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Chhattisgarh 
New State, New Opportunities for  

Old Class Domination

4.1 Overview

This chapter addresses three primary concerns. One, what is the kind of 
political settlement operating in the newly formed state of Chhattisgarh. Two, 
the impact of (class) interest on state apparatus with respect to agricultural 
policies, and, because of such policies, if the existing three proprietary classes 
have transformed themselves, remained unaffected, or have been replaced by 
new classes since the formation of the state. Three, in the era of liberalisation, 
has the market’s free play transpired to retreat of the state from the sector of 
agriculture. Land acquisition policy and the political economy around it have 
been addressed as well. Simultaneously, implications of these policies on the 
different classes of farmers and their means of accumulation alongside the 
other two dominant proprietary classes – industrial capitalist and political 
class – have been developed. 

Chhattisgarh was created under the Madhya Pradesh Reorganisation Act, 
2000, and its creation was more a decision of the national political parties than 
being driven by the struggle for regional autonomy under the Chhattisgarh 
Mukti Morcha (Berthet and Kumar, 2011; Tillin 2013). The popular story is 
that the high proportion of tribal (adivasi) population, who had a claim to 
a separate state, was the basis for the formation of a separate state. The new 
state would make things favourable for the tribal population, who will be 
able to assert themselves more in the new political entity. This would turn 
development in their favour. However, arguably, this was not the only reason 
for the new state formation. The concentration of natural resources fostered 
the need to make it into a political entity, so as to facilitate smoother economic 
access to the resources (Berthet and Kumar, 2011). The state has registered 
high incidence of food insecurity and low human development. What really 
has happened since unfolds in the following sections. 
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Geographically, Chhattisgarh is divided into hills in the north and south 
and plains in the centre. The total population of the state is 26 million (approx.) 
as per the 2011 census. Scheduled Tribes (STs), who form one-third of the 
population, inhabit the hills. The Scheduled Castes (SCs) (11.61 per cent) 
and other communities, including Other Backward Classes (OBCs), form the 
remaining 55 per cent of the population and live in the central plains. The 
arterial Howrah–Mumbai railway line passes through Bilaspur (headquarters 
of South East Central Railway) dividing the state into the northern and 
southern regions roughly, with the more developed parts of the state located 
in the immediate north and around this famous line. The southern districts 
are under-developed, and have witnessed severe Naxal disturbances and faced 
state oppression in the last decade. Naxals are also active in certain areas of the 
neighbouring states of Andhra Pradesh and Orissa. The state apparatus has 
limited access to these parts, and even food supply and government schools 
are few. With little physical link and no political link to the state, Abujmarh 
operates like an autonomous region in statelessness though within the state 
(Guha, 2010). Lately, the government has tried to reclaim this area through 
military intervention under Operation Green Hunt.1 

Figure 4.1: Chhattisgarh – districts visited and regional divisions
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Between 2000 and 2010, Chhattisgarh’s economy grew at 10 per cent, and 
the state has consistently maintained its position in the top five fastest growing 
states in India. It was third among the Indian states in 2007–08 in receiving 
investments and slipped to the fourth position in 2011–12 in attracting FDI 
with a fall in total (domestic and foreign) investment in the financial year 
(Indian Express, 2008; Times of India, 2012).2 Backward states such as Orissa 
and Chhattisgarh have emerged as real competitors for the old big players, 
like Gujarat. 

4.1.1 Sectoral distribution: Economy shifting to the service sector

According to the available secondary data on income and livelihoods, the per 
capita Net State Domestic Product (NSDP) in Chhattisgarh stood at 12,476 in 
2001–02. The per capita NSDP has increased at an average rate of about two 
per cent per annum at constant (1993–94) prices since then, and by 2009–10, 
it was 11 per cent. The share of agriculture in the state’s NSDP has fallen by 
20 per cent between 2001 and 2010. During the same time, tertiary sector’s 
contribution to the NSDP has more than doubled. The shift in population 
from primary to other sectors has decreased marginally, by one per cent over 
the period. 

Table 4.1: Sectoral shift as percentage of NSDP 

2001–02 2009–10

Agriculture 38 18.65

Industry 38.5 31.74

Services 24 49.61

Agriculture is the predominant occupation in Chhattisgarh with 80 per cent 
of population engaged in the sector. The central plains of Chhattisgarh are 
referred to as the ‘rice bowl’ of India. Paddy is the staple crop, and crops such 
as coarse grains, maize, wheat, pulses, oilseeds, and groundnut are cultivated. 
The region has abundant capacity for cultivation of fruits, vegetables, and 
other varieties of high-value crops. Nevertheless, on the composite index of 
food insecurity mentioned in the Report of the State of Food Insecurity in 
Rural India, states such as Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh figure in the ‘very 
high’ level (Vijayshankar, 2005). Minor forest produce such as lac, tendu leaves 
(tobacco), bamboo, honey, sal, and seed contribute to the state’s economy. 
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The government claims to pay special attention to boost the use of irrigation 
facilities, but even after a decade of assuming power, area under irrigation 
was low as 29 per cent against the national coverage of 46 per cent (CoG). 
Since irrigation is available to a few villages, most farmers can undertake only 
single copping, which prevails in most parts of the state (Bhakar et al., 2007). 
Taking a disaggregated view, the plains have 43 per cent of cultivable land 
under irrigation, while a mere 5 per cent in southern districts and 11 per cent 
in northern districts are under irrigation. Women play a significant role in 
agricultural production. Traditional methods of removing husks are common 
and often performed by women. Women also take a lead in gathering forest 
produce used in households and sold in nearby weekly markets.

When it comes to cropping pattern, food crops continue to dominate the 
cropping pattern in the Chhattisgarh region occupying 77 per cent of net sown 
area (GoI, 2012); Kodo–kutki (millet), primarily grown in Bastar region, and 
maize are next in line. These are consumed by the local population. Soybean 
and sunflower cover about 100 thousand hectares. The kharif crops grown 
here are paddy, urad, arhar, jowar, and maize. The rabi crops include til, alsi, 
moong, mustard, and gram. Kharif crop (summer crop) forms the main source 
of income. Collection and sale of forest produce and other forest-related work 
supplements meagre agricultural incomes for STs.3 Crafts form another source 
of income. Capitalist agriculture is at the stage of inception.

A few difficulties faced by agriculture include a consistent fall in water table, 
poor employment opportunities to the extent that an estimated 87 per cent of 
the labour does not find employment all year round, price f luctuation, only 
partial procurement of paddy, and shift in cropping pattern erasing traditional 
crops, such as millets. Debt aff licts those who want to adopt commercial 
crops, and informal sources charge exorbitant rates of interest, which makes 
the adoption harder. 

4.1.2 The political landscape 

Following a brief discussion on economy, this section paints a sketch of politics 
since 2000. Raman Singh of the BJP had served a full term as Chief Minister 
of the State and was in power for a second term at the time this field study was 
conducted in 2011–12. BJP claimed that their electoral victory was a reflection 
of people voting for better infrastructure – power, water, and roads. The election 
campaign drew on socio-cultural appeals, but the main plank used by the party 
was the ‘anti-conversion’ issue (against Christian missionaries), around which 
it consolidated the tribal majority. It used schools to inculcate the politics of 
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Hindutva among the tribal population by including Hindu scriptures and 
practices as a part of the curriculum (Chattopadhyay, 2004). 

