

Apart from the legal challenges and the mass struggles, there was a political fight as well. 

The main opposition party in Gujarat, the Congress, did not come out in open support of the 

Mahuva protesters. The BJP did not dare remove Kalsaria from its ranks because of his 

popularity with the masses. But after the agitation began, Kalsaria floated an organization called 

the Sadbhavna Seva Samiti (SSS), and fielded its members in local Mahuva taluka panchayat 

elections. The SSS emerged victorious in the 2010 elections (by defeating the BJP) and it came 

to power with the help of the Indian National Congress party.  
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Practices of Citizenship by Peasants in Singur and Mahuva 

 

 It is important to note that the peasants (and other activists who have taken part in the two 

cases of resistances in Singur and Mahuva) have not explicitly used the concept of ‘citizenship’ 

in articulating their struggle against the state.  The activists have certainly used the language of 

rights, democracy and civil society, but somehow, the term ‘citizen’ is missing in their discourse, 

as well as the scholarly and popular discourses generated by these struggles. It is my proposition 

that there needs to be renewed focus on the term ‘citizen’  by activists, scholars, journalists and 

other mediapersons. The terms ‘democracy’ and ‘civil society’ are somewhat nebulous; the 

concept of ‘citizenship’ is a more definite concept, associated as it is with the Constitution of 

India and it Directive Principles, with rights and responsibilities, with legal discourse. Those 

aspects of the struggles that have to do with courts (and the legal system) are of course based on 

the notions of citizenship and its rights, but the term ‘citizen’ needs to come into greater use so 

that activists can transform themselves more completely from passive into active citizens through 

the use of empowering language. After, language, especially terms used in self-description, does 

matter both to the Self and the Other. 

 Whether they were conscious of it or not, the peasants and others who took part in the 

struggles in Singur and Mahuva became transformed from member of a population into members 

of a civil society through their practices of citizenship. The land-holding peasants defended their 

right to property (motivation for the struggle), they exercised their right to associate (a right 

which was denied to them for ten weeks by the Left Front government in the case of Singur) and 

they exercised their right to vote (toppling down various levels of government in both cases). 

In the case of Singur and Mahuva, the ‘population’ group located in rural areas resuscitated a 

moribund  urban ‘civil society’ in their respective regions. 

The peasants in Singur and Mahuva also brought into relief some other rights that the 

Constitution of India does not talk about as yet: the right to food (right to subsistence), right to 

justice, and right to continue as agriculturalists. Let me discuss the right to food (right to 

subsistence) and the right to justice first.  

According to the communitarian approach to peasant political behavior (see Scott 1976; 

McClintock 1984; Anderson 1994; Edelman 2005), peasants engage in reciprocity, leaning on 

each other in times of need (Jones 2009). Reciprocal behavior helps lessen the risk of economic 

disaster, which is important given that peasants often live on the edge of subsistence. Community 

and village reciprocity is tied to a notion of economic justice (i.e., peasants believe they have a 

moral right to a just living). Scott has argued that the idea of justice often centered on the 

peasant’s perceived moral right to have enough food to feed themselves and their family. 

The peasants of Singur and Mahuva can be termed as small and middle peasants, in terms 

of landholding, employment of wage labor, and other criteria. Many of them grew much of their 

own food, buying only a few items from the local market. Thus, their struggle was centered on 

their right to food, right to subsistence and right to justice.  
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 Scott’s notion of justice has been recently updated by Edelman who argues that peasants 

also sometimes fight for the “right to continue being agriculturalists” (Edelman 2005: 332). 

Although the right to subsistence was key in the peasant resistances in Singur and Mahuva, 

researchers have also found that the fight is also about preserving community traditions and an 

agricultural lifestyle (Jones 2009 in Singur; author’s field interviews in Singur and Mahuva). 

 As Jones (2009) notes, the communitarian approach tends to regard the state as primarily 

a coercive apparatus, a suppressive structure that peasants fight against. Scott for example 

regarded the state as key locus of peasant revolts because it cuts through “the integument of 

subsistence customs and traditional social relations to replace them with….uniform laws” (Scott 

1976: 189). McClintock (1984) similarly attributes peasant rebellion in Peru to the fact that 

peasants blamed the state for changing agricultural policies. 

 In the case of the Singur resistance, the Left Front government behaved as a primarily 

coercive apparatus that was seeking to take away land from the peasants and transform them into 

proletarians or members of the precariat. The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) government of 

Gujarat was similarly ‘disciplining’ the peasants and other activists of the Mahuva resistance. 

Not surprisingly, the Singur and Mahuva villagers focused their resistance against their 

respective subnational states, in defence of their rights to food, subsistence, justice, and right to 

continue as agriculturalists. 

Some recent works in the communitarian paradigm have bypassed the state entirely. 

Edelman argues that the state is “no longer the principal focus of the counter-movement to the 

market. New supranational governance institutions such as the WTO, IMF, and World Bank—

have become major targets as well” (Edelman 2005: 337).  Contrary to Edelman’s point, this 

study (following Jones 2009) argues that the state still continues to be an important locus of 

peasant resistance, even in this era of neoliberal globalization. This happens when the 

subnational state acts as the handmaiden of private capital and facilitates the neoliberal method 

of primitive accumulation. This is yet another reason why I think the concept of ‘citizenship’ will 

be useful to Singur and Mahuva peasants in their struggle against the state’s hauteur. 

 The individualist approach to peasant behavior (see Popkin 1979) takes the view that 

peasant political participation is based on the individual peasant’s rational calculations of  self-

interest. Peasants are primarily self interested and calculating political actors, making rational 

decisions so as to advance their individual interests. As such, political behavior is solely defined 

by such calculating decisions involving elements of risk and calculated investment decisions, all 

with the goal of advancing economic well being (Popkin 1979). It is important to acknowledge 

the individual rational motivations underlying the peasant resistances in Singur and Mahuva. 

Protesters were often driven by a purely rational desire to save their livelihoods and save 

themselves and their families from utter destitution (Jones 2009 in Singur; author’s field 

interviews in Singur and Mahuva). Further, in the case of West Bengal, peasants had mobilized 

in the name of land reform in the 1960s and 1970s, voting the CPM into power in 1977 in the 

process. The CPM in turn instituted a number of pro-peasant land reforms, and the peasants 

responded by repeatedly voting the party back into power until 2006. As such, this past 
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successful resistance changed the perceived cost-benefit ratio of participating, as Singur peasants 

had an incentive to participate knowing that they had an increased chance of winning based on 

past successes (Jones 2009). 

The voice of the rural elite is undeniably important in Indian politics (see Kohli 2004), 

but the rural poor in India are not without their political voice. Varshney (1995) has argued that a 

democratic structure can help to overcome barriers to collective action that typically inhibit the 

participation of the poor. This study argues that as exemplified by the Singur and Mahuva 

resistances, the rural poor can still sway the political process in India, and the nature of the 

political system does make a difference. Thanks to the long implementation of formal democratic 

processes such as periodic elections, both the citizens and their state governments are part of a 

political culture which encourages peasants to reach for the ballot rather than the gun
3
. Though 

the Singur resistance cannot be labeled ‘non-violent,’ the presence of strong opposition parties 

such as the TMC helped peasants more or less peacefully vote the Left Front out of office both at 

the local and the subnational/regional levels of government. The Mahuva resistance can be 

labeled ‘non-violent,’ and the Mahuva peasants and their supporters have been able to peacefully 

vote the BJP out of office at the local level of government. If non-violence is taken as the 

hallmark of civility, and violence as the emblem of incivility, then the peasant activists in Singur 

and Mahuva were and are definitely members of civil society, despite not being part of the 

bourgeois class. The state, which engaged in violent repression of the activists from time to time, 

is definitely opposed to the civil society of peasants. 

    

Civil Society, Citizenship and Gandhi 

 

It is true that a majority of the peasants I have interviewed in Singur and Mahuva do not 

share the narrative of transition that the bourgeois class believes in: the transformation of a rural, 

‘backward’ and ‘developing’ society into an urban, industrialized powerful capitalist nation. But 

they have their own visions for the future, which does entail their continuation as cultivators. 