Engineer (2003) attributed the BJP’s success to two electoral strategies. One, 
it adopted a more secular and development-based agenda after its leaders failed 
to evoke Hindu sentiments in the Member of Parliament (MP) elections. ‘Good 
governance’, based on the agenda of international organisations such as the 
United Nations and World Bank, worked well as an electoral promise. Provision 
of good roads, PDS, and water became some of the key issues around which 
the BJP rallied its agenda. Two, it appealed to Hindu sentiments to consolidate 
the community’s votes. In doing so, BJP received strong support from the 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS),4 which mobilised support among three 
sections – tribals, dalits, and the OBCs, and even formed a committed cadre 
base in remote Naxalite-controlled areas of Bastar (Jaffrelot, 1996: 3207). RSS 
leaders claimed that their work in vanwasi ashrams5 in tribal areas has earned 
dividends. The RSS has been concentrating on tribal areas and working on 
generating pride in their ‘Hindu’ identity, despite the fact that tribals are not 
Hindus (Basu, 2015).6 The BJP came to power in Chhattisgarh for a third term 
in 2013 and continues to dominate the political scene. It rode on the success of 
an effective PDS mechanism, anganwadi,7 and elections at the panchayat level 
in rural areas, and speedy urbanisation, mining, development in Raipur and 
Korba, and adopting an overall market-oriented approach in the urban areas. 
A similarity between Chhattisgarh and the other BJP home state, Gujarat, 
becomes relevant here. During post-Godhra8 carnage, tribals and dalits were 
used on a large scale to massacre Muslims (Omvedt). As reported, tribal areas 
of Baroda and Panchmahal districts were massacred. This led to these social 
groups joining the BJP support base. The Congress has not employed any such 
organised intervention among the tribal communities and had taken these tribal 
votes for granted. In Chhattisgarh, which used to be a traditional Congress 
stronghold, the party lost heavily and the BJP was the main beneficiary of tribal 
votes. A similar trend can be seen in Jharkhand State, another primarily tribal 
constituency. Cultural questions provide a background to the study though not 
pursued as central to it, which the BJP rallied its agenda. 

4.2 Key findings from fieldwork

Owing to the state being new, research and available literature focusing 
on Chhattisgarh are limited. Further, left insurgency movements such as 
Naxalism/Maoism have rendered the region difficult for investigation. 

sejut
Sticky Note
add year?

arana
Cross-Out

arana
Inserted Text
since it seeks to answer questions of political economy. 

arana
Inserted Text
,

arana
Inserted Text
are



90 Class, Politics, and Agricultural Policies in Post-liberalisation India

Figure 4.2: Occupational breakup of interview respondents

The fieldwork for this study was largely based in Raipur, the state capital 
of Chhattisgarh. Out of a total of 47 interviews and 3 FGDs conducted in the 
state, 30 were undertaken in Raipur. Others were done in 8 nearby districts, 
namely, Jagdalpur in the south and Durg, Bemetara, Bilaspur, Dhamtari, 
Korba, and Janjgir–Champa in the central plains that have concentration of 
big and middle farmers.

The total number of interviewees in Chhattisgarh was 47, out of whom 19 
were farmers (primarily big), 10 were academics working with state institutions, 
7 were social activists or development professional, 4 were journalists, 5 were 
state officials and politicians from various political parties, and 2 were private 
fertiliser company employees. A farmer could well be a state official or a social 
activist or a petty bourgeoisie, because these are not water-tight categories. 
Hence, the farmer might be counted in two categories. Hence, adding the 
subgroups might exceed the total. Three FGDs were held – first in Bilaspur 
with female small farmers (August 2011), the second in Durg with youngsters 
(18–20 years) studying in a District Institute of Education and Training, who 
were all from rural backgrounds (September 2011), and the third in Raipur 
with big farmers belonging to OBCs and fighting for better compensation in 
lieu of their land taken over for the Naya Raipur project (September 2011).

4.2.1 Balance of power and lobby politics

This section discusses the political settlement or dominant class constellation 
of the state, alongside their means of accumulation and their relations with 
different political actors. Several respondents stated that amongst sectors, 
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agriculture has been neglected, and primary industries – those that extract 
raw materials from nature, such as oil extraction and mining – have been 
offered favourable conditions to grow. This is explicit in government policies 
and by the support for primary and big industries such as cement and steel, 
as triangulated in interviews. For example, Jhanjgir–Champa is the most 
irrigated district with 77 per cent of its agricultural land under irrigation, and 
traditionally a SC-majority area with large land holdings. The Rajnandgaon 
area of the district has Khurji settlers from Maharashtra, and they own more 
than 20 acres of land holding on an average. In 2001, the government filed 
an affidavit that Hasdeo dam located in the district should not provide water 
for rabi (winter) crops, because water would be used for industrialisation. 
With public irrigation water diverted to industry, the only farmers who can 
survive are those who can resort to private means of irrigation. The subsidy 
provided for drip and sprinkler irrigation had been increased until 2014 to 
encourage private irrigation. Since 2011, the district has also seen 54 power 
plants approved on agricultural land, most of which had been used for double 
cropping. The respondents saw these developments as a clear case of neglect 
of farmers and agriculture (Mishra, Bilapur, 2011; Singh, 2011). 

At the same time, agriculture has received 10 per cent of state plan allocation 
since 2005, which is the highest among the three states under scrutiny.9 The 
displacement of farmers, skewed water access, and seasonal unemployment 
need to be understood in light of the high budgetary share to agriculture. 
The political settlement operating in the state has a huge bearing on the way 
state’s resources are distributed. The class that controls the economy is the 
trader class (Berthet and Kumar, 2011). The class as observed in field studies 
since the formation of a new state has been fast transforming into an industrial 
class. With the formation of the new state, opportunities arose in mining and 
industry. Land acquisition for corporate projects has been made easier, and laws 
such as environmental clearance, land ceiling, or stipulation disallowing buying 
land in Schedule V areas have been f louted (a lawyer in Bilaspur interviewed 
in 2011 and an activist in Korba, also interviewed in 2011). Surplus generated 
by merchants tapping into these new opportunities has been steadily invested 
in industries. The class is chief ly constituted of Agarwals, Gujaratis, and 
Sindhis, with some Bihari Brahmins, and it dominates trade, agri-business, 
real estate, cement, and mining (Berthet and Kumar, 2011).10 

Among the dominant classes, the Agarwal community deserves special 
mention. They form the core of the capitalist class – mercantile and industrial. 
‘The Agarwals are the kings here’, stated Jha (interview, September 2011). In 
the 1950s, they came to Madhya Pradesh to trade in kosa silk that is indigenous 
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to the region and has a huge market all over the country. Internally, a rigid 
and orthodox community, they steadily bought land and soon controlled the 
market of spices, rice, precious forest products, such as saffron (kesar), and 
nuts. They have come to exert tremendous control on natural resources of the 
state, and lately have extended their control on mining by investing in primary 
industries such as aluminium making from bauxite and coal mining.11 Apart 
from the Agarwals, Sindhis are an important business community. They settled 
in this region after the partition, and originally lived in refugee camps located 
in Indore and Nagpur, from where they moved to erstwhile Madhya Pradesh. 
What sets them apart from Agarwals is that despite economic investments, 
they have been relatively distant from the state apparatus.

A large amount of investment has been poured into this state owing to 
its natural resources. Along with regional and national players such as the 
Agarwals and Sindhis, international players such as Vedanta and Lafarge 
Cement are investing in this region. Industrial capitalists were found investing 
in political elections, because they need political allies for running an efficient 
and profitable business. Investments ought to be protected by a friendly policy 
regime for sake of rapid industrialisation. Access to land, labour, and water 
are few such elements that have been directed towards industry by the state. 
Instances of capitalists entering political parties to fight elections were noted, 
while their close tie to BJP as a whole was evident. Their partners in the 
state ensure the business at ground level functions smoothly, and both parties 
reap huge profit from these projects. An ADR report from 2013 has noted 
that between 2008 and 2013, the percentage of legislative assembly election 
candidates from BJP and Congress, who are crorepatis (that is, have assets 
worth more than 10 million rupees), has increased from 22 to 71 and 49 to 77, 
respectively. The average assets per Member of Legislative Assembly (MLA) in 
2013 legislative assembly election for BJP candidates is ₹21.9 million, which for 
Congress party is ₹174.9 million. The independent MLA has declared assets 
of ₹74.7 million (Association for Democratic Reforms, 2013). By implication, 
more rich people are getting into political parties and elected positions. It 
remains to be seen who they are in terms of class position.

The traditional business community has managed to entrench itself into 
positions of political power that can influence the content of policy. This came 
across clearly in an interaction with Sriram Wagela in Raipur – a Gujarati 
businessman, who settled in Chhattisgarh 50 years ago, but continues to own 
businesses in Gujarat. He owns a stone quarry and is an elected representative. 
Chewing paan (betel leaf), he expressed disbelief in and disregard for the 
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people of Chhattisgarh. ‘They drink a lot and at sundown, become a source 
of nuisance’, is what he stated. Clearly, Wagela’s interests lie with the capitalist 
class, but his political portfolio demands him to look after marginalised sections 
of society. These are conflicting interests – the motive to secure profit even 
through extractive means dominates other responsibilities. He also has the 
ability to influence policies to realise such profit motives, as did many high-
profile ministers who were often capitalists themselves and entered politics 
after the formation of Chhattisgarh state. A journalist, Alok Sahu argued, 
‘they have shares in all upcoming power plant projects and would do anything 
to see these projects sail smoothly. So, when they are the decision makers of 
agricultural policies, the policies are bound to be against small farmers, as it 
is in their class interest to make land acquisition easy’ (interview in Bilaspur, 
October 2011). The adjudicator and beneficiary – meaning those who make 
and enforce policy/laws and those who are meant to benefit from a policy – 
should be ideally two different set of actors in a modern democracy for the 
sake of justice. But in this case, there was an overlap between the two, turning 
policies into a biased tool. Through the Marian paradigm, the phase where 
the capitalists can give up direct control of the state, as Poulantzas wrote, was 
not where Chhattisgarh is situated, because it is under the tight grip of the 
capitalists, who partake in every decision of the political apparatus. Thus, the 
state did not seem to enjoy relative autonomy.

There are four important political lobbies in the state, as an academic 
Professor Reddy indicated, namely, rice-miller lobby, sponge-iron lobby, big 
farmers lobby, mining-cement lobby, and liquor lobby. The list is not to suggest 
distinct interests, because significant overlap of interests exists among these 
lobbies; capitalists often have investments and interests in multiple sectors. 
What follows is a discussion on what are the different lobbies operating, and 
what kind of state support they seek to accumulate, which determine their 
political demands. 

The rice millers are traders or businessmen from Agarwal, Sindhi, Sikh, and 
Gujarati communities. They require paddy at cheap prices to run a profitable 
business, and the government ensures this by procuring paddy from the 
mandis.12 Government procurement is only done over 3 months a year and is 
limited to kharif crop; therefore, for the rabi (winter) crop, the farmers have 
no choice but to sell to the middlemen or traders at exploitative rates. Apart 
from this, the government offers a heavy subsidy for setting up godowns 
(warehouses). Respondents indicated that up to 80 per cent of subsidy for these 
projects has been cornered by rice millers who now own private godowns.13 



94 Class, Politics, and Agricultural Policies in Post-liberalisation India

Raipur, Dhamtari, Durg Bilaspur, and Mahasamund districts together account 
for more than 50 per cent of the rice mills’ daily milling capacity (Chhattisgarh 
Government), and 60 per cent – 896 in number – of all mills are located in 
these districts. These are taken on rent by the FCI14 and other government 
agencies to store rice. The subsidising warehouse policy symbolises state funds 
being directed to creating a stronger capitalist class, who can then take the 
agenda of profiteering forward instead of building a stronger public sector. Since 
the government does not own these godowns and instead subsidises them, it 
makes it easy for the traders to own them. The small and marginal farmers, 
who cannot afford storage on their own, are forced to sell their produce right 
after harvest at the price quoted by traders, often at low prices. Speculating in 
crops is in the hands of middlemen with urban connections who belong to petty 
bourgeoisie and rarely, big farmers. Why can they speculate? Their standing 
power to wait until the season changes and prices rise makes it possible. While 
big and capitalist farmers have made economic gain from speculative practices, 
they have one more channel of gain: they are of significance to political parties. 
The government needs the support of the big farmers because of their control 
on rural votes and the ability to garner support at grassroots, given their socio-
economic power. This is particularly true given the fact that in many parts of 
Chhattisgarh, traditional loyalties and allegiance to erstwhile landlords such as 
the Judeos and Singhdeos (Jashpur and Raigarh) are still prevalent. Similarly, 
Thakur or Chandrakar enjoy similar social status in other districts such as 
Raipur, Dhamtari, and Janjgir–Champa. These classes, therefore, formed 
the dominant lobbies till the end of 1990s, throwing up eminent politicians 
like Shyama Charan Shukla (Congress party). They have lost the dominant 
position to other lobbies such as cement, real estate, and mining, though they 
continue to maintain deep ties with the state.

Dominant class members who have assumed political office use their 
position for economic gains and as a source of accumulation. They maintain 
their legitimacy with the masses by distributing patronage among the small 
farmers. This was found in the case of a Minister of State, who comes from a 
predominantly tribal district that is the hub of industrial growth within the 
state. He is regarded as a symbol of the common man – a tribal and political 
worker when he fought elections. Today, he owns a rice mill and has recently 
started a 500 mega-watt power plant. Politics has acted as his source of 
accumulation and is a popular path among small farmers. He maintains a huge 
rest house in Raipur, where food is prepared for 100 to 200 people each day. 
Whoever from his constituency visits Raipur is welcome to eat and stay there 
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free of cost. As a villager narrated the story, he noted that this helps them a 
lot when they have to go to Raipur for any work, as it is expensive for them to 
rent a room or eat in the capital (interview in Korba, September 2011). 

However, Jivan Haran, the Left Party President, said in his interview that 
the rice mill lobby has lost a part of its authority vis-à-vis other lobbies recently. 
This is because a kind of monopolisation has set in, with the Raipur millers 
exercising greater control on the rice trade because of modern machinery and 
capacity to produce more. The smaller millers are now forced to sell their 
produce to Raipur millers. The government has refused to allot single wagons 
in goods trains to the small millers, and so they cannot transport their produce 
to other states. This has brought down their capacity to negotiate for higher 
prices or sell their products in the deficient states. Only that miller who can 
send a truck full or train wagon full of rice can now trade. He suggested 
that this monopoly has made these mill owners effectively partners to the 
government, instead of a lobby. Dinesh Deewan (interviewee from Raipur, 
July 2011), a petrol pump owner and politically well-connected businessman, 
confirmed the trend in the state. 

Two other lobbies operating in the state are liquor lobby and mining lobby. 
The capitalists included in these lobbies have reaped benefits from the new 
state, thus transforming from trade to industrial capital. Interestingly, despite 
operating as lobbies, the interest represented by each of these lobbies is not 
exclusive. Evidence showed that the rice mill owners or their kin are fast 
investing in mining and power plants. A mining company owner was reported 
to have stakes in real estate. Cement factory owners had stakes in other sectors. 
Hence, the class is accumulating from multiple sub-sectors, such as real estate, 
mining, quarry, rice mills, and cement. 

One common interest pervades different lobbies or factions of capitalists – 
keeping wages low by maintaining a pool of underemployed labour. Agriculture 
continues to work as a bargain sector, providing labour for industrial sector, 
as it did prior to liberalisation (Chakravarty, 1987). This is why transfer of 
small farmers into the secondary sector as unskilled and semi-skilled industrial 
work force has been crucial to ensure rapid economic growth. Displacement 
and dispossession of farmers in Chhattisgarh has been an important focus for 
scholars working on the state (Shah, 2010). Small farmers have been steadily 
selling their land to industries, given the unfeasibility of small-scale agriculture. 
As a senior technocrat and agriculturist stated, to remain in agriculture, ‘the 
best position is that of the labourer; he does not have to worry about resources 
and profit. He just takes his day-to-day payment that has steadily increased in 
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the last 4 years’ (interviewee in Raipur, September 2011). However, it cannot be 
concluded that all small farmers are willing to make this shift. It was evident 
from tribal farmers that they have not taken to the market ethics entirely and 
are still unwilling to part with their land. Interviews with tribal small farmers 
did not reflect a similar disdain for agriculture despite all the problems they 
were facing. On the contrary, they display eagerness to hold on to their land 
for cultural and emotional reasons. 

Migration has been on a rise in the state, particularly so from Champa 
district, owning to a very rapid rate of industrialisation. Richard Parry 
(2003) has presented evidence of migration in his study to another region in 
Chhattisgarh. However, migration from tribal districts is more seasonal than 
permanent. To quote a businessman, ‘for every festival in the village, adivasis 
run back and overstay’ (interviewee from Raipur, August 2011). Given their 
attachment to their native land, the tribal population make an erratic work 
force that is interested mainly in seasonal employment in the city, saving some 
money to spend in the village, and then moving back to the city to earn some 
more. A mill owner mentioned in his interview that irregularity of labour is 
one of the key reasons the mills have adopted machine-based processes.