There is little evidence that all peasants in India are motivated by a desire to leave farming, as 

Chatterjee (2008) would have us believe. The peasants I interviewed do not wish to see their 

farmland turned into a site for an industrial factory or industrial park. Some of them have not 

opposed industrialization, but they are simply against becoming the goats that are sacrificed at 

the altar of industrialization, urbanization, modernization and neoliberal capitalism. There was a 

time when Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru could call upon citizens to ‘sacrifice’ themselves for 

the construction of modern temples (such as mega-dams), but long experience with the benefits 

and costs of such sacrifices have now led to peasant-citizens’ resistance to farmland grabs. 

                                                           
3
 Of course, this observation does not hold true for some areas of certain states (such as West Bengal, 

Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh, and Maharashtra) where the Maoists/Naxalites are 
active, supported strongly by tribals/Adivasis. Comparative state failure in these regions leads to lack of 
democratic literacy among the citizens here, which in turn leads to greater state failure, and so on.   
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It is also true that  the western model of the liberal nation state and the civil society has 

not yet emerged in India, and perhaps never will. Mukherjee (2010) argues that instead of 

treating this as a grave problem it could be an occasion to imagine a post-national and post-

individualist future for India. Mukherjee (2010) subsequently draws upon Rabindranath Tagore’s 

and Mahatma Gandhi’s critiques and ideas of civil society. In this paper, I will focus on Gandhi’s 

thoughts on civil society. 

Mukherjee (2010) argues that Gandhi offers us a radically ethical civil society rooted in 

Indian traditions and society. It is not a simple return to tradition, but a radically renegotiated 

tradition. Gandhi makes a critique of the avaricious, self-interest maximizing bourgeois 

individual, and seeks to replace such an individual with a moral person. What is the basis of 

morality for Gandhi? As Chatterjee (1984) explains, for Gandhi, “Truth was moral: unified, 

unchanging and transcendental…It could only be found in the experience of one’s life, by the 

unflinching practice of moral living. It could never be correctly expressed within the terms of 

rational theoretical discourse; its only true expression was lyrical and poetic.”   

 For Mukherjee (2010), the most important contribution of Gandhi is his attempt to 

integrate the person with the community on the basis of a moral unity (this is in accordance with 

Keith Faulks’ ideal type of ‘thick’ citizenship which is based on moral foundations, as opposed 

to legal foundations). This is the basis of the new civil society within the community. Mukherjee 

(2010) states that the democratic process can be used to redefine rights and establish justice, and 

India does show the possibility of such an option. A large number of social and political 

movements based on caste and community have been fighting for social justice, equality, and 

human dignity in modern India. Mukherjee (2010) contends that in the process they have created 

and rebuilt a new civil society embedded in communities.  

I would add that a new type of ‘engaged moral citizen’ is being created by such 

grassroots protest movements such as those in Singur and Mahuva. They are not ready to give up 

their right to property, whether it is small parcels of individually or family owned farmland, and 

common property, including village commons land, water bodies and forests. They are prepared 

to make use of their right to associate, using this right to conduct meetings, hold protest marches, 

and take on the government of the day. They use the ‘primitive’ language of caste associations as 

well as the ‘modern’ language of rights, democracy and civil society. They make demands on the 

state in the name of citizenship and democracy. They resuscitate the urban bourgeois civil 

society in this process, and forge new connections with the media, the NGOs and urban citizens’ 

groups. They also make skillful use of the right to vote, peacefully and democratically 

accomplishing change in the government. Citizenship affects public life in such areas as political 

participation and development of state policy (Glenn 2011). Protest movements in Singur and 

Mahuva have contributed to the development of state policies related to land at both the 

subnational level (e.g. the Singur Act) and the national level (e.g. the Land Acquisition, 

Resettlement and Rehabilitation Bill). Thus, the Singur and Mahuva peasants, who were 

successful in meeting the stated goals of their protest movements, have contributed to a 

rethinking of state policies on farmland acquisition for industrial private capital. In that respect, 
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peasant resistance at these two sites have created a more effective developmental state in India, 

from the peasant’s point of view. As peasants become more empowered citizens, they are likely 

to engage more with the bourgeois class and the state, and perhaps a joint narrative of transition 

can then emerge in India. As the quote by Foucault at the beginning of this essay indicates, there 

is no problem if answers to all troubling questions are not self-evident; the journey is worthwhile 

even if the ultimate destination is unknown. 