In other interviews, dominating lobbies that had recurrent mention were 
rice millers, the mining lobby, and the sponge iron lobby. According to media 
personnel, these lobbies are not distinct identities, and do not represent 
different interests. The owners of rice mills and other sectors are the same or 
their kin. The brother of a power plant owner heads the current (2011) Rice 
Millers’ Association in the state, which operates as an organised pressure 
group on the government. While interviewing a Doordarshan reporter, it was 
found that the rice millers return only 25 to 30 per cent of the paddy given 
to them for processing by the state granary, whereas on an average 65 to 67 
per cent ought to be returned. The government does not question this, as in 
many cases, the rice mill owner is close to the politicians.15 The presence of 
such influential leaders who carry their class interest into the party probably 
explains the government’s soft treatment of industries and support for other 
pressing issues, such as land grabbing. Thus, it was observed that it is gainful 
to be in politics directly or indirectly. The financial gain of elected leaders 
reflects in the following figure. In 2008, 22 MLAs who owned average assets 
of Rs 12.7 million when re-elected in 2013 had assets of Rs 31.6 million on 
average. Hence, the average asset growth is of 147 per cent (Association for 
Democratic Reforms, 2013). 
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4.2.2 Tight networks among proprietary classes

This section brings out the inter-connection between different propertied 
classes, operating at different levels of state administration. Owing to extensive 
mining activities, agricultural land of the district has been diverted; more land 
is in the process of acquisition, and several land holdings have fallen barren 
or have reported poor fertility owing to pollution and inappropriate disbursal 
of industrial waste (interview of an activist in Korba, July 2011; PRIA, 2010). 
Given that the primary skill of these local inhabitants is agriculture, losing 
their land has translated into loss of livelihood, forcing them to work as wage 
labourers (interviews, October 2011 and September 2011). An instance of a 
private company extracting more coal than permitted by the state government 
was reported, as found out through an Right to Information (RTI) Act 
application filed by a local environmental activist.16 Ironically, the government 
that sets the permissible limit of coal extraction per year has given an award 
to the company for its highest extraction, which is above the stipulated limit. 
The political connection of the company is such that exploitation of natural 
resources and flaunting of rules are overlooked by state bureaucracy.

The nexus between petty bourgeoisie and capitalist class, on one hand, 
and between capitalist and political leaders, on the other, forms the basis of 
undue accumulation by few and results in exclusion of competitors. With such 
relationships permeating every level of administration, competition does not 
foster the way free market would be expected to operate. One of the key contacts 
during the field study, Kamleshwar Jha, is a small businessman. To get each 
contract, he has to bribe state- and central-level ministers, who recommend 
the particular coal company that should be given the contract. Jha had bought 
three houses in government housing schemes, which he showed me; one house 
is in the lower-income colony and another in the middle-income colony.17 

The petty bourgeoisie acts as an ally for the capitalist against the interests 
of his own community. Caste and kin are weakened as economic interest takes 
precedence. Their motive is self-accumulation and securing a permanent job 
in the companies. For this, they offer inroads into village land and put the 
small/marginal farmers’ interest at stake.18 This was evident in a scam that 
occurred in Chhattisgarh in June 2011, when a minister’s son was reported 
as acting as dalaal (land broker) for Videocon, an electronic company (Times 
of India, 2011). Being a tribal, he transferred tribal lands to his name and 
then sold it to Videocon. Even though it surfaced as a notorious case, this is 
a commonplace process of land acquisition in the state; in fact, Bilaspur and 
Korba have hundreds of such agents (interviewees Pramanik from Bilaspur, 
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2011, Shukla from Raipur, 2011, and Dixit from Korba, September 2011). 
They have moved from rural to urban areas, and have started a shop or small 
business in the town. However, they work as dalaal providing information on 
good quality land to big companies, acquiring land in pieces from farmers, and 
in turn selling them to big corporates. They often have connections and kin 
in such villages, whose land they buy. On need, they also negotiate prices on 
behalf of companies. There are also cases where the sarpanch (headman) acts 
as a dalaal, because he has political connections with the higher authorities and 
wants to make most of the opportunities the market has brought in.

Environmental activists in districts of Bilaspur, Raigarh, and Korba reported 
that industries and mining have resulted in drying up of the natural streams 
and lowering of the level of the water table, creating acute water problems in 
the villages. Parashar (2010) in his study finds similar environmental hazards 
caused by methane mining. The health of soil has deteriorated in the villages 
around the mining area in Raigarh and Korba, owing to presence of f ly ash in 
the area and little effort from the private companies to adhere to environmental 
regulation. The disposal system of coal ash is also ineffective, so it has been 
steadily contaminating the water bodies. Through water bodies, toxic contents 
have entered into the crop cycle, and the same water supply is used by cattle 
and households.19 Therefore, mining is playing havoc with the day-to-day 
lives of the local inhabitants, particularly in Champa and Korba districts. 
Environmental concerns are very high among civil society organisations that 
are addressing it through writing in newspapers, advocacy, and filing RTI 
applications (Purohit, 2013; Sharma, 2011). Similar observations were made 
by a woman lawyer who has been filing public litigation on behalf of the local 
people and against private companies with twin purposes – to get compensation 
for affected people and challenge the private companies for violation of 
environmental regulations. This has contributed to a crisis in agriculture, 
forcing small farmers to out-migrate from villages in search of employment 
elsewhere (interviews of two activists from Bilaspur and Korba, August 2011). 

Industries promised employment to villagers at the time of acquiring their 
land for industry, but rarely was this promise met. Most of the displaced 
villagers work as daily wage earners, and none have been employed on the 
regular pay roll of the company. The officials claim that they are unskilled 
and lazy, so employing them would be a burden for industries. There are no 
industrial training institutes, so transition for the huge masses of small farmers 
and agricultural labour to skilled labour force capable of employment in the 
secondary sector seemed rather difficult. Most labour used in mining sites are 
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from the other states, especially Bihar and Jharkhand. Another observation 
was that with numerous peasants20 losing land, which is significant given 
that the tribal lands fall under statutory non-alienable Schedule V21 areas, a 
new pool of labour is being created that is not being absorbed in skilled and 
formal employment. It is resulting in casualisation of labour, as the labourers 
cannot continue with agriculture any longer, either due to loss of land or poor 
productivity of land owning to release of chemical waste in water bodies. The 
respondents argued that small farmers are facing increased hardship due to 
these factors (three interviews, 2011: tribal farmer from Korba, non-tribal 
farmer, and senior official from Bilaspur). Displacement and dispossession 
were observed across the districts; outright displacement exists, and numerous 
small farmers struggle under deteriorating land and water conditions.

4.2.3 Classes within farmers and their caste identity

One of the objectives of this study is to understand the different classes of 
farmers that operate in conjunction with the state. Theoretically, and in line 
with classic Indian agrarian class analyses, it was suggested that this was best 
done by focusing on five main classes. 

Landlord: Rentier and urban-bound 

It is well-established that no systematic abolition of zamindari (landlordism) 
or proper land reform was undertaken by the Madhya Pradesh government. 
Field interviews reconfirmed that the ceilings were never adhered to seriously. 
One example of this is the Rajgond landlords, who continue to own major 
landholdings. The Rajgonds ruled over tribal villages in Bastar and Jabbalpur 
in pre-independence era. It is their dominance that gave this region the name 
‘Gondwana’ (Varma, 1995). They originated from Rajasthan and settled in 
erstwhile Madhya Pradesh, parts of which later became Chhattisgarh. In post-
independence India, they sent their younger generations to colleges in New 
Delhi and even to foreign universities to study, e.g., the Kanker royal family 
sent their children to Delhi University.22 They have come to occupy positions 
within urban professional classes, including the bureaucracy. The landlords 
(feudal lords of princely states) have entered politics, diversified to business 
and, as said, also continue to own big landholdings. 

In this region, the pre-independence landlords were called Gotias and 
consisted of members from thakur, kurmi, and a few satnami (SCs) communities. 
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Farmers with large holdings from within these castes have shown upward 
mobility and engaged in urban migration since independence, and flourished 
in the past two decades. Thakur is one such caste that has traditionally owned 
large landholdings. It is said locally that they migrated to this region over the 
past 100 years from Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan. They now commonly 
use surnames such as Singhdeo and Judeo. Originally Rajputs, they continue 
to command a lot of respect from the tribal population. The Thakurs have 
entered the realm of politics, as in the case of Dilip Singh Judeo in Raigarh. 
His huge landholdings stretch from Raigarh to Jashpur, two adjacent districts. 
His son is at present a MP from Congress party, while Dilip Singh was in 
BJP. They enjoy significant political power cutting across party lines. ‘The 
father and son are the kings of these districts’, as a social worker from district 
Rajgarh stated. Government jobs and benefits of government schemes are 
said to come through them; hence, there is prevalence of strong patron–client 
relation. The local state operates on strong traditional hierarchies, where the 
Judeos are addressed as ‘raja’ (king), and at the same time Dilip Singh has 
held ministerial position in the Central Indian Government. They have forged 
ties into politics, business, and education, but they have not transformed into 
capitalist farmers. Agriculture is not the primary source of their accumulation, 
neither do they consistently invest in the sector.

What became of the traditional big and middle farmer?

The class of middle and big farmers have an overlap with castes such as 
chandrakar, sahu, or kurmi, who are a part of the OBCs. These farmers 
migrated to urban centres for white collar employment or trade. Over the last 
15 years, they have been able to tap into the opportunities that industrialisation 
has brought into the state. They constitute the petty bourgeoisie, but have 
continued to retain their landholding and even acquire more land. They have 
also diversified into government services by making use of caste reservation, 
and related opportunities (Tillin, 2013). However, they are not decisive in 
terms of political power.23

In Dhamtari, Bilaspur, and Korba districts, the landholdings of big and 
middle farmers from OBCs were of better quality and located close to the 
highway or main road. This gave them better access to markets and towns. 
Over the past three decades, the big and middle farmers and landlords from 
the plains have tried to acquire higher education and move to urban areas by 
procuring jobs in the service sector. The transition has been aided by the state 
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as seen in Karnataka in the 1980s. They have found more support under the 
ruling party, BJP, who used OBC-based politics carefully and have gained 
the loyalty of these classes by providing reservation in state services (Berthet 
and Kumar, 2011).

Well-off Indian farmers prefer investing outside the sector of agriculture. 
Purav Mishra, a farmer, scholar, and political leader, stated that agriculture has 
become non-viable, leading to agricultural surplus f lowing out of the sector. 
Few are interested in investing to consolidate their landholdings. This has 
been caused by government policies, which have led to falling returns from 
agriculture, e.g., offering poor prices for crops, such as paddy. Hence, farmers 
have opted to move their next generation to urban professions, primarily into 
the service sector. ‘The first thing a big farmer would do is buy a house in 
Bilaspur.’24 He accepted that he himself was not an exception (interviewee from 
Bilaspur, October 2011). A similar case of surplus f lowing out of agriculture 
was observed in Dhamtari district. Anand Chandrakar narrated that his family 
had moved to a town with four sons, about 20 years ago. The sons gained 
education and now work in urban centres. Two of them are in government 
service, and one is in the police. The family owns 30 acres of land and falls 
in the big farmer category. The eldest son has continued to live in the village 
and farm the land with the help of wage labourers. 

Similarly, several local interviewees mentioned that big farmers in Bilaspur 
and Dhamtari districts have moved to cities and given their land on lease. 
Barring those employed in the services of Coal India Limited and Indian 
Railways, the rest of the urban population comprises rural middle and big 
farmers, as well as traders, as explained by a journalist (interview in Madhvi, 
Bilaspur, October 2011). They tend to retain their land holdings and visit 
their villages periodically to collect rent. Owners and cultivators are entitled 
to equal shares from the crop. The cost of cultivation including seed, fertiliser, 
and labour is paid by the tenant. In some cases, the now city-based landowners 
also employ agricultural labourers. It could be inferred from the interviews 
that the middle farmers have managed to keep their landholding because of 
non-agricultural income from other sources, such as government employment. 
Agriculture may no longer be their primary source of income, but land is an 
asset that they still value. They are urban, but rent extraction links them to 
agriculture. This is also regarded as a source of power that is enjoyed by their 
caste groups.

The case studies indicate two conclusions – one, the big farmers and a few of 
the middle farmers, mostly from the OBCs and a few SCs, have taken on the 
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class character of a petty bourgeoisie. They have access to political institutions 
either as part of bureaucracy or through the political parties. Two, compared 
to investment in other sectors, agriculture has lost its glory because of poor 
financial returns. Farmers with big holdings in Bilaspur and Dhamtari districts 
reflect a landlord class behaviour in relation to agriculture, as they are not 
investing in capital-intensive methods and are averse to commercial crops. Rent 
from agriculture is an important source of accumulation, but it is used to gain 
skills to settle in urban areas, where they seek white-collar and government 
jobs. This is in contrast to the farmers in Raipur, Bemetara, and Durg. 

Emerging gentlemen farmers

A class of urban investors has emerged, who buy farms of 100–200 acres, but 
have no interest or stakes in agriculture. Their interest in land is due to the 
fast-escalating appreciation of real estate in Chhattisgarh. Legally, they classify 
themselves as farmers, classifying a part of their income as agricultural and 
helping evade taxes. Given the scale and technology involved in corporate 
agriculture, it is seen as a growth driver, and the state actively encourages 
such investors to put their money in land. Monsanto, Reliance, Pepsi, and 
numerous corporates are investing in land for contract farming and hardly 
using a part of it for agriculture. This is leading to unequal competition in 
which real farmers, 80 per cent of whom are small and marginal, are finding 
it almost impossible to compete. 

Tax exemption emerges as the biggest concession for the farmers. It is 
particularly conciliatory for big farmers who have moved on to capitalist 
farming and are eligible for paying tax, or landlords whose primary source 
of income are jobs. The state’s reluctance to impose any tax despite all talks 
about fiscal discipline is a clear indication of these classes of farmers being a 
part of the political settlement operating within the state. In fact, it would be 
fair to conclude that this is a sign of a weak state which does not challenge 
the status quo or alter the political settlement, and is deeply influenced by the 
dominant classes. 

To summarise, big farmers are surviving by resorting to other means of 
accumulation such as input retailing, money lending, tractor renting, and 
urban professions, while the middle farmers sustain themselves by gainful 
employment in the public sector. However, it is the capitalist farmers who are 
the main gainers of the state’s policies on agriculture. Big farmers are thriving 
by extracting surplus from small and semi-medium farmers who are facing 
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severe food insecurity (World Food Programme, 2008). The STs constitute 
50 per cent of the poor people despite constituting only 33 per cent of the 
population, indicating the steep deprivation faced by the STs (World Food 
Programme, 2008). Based on police records, the Chhattisgarh Kisan Sabha 
has reported that the state has had nearly 9000 farmer suicides over the past 
three years. Nagaraj (2008) ascribes a critical character to the agrarian crisis in 
the state, where small farmers are faced with poverty and dispossession with 
market forces penetrating the sector. A kind of polarisation has set in with the 
agrarian class structures not just persisting but deepening the gap.

4.2.4 Key issues in agricultural policy

Chhattisgarh has been acclaimed for being a farmer-friendly state. The 
highlights of the state’s agricultural policy since 2006 have been in regard to 
its intensive agriculture, modernisation of inputs and technology, adoption 
of cash cropping such as horticulture, and rice procurement from farmers at 
minimum support price (MSP). 