 

References 

 

Anderson, L. 1994. The Political Ecology of the Modern Peasant: Calculation and Community. 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press). 

 

Bubeck, D. 1995. A Feminist Approach to Citizenship. (Florence: European University Institute). 

 

Chatterjee, P. 1984. “Gandhi and the Critique of Civil Society” in R. Guha (ed.,) Subaltern Studies III 

(Delhi: Oxford University Press). 

 

Chatterjee, P. 2003a. The Politics of the Governed: Reflections on Popular Politics in Most of the World. 

(Delhi: Permanent Black). 

 

Chatterjee, P. 2003b. “Beyond the Nation? Or Within?” In C.M. Elliot (ed.,) Civil Society and 

Democracy: A Reader (Delhi: Oxford University Press). 

 

Chatterjee, P. 2008. “Democracy and Economic Transformation in India,” Economic and Political 

Weekly. Vol. 43. No. 16. April. 

 

Clarke, P. 1996. Deep Citizenship. (London: Pluto Press). 

 

Edelman, M. 2005. “Bringing the Moral Economy Back in…to the Study of 21
st
 Century Transnational 

Peasant Movements.” American Anthropologist 107(3): 331-345. 

 

Faulks, K. 2000. Citizenship. (New York: Routledge). 

 

Financial Express, 2011. “Apex Court refers Nirma Plea to Green Tribunal.”  December 10. From 

http://www.financialexpress.com/apex-court-refers-nirma-plea-to-green-tribunal/885973 

Accessed on January 10, 2012. 

 

Giddens, A. 1984. The Constitution of Society. (Cambridge: Polity Press). 

 

Glenn, N.E. 2011. “2010 Presidential Address: Constructing Citizenship: Exclusion, Subordination, and 

Resistance.” American Sociological Review, 76(1): 1-24. 

 

Habermas, J. 1989. The Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society.(Cambridge: 

Polity Press). 

 

http://www.financialexpress.com/apex-court-refers-nirma-plea-to-green-tribunal/885973


Please do not cite or circulate this draft! Thanks, Devparna Roy 
 

18 
 

Jones, J.D. 2009. Negotiating Development: A Study of the Grassroots Resistance to India’s 2005 Special 

Economic Zones Act. Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Florida. 

 

Kaviraj, Sudipta. 2001. “In Search of Civil Society” in S. Kaviraj and S. Khilnani (ed.,) Civil Society: 

History and Possibilities. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 

 

Kohli, A. 2004. State-Directed Development: Political Power and Industrialization in the Global 

Periphery.(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 

 

McClintock, C. 1984. “Why Peasants Rebel: The Case of  Peru’s Sendero Luminoso.” World Politics 

37(1); 48-84. 

 

Mohanty, M. 2007. Singur and the Political Economy of Structural Change. Indian Institute of 

Management Calcutta, Working Paper Series. WPS No. 601, February. 

 

Mukherji, P.N. and B.N. Ghosh. 2010. “Democratic Centralism, Party Hegemony, and Decentralization in 

West Bengal.” Sociological Bulletin. 89(2): 199-215. 

 

Mukherjee, S. 2010. “Civil Society in the East, and the Prospects of Political Society.” Economic and 

Political Weekly. Vol. 45. No. 5. January 30. 

 

Popkin, S. 1979. The Rational Peasant: The Political Economy of Rural Society in Vietnam. (Berkeley:: 

University of California Press). 

 

Sanyal, K. 2007. Rethinking Capitalist Development: Primitive Accumulation, Governmentality and Post-

Colonial Capitalism. (London: Routledge). 

 

Scott, J. 1976. The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia.(New 

Haven: Yale University Press). 

 

Varshney, A. 1995. Democracy, Development and the Countryside: Urban-Rural Struggles in India. 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 

 


	devparnaroycover
	Devparnaroypaper