The state’s Agrovision 2011–12 lays down that seed, fertiliser, pesticide, 
irrigation, transport to market, and credit are key to furthering growth in the 
sector and, therefore, they must be the focus of the state agricultural policy. 
Among the three schemes put forth by the government in 2008 elections, 
‘payment of a bonus of Rs 270 on procurement of every quintal of rice’ was 
included. ‘Chhattisgarh is a power-surplus state so providing free supply to 
farmers’ and ‘giving concessions to farmers in digging tube well’ have also 
been on the agenda of the government. It would be pertinent to mention that 
except the first one, the other two were started by the Congress government 
and continued by the BJP. No bonus has been distributed in the three years of 
the BJP rule, as reported in 2011. Moreover, the government has continuously 
supported the transfer of public water resources from agriculture to industry, 
leaving private resource of irrigation as the only alternative available to farmers. 

The government-run societies at village level are entrusted with the 
responsibility of supplying seed and fertiliser to farmers at a subsidised rate. 
These are supposed to reach the villages in the month of April every year. 
The farmers place their demand village-wise and, on the basis of that, inputs 
are allocated. The only condition is that one cannot be a defaulter in credit 
repayment to get these facilities. The borrower farmers25 are given seeds and 
fertilisers first. These two conditions, borrower and non-defaulter, make 
the big and middle farmers the only ones eligible for government supply. As 
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reflected in interviews with small farmers across five districts, supplies reach 
the cooperative societies late, by which time the crop is ready to be harvested. 
As a result, these farmers are left at the mercy of the market to save their 
crops. The only option is to take loans from the seed and pesticide dealers who 
thereby become claimants to their produce. Why do farmers buy these inputs 
when the government offers them at a subsidised rate? The reason is that the 
state is often faced with shortage of fertilisers. 

Fertiliser is procured by the Central Government. Fertilisers are mainly 
imported, and a few are manufactured in India, which are then distributed 
among the states for sale to farmers. Urea and potash, the two most commonly 
used fertilisers, are not produced in Chhattisgarh, and the state government has 
to depend on the centre for allocation to farmers. Their demand exceeds the 
allocation. The state government claims that the shortage in fertiliser supply 
is caused by the Central Government, which has repeatedly disapproved the 
state’s demand. The state government has no decisive role to play. Two points 
need to be noted in this regard. First, the disbursal of inputs is the responsibility 
of the state government that it is failing to meet; second, non-availability from 
government sources means having to buy the commodities from traders. Small 
farmers are often fooled by these traders, and sold excess inputs than required. 
As already discussed earlier, government procurement from the paddy farmers 
is limited to three months. For the remaining nine months in the year, farmers 
are dependent on private buyers who buy at less than the MSP. This acts as a 
disincentive for growing rice in the kharif season. 

In the case of pesticides, the government’s involvement is lesser than in 
regard to fertilisers, and the government does not give any subsidy. The 
distribution of pesticides is privatised, and both national and international 
players are doing well in capturing the market. Companies like DuPont have 
opened a new centre in Raipur after establishing their presence in Punjab, 
Maharashtra, and Gujarat. They chose wisely as the company had its highest 
sale in Chhattisgarh in the financial year 2010–11, reflecting an expanding 
market for agricultural inputs. Another company, Union Carbide, has increased 
its presence in the state in the last decade. They control the lab-to-land 
extension work, and work closely with university and government departments. 
The cream of fresh graduates from agricultural universities are absorbed by 
these MNCs, and these well-paid executives work hard to maximise sales of 
the company (interviews of Mishra, November 2011 and an MNC employee 
from Raipur, 2011). This shows how the professional class is siding with 
capitalist interests.
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The state government continues to patronise the small and marginal farmers 
by making false promises to them. In the last elections, Raman Singh promised 
₹270 to each farmer if he won the elections and free power supply in the form 
of 5 horse-power pumps. However, once the election was over and BJP was 
back in power, the government made the use of pumps chargeable. The pump 
set was distributed for free, but its usage was chargeable beyond 6000 units, 
a limit that covers approximately 45 days of usage. Beyond this limit, farmers 
have to pay ₹2000 per month for electricity usage (interviews of a technocrat 
and a local government member from Dhamtari, August 2011). Furthermore, 
the government has gradually receded from investing in surface irrigation, 
leaving water supply for agriculture in private hands that has resulted in water 
supply being limited to those who can afford the capital investment. As Byres 
(1981) would argue, this is not a resource-neutral policy.

The government officials’ interviews were most often repetitive and 
procedural. As an official Mr Kumar said, ‘from this chair, I can say no more’ 
to any question asked. They provide a rehearsed official version of the processes. 
But one thing that stood out is the understanding of a ‘kisan/farmer’; Mr 
Kumar repeatedly mentioned that kisans now face a lot of problems in hiring 
labour. They ascribed the new negotiating power of labour to NREGS, which 
has given them other opportunities to earn money. This is adversely affecting 
farming in this state. In effect, only those who employ mazdoors or wage labour 
in his vocabulary are ‘farmers’, and he was concerned with the limitations this 
class is facing in cultivation. Another official I spoke to viewed rural social 
structure as a dualistic one, which is classified into farmers and agricultural 
labour. Anyone who tills his own land and works as agricultural labour does 
not qualify as farmer in his categorisation. So, any policy envisioned by officials 
who operate with the notion of farmers as those owning land is bound to be 
in favour of big and capitalist farmers, thereby glancing over the requirements 
of small farmers/wage labourers. 

The skewed nature of resource allocation is made clearer in the way 
agricultural extension services remain limited to the big and capitalist 
farmers alone. The focus of the government is on growth and diversification 
in agricultural production, and they incentivise those who can help the 
government achieve these goals. Quoting a respondent from Raipur, ‘for 
agricultural growth to be made possible, efforts have been directed to farmers 
who can afford such a change. Small holdings of 2–5 acres cannot boost 
agricultural growth’ (interviewee from Raipur in September 2011). Small 
farmers have poor credit-taking capacity and hardly ever have resources to do 
high-value cropping, thereby categorising them as risk-averse.
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Government officials blame MGNREGS for the rise in wages – up 
to twice of the rate only a couple of years ago – and for all the difficulties 
faced by ‘farmers’. Under the MGNREGS, ₹125 per day, with 100 days of 
work, has been assured for those on the rolls. As a result, wage labourers are 
demanding ₹80 to ₹100 per day for agricultural work. Big farmers are finding 
it difficult to sustain agriculture, because returns in agriculture have not gone 
up proportionately, and higher wages are eating into their profit margin. No 
mention is made of chemical inputs that have triggered similar rise in cost 
of cultivation. They envision that the solution lies in adopting appropriate 
technology that can salvage the farmers, something that would incur higher 
cost. The overt faith in technology and disdain for labour was seen among 
many technocrats, depicting the course in which agricultural policies shall 
be directed.

Monopolisation of land and natural resources

Land is central to tribal lives and livelihood, and its centrality – the need 
to protect tribal land rights – was the reason behind the formation of 
Chhattisgarh. However, since its inception, the state has seen an overt emphasis 
on rapid industrialisation such as mining and cement, which have caused 
displacement of tribal people and posed a threat to their livelihood. During the 
interviews, an ex-minister from the Congress party pointed out that industries 
in Chhattisgarh were of primary nature, with little effort to develop secondary 
or downstream industry. The capitalist class is just interested in exploiting 
natural resources and extracting surplus. The employment potential of these 
industries is limited. He added, 

Mineral lobby or coal mafias are outsiders and their approach to the state’s 
minerals and state’s people is of exploitation, the same one as the British 
colonialist. Industrialisation in the state should wait till the tribals can be 
beneficiaries. They can participate as equals, not as coolies and unskilled 
labourers. I made this point but none would listen to me in the government. 
So the way mining and industrialisation is taking place is helping accumulation 
and reproduction for the existing industrial capitalists, with further 
marginalisation of the agrarian labour force who are losing land without proper 
alternate employment. They are having to migrate to urban centres to work as 
construction workers or unskilled labourers. Even in these, they are facing stiff 
competition from labourers from other states. Women have historically been 
used by the trader class as sex objects (lived as second woman or prostitutes) and 
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men as coolies and casual labour. They do not have permanent jobs and neither 
are they shareholders in the industrial development taking place in the state. 

An academic described a similar scenario. Mining in the state has been 
directed towards export rather than being used in manufacturing industries 
within the country. Hence, natural resource extraction has not contributed to a 
more self-sufficient economy or higher employment opportunities. Those who 
originally accumulated through trade (such as Marwari and Agarwal) went on 
to invest in industries since the formation of independent state. Achievements 
in modern economy and industries are limited and not as capitalism would 
expect. He condemned the policy of Chhattisgarh government for allowing 
export of minerals and ores to China, Japan, and Korea rather than starting 
manufacturing industries (interviewee from Raipur, 2011). It appears that 
the state made policies to benefit the emerging indigenous industrial class. 
This scenario is similar to what Sud (2007) identified in Gujarat’s new land 
acquisition policy, where class demands are being catered to by the state 
through its policies. 

The capitalist and petty bourgeoisie classes have had support from the 
state in more ways than one. The legal procedures laid down to protect tribal 
land rights prior to starting off a project have been f louted regularly. Despite 
going against state laws, the government has failed to take action against such 
private companies. For example, there has been a series of protests against 
Jindal Power Limited (JPL) by the population who are affected by loss of 
land. These protests were led by an environmental activist in Raigarh. The 
allegation was that the public hearing procedures were not followed, and even 
their clearance for four million tonne per annum of coalmine was cancelled in 
2012 (The Hindu, 2012). But the same company has managed to sell power at 
a rate that they decide and to clients of their choice. It is reported that ‘the coal-
fired power project in Chhattisgarh’s Raigarh district is the first ever project 
in India to operate on a ‘merchant power’ basis. This means that unlike other 
projects bound by tariffs fixed through long-term power purchase agreements 
(PPAs) with state governments, the state has given JPL freedom to sell power 
at rates fixed on the spot to any buyer (Sharma, 2012). Preferential treatment 
can also be noted in the allocation of coal mines. Jindal has been allocated the 
highest number of captive mines in the last decade. This has helped them in 
procuring coal at cheap rates, thus pushing up their profit margin (Sharma, 
2012). This is in violation of the government regulation, which stresses on 
allocating mines on the basis of competition and protecting natural resources 
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by ensuring that environmental standards are followed. The state is the 
adjudicator, but in Chhattisgarh it seems to f lout laws and stipulations to suit 
the private companies to ensure fast economic growth. This is narrowing the 
gap between the adjudicator and beneficiary, with government officers coming 
closer to those running private companies and subsequently sacrificing pubic 
interest (triangulated interviews from a lawyer in Bilaspur, an activist in Korba, 
and a journalist in Raipur, 2011). 

Several interviewees argued that the forest produce market is monopolised 
by capitalist classes. Even before the state was formed, they had been buying 
and procuring land in remote areas, and now have access to forest produce and 
dictate market sales. In the process of acquiring land for corporate projects, 
political cadre, gunda (ruffians), and often panchayat elected members or, 
more rarely, middle farmers who have urban connections, operate as agents of 
big capitalists. It can be argued that a petty bourgeois class has arisen, which 
is engaged in assisting natural resource monopolisation by the propertied 
classes. It is not to suggest the class is numerous, rather that they share its 
different components and characteristics of being educated, urban-bound, and 
politically-connected. 

Convoluted processes have been used to procure land from tribal people for 
mining. Land brokers, dalaals,26 have often been used by private companies to 
convince local people to sell their land for lesser prices. They are influenced 
individually, instead of allowing land price to be decided collectively. The 
middle men for land transactions hail from the traders’ families as well, and 
have entered the land dalaali market. Traditionally, exploiters of farmers, 
however not all traders, invested their profits in industries. So, they have joined 
hands with the industrial classes to facilitate land buying. This is because the 
profit margin has risen steadily, up to 60 to 100 times over the past one decade. 
Land has emerged as the most lucrative sector in the state, and the capitalist 
and its allies are part of the political settlement operating in the state. 

On interviewing a senior bureaucrat,27 it was found that the bureaucracy 
has been sabotaging the entire process of ‘public hearing’ that is supposed to 
be held before any new mining or industrial project. This went to the extent 
that if it so happened that in a public hearing the villagers refused to give 
up their land, minutes of its proceedings were not recorded. Soon, another 
public hearing was called, keeping the villagers uninformed about it, and in 
this meeting, the project was passed (interviewee from Korba, 2011). Devyani 
Srivastava (2008) compiled a number of instances where land acquisition laws 
have been inappropriately used to force industrialisation and mining on the local 
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people. Legal provisions are bent to suit private interest, which was evident in 
the way land given to Tata in Jagdalpur, Bastar, where the land was classified 
as fallow but was later claimed back by the tribal farmers, because it was their 
most productive land. Tribal rights were grossly violated in this, since the 
Constitution makes land belonging to tribal people inalienable from them. 

A common observation during the field work in Chhattisgarh was the way 
institutions and legal processes are bent, especially the environment impact 
statement (EIS), to suit dominant proprietary class interest. In a FGD, many 
local villagers highlighted how despite six gram panchayats (village council) of 
Raigarh district that passed a resolution refusing land for a project, DB Power 
still acquired the land in question. Kohli (2009) writes, ‘anyone who has seen 
the fate of public hearings over the last 15 years...it would just mean adding on 
to the endless list of hearings which mock at the face of affected and concerned 
citizens, and find their routine way to the desks of the decision makers’.

The professional class was also found to accumulate directly through such 
land transactions. An elected member of municipality, as reported by two 
local respondents, takes theka (contract) for Bharat Aluminium Company 
Ltd. (BALCO) and so does an elected politician and his relatives. So, when 
it came to BALCO constructing a wall that obstructed the public access to 
the main road and cutting off the villagers’ shortcut to the town, there was 
little action that the state took. It resulted in the villagers having to walk 
4 kilometres extra to come to the town, which is difficult on a daily basis. 
BALCO has a weekly market in the village, and they are forced to buy their 
household goods there at arbitrary prices. The government has remained silent 
to protect their (kin, relatives of political leaders, and bureaucracy) individual 
stakes. A close relation among the political classes using BALCO as a source 
of economic accumulation is noted, which can explain the poor adjudication 
of laws and side-lining public welfare over individual profit motives. Again, 
the overlapping functioning of adjudicator and beneficiary almost defeats the 
purpose of legal institutions. 

The biggest gainers are no doubt the capitalist class, both mercantile and 
industrial. Even though neo-liberal policies have created beneficiaries within 
agrarian society, many more have been marginalised in the process. 

State coercion to silence protestors

The state has been playing a crucial role in creating a congenial environment 
for investments by suppressing protests and democratic voice emerging from 
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the small farmers and landless. The state has resorted to coercion time and 
again in the name of safety and public welfare, which has been legitimised 
by the presence of Maoists. On enquiring about the reasons as to why there 
were limited public protests despite such discrimination, Mansi Gaur, a zilla 
panchayat representative, informed that ‘when it comes to organising public 
protests, the government is strict and repressive. In Dhamtari, in an event of 
a protest by the middle farmers, the state apparatus crushed it mercilessly’. 
The protest upheld farmers’ rights, demanding higher MSP, more subsidy, 
and access to credit. About 40 people were put behind bars, out of which 
many were not even present in the protest (interviewee Shashi from Dhamtari, 
October 2011). The violence was so severe that few of the farmers have still not 
physically recovered from the injuries, including the respondent himself.28 The 
legal prosecutions continue, and they are still fighting them. Going to court is 
consuming their time and energy. This has left the farmers who were part of the 
protest fearful of any further action against the government. The respondent 
pointed out that the farmers have been unwilling to mobilise themselves since. 
The attitude of the government was instrumental in suppressing the political 
opposition, the respondent felt. The main protesters were affiliated to the 
Congress party and felt it was BJP’s form of dealing with them. 

What works more effectively, a social activist named Dixit in Korba argued, 
was the patronising schemes from the government, which divide the farmers 
and curb any possibility of forming a unified movement. Conciliatory schemes 
such as irrigation subsidy are important to farmers, given the erratic rainfall 
and low irrigation coverage in the state. In the hope of receiving subsidy 
for installing new pumps, farmers maintain good relations with the state 
officials and are reluctant to be part of protests. Further, after the formation 
of Chhattisgarh, reservation for STs was made compulsory for government 
employment and the PRI. In 2011, the ST reservation for government job 
was increased to 32 percent and that for SC remained at 12 percent. For the 
political parties, it had aided the process of recruiting members at grassroots, 
thereby dividing the dissatisfied masses and stalling the process of any kind 
of class action. Hence, the unity among the class of small farmers who often 
are also wage labourers, who could potentially transform into a class-for-itself, 
is broken down by the effort to gain political opportunities or state patronage. 
Few among them who become petty bourgeoisie lure others with chances of 
self-preservation. This trend was confirmed by respondents in Dhamtari and 
Raipur. 
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Over time, the protest movements that have survived are either sponsored 
by NGOs or are meant to negotiate for higher land prices or better settlement 
packages and not for any long-term change, such as observed in the Land 
Bachao Andolan (Save the Land movement) in Raipur (interviewee Vijendra 
from Raipur, 2011). Such instances have been observed in other districts, 
where protests are organised on the issue of land acquisition, and once the 
intermediaries offer higher prices for land, the protest is withdrawn. Such 
movements are not for sustenance of agriculture or to save land, or even food 
security, but are rather to negotiate for better compensation alone. 

An instance was reported when a woman did dare to report against a 
state official. During a MLA visit to her village, she informed him that the 
local bureaucrat did not listen to their complaints, and their payment under 
MGNREGS has been irregular. The bureaucrat threatened to alienate the 
village from all further government schemes. The next day, the whole village 
along with the woman was summoned to the bureaucrat’s house to apologise 
and had to meet the MLA to convey the information was wrong. With 
prevailing patron–client relations and dependence of local bureaucracy, it is 
very difficult to create and sustain a movement (interviewee Bala from Bilaspur, 
October 2011). A veteran politician observed that any social movement has 
lost its steam; ‘it should be like the f lame of a lamp, steady but at present it 
is sporadic, like a sudden flicker’, and only those who have enough to eat 
can organise themselves and protest. Those who have dearth of food cannot 
participate in it (in an interview of an activist, December 2011). 

The close tie between the politician/bureaucrat and capitalist, and the 
attitude of political class as the patrons on whom common people are 
dependent, is further marginalising the poor (tribal, SC, and small farmers) 
and shrinking the democratic space of protest. The state has commanded 
authority using coercion and consent to retain its dominance.

Credit disbursal for the resource-rich

It has already been asserted that formal credit has seen a skewed distribution 
in the 2000s with proliferation of private moneylenders (NCEUS, 2008; 
Ramachandran, 2011). The state government has introduced loans at 3 per 
cent interest to the farmers. It was used by the BJP to project itself as pro-
farmer and pro-agriculture. These are two distinct things. In an annual 
celebration of a reputed NGO, credit availability was reiterated proclaiming 
the government’s concern for farmers’ needs. However, the chief of the same 
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NGO working with farmers in an interview stated that NABARD figures say 
that one million farmers can access formal loans and this is 30 percent of total 
farmers, given the total number is 3.4 million. This fits well with 30 per cent 
of the state that is constituted of big and middle farmers, leaving out small 
and marginal farmers who constitute almost 80 per cent of the population 
and have little access to formal sources. The data show that 40 per cent of 
total number of farmers in Chhattisgarh are in debt. The average debt burden 
in Chhattisgarh is ₹4,122. Sixty per cent of those in debt are small farmers. 
Informal sources still account for over 40 percent of the total debt incurred 
by farmers. This high incidence of debt is more to do with non-productive 
expenditure, such as marriage, education, and travel (UNDP, 2005). This 
was when use of HYV seeds was not high, which has risen in the past decade 
across the state, adding production-related expenditure such as for chemicals 
as another reason to incur debt.

For several reasons, small farmers in Chhattisgarh rely more on informal 
than formal credit sources, a trend observed among this class across India. 
Firstly, the technical details and legal documents required to avail a loan is 
possible only for the big farmers. The banking system, like all bureaucratic 
procedures, are particularly unfriendly to the small farmers. They also require 
a map of their land from the patwari (village accountant) who has to be bribed 
for the same. The payments are so steep for getting a loan, that it is faster and 
easier to take a loan from informal sources at usurious rates. Secondly, big 
farmers have diversified into vegetables and soybean cultivation, and so have a 
profit margin enabling them to repay loans, which is an important criterion to 
be eligible for formal credit. Small farmers continue with traditional farming 
of paddy, which has a low profit margin. On the other hand, as interviews 
revealed, small farmers could barely cover the cost of production, so they 
would often default in repayment and render formal avenues for credit unviable 
(interviewee in Bilaspur, August 2011). 

When big farmers from the same district were interviewed, they narrated a 
contradictory experience. For them, the government system had improved in 
the last five years, and they had access to all the facilities, including subsidised 
seed. Loan is given by cooperatives and, if they are not a defaulter, it is easy to 
reapply for loans (NSSO, 2005). As has been well documented at the national 
level, a divide has come to prevail in Chhattisgarh over the last one decade, 
where small farmers are increasingly being pushed to informal sources, while 
big farmers are being protected by assured access to formal credit. This is 
crucial for the state to register high growth in agriculture, which leads them 
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to be favourable to capitalist and big farmers, ignoring resource-poor small 
and marginal farmers who cannot drive agricultural growth. The state is 
purportedly considering the sector more seriously, but that does not mean that 
the state is friendly to all farmers equally.

New agricultural policy brings opportunities for rural proprietary classes

This section focuses on change in cropping pattern and privatisation of inputs 
and its differential impact on different classes of farmers. Chhattisgarh is one 
of the few states that has been allocated more than 10 per cent of State Plan 
resources as well as has access to centrally sponsored schemes in the agriculture 
and allied sectors to increase production and productivity. During 2005–06, 
the agricultural sector received ₹2247.5 million (6.49 per cent), which grew to 
₹3168.0 million (6.20 per cent) during 2006–07 and ₹8762.4 million (13.66 
per cent) during 2007–08 out of the State Plan. In 2008–09, the agricultural 
sector was allocated ₹12259.2 million (12.08 per cent) out of ₹10,1463.7 million 
State Plan. In the first two years of the Eleventh Five Year Plan period, the 
state government spent ₹21021.6 million for the agriculture and allied sectors. 
It can be concluded that the state is investing to transform agriculture into a 
high-growth sector as the Agrovision 2010 document and agricultural policy 
(2012) envisioned. The state Agrovision document (2010) mentions that big 
farmers, constituting 30 per cent of farmers, will be the drivers of growth. The 
first phase of reforms is focused on these farmers, who are capable of investing 
in commercial crops. In this light, the question of distribution among different 
classes of farmers can be usefully analysed.

Building on the experience of respondents, the following sections explain 
how benefits from public investment have accrued to different rural classes, 
particularly focusing on three aspects, namely, shift in cropping pattern, 
chemical inputs, and irrigation. The pattern that emerges conforms to that 
documented by NCEUS (2008), Ramachandran et al. (2010), and Barbara 
Harriss-White (2004, 2008).

Policy-induced change in cropping pattern: Soybean, Jatropha, and horticulture

Promotion of multi-cropping has been emphasised in Chhattisgarh’s policy 
documents as the main tool to achieve agricultural growth. In 2011, the 
government was planning mechanisation including Green Revolution, better 
irrigation facilities, and enhanced market access to optimise productivity. The 
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cropping intensity of Chhattisgarh in 2011–12 was 134 per cent, while Punjab’s 
was at 183 per cent. This has been seen as a major lacuna in the sector. To 
change this, ‘phasal chakra parivartan’ (crop cycle change) was aimed at. This 
has been instrumental in introducing commercial crops.

Within commercial crops, focus has been on high-value crops such as 
maize, soybean, and horticultural crops such as capsicum. Apart from these, 
til (sesame), groundnut, ramtil, and urad have also shown increase in acreage 
between 2006–07 and 2009–10, while crops such as kodo-kutki, millet, and 
rice have lost acreage (CoG)29. The government actively discouraged farmers 
from growing paddy by using the slogan ‘paddy brings poverty’ (Menon, 2014). 
It was a way to publicise the potential of fruit (mango, banana, guava, and 
apricot) and vegetables cultivation, as is evident from government websites. 
Though horticulture occupies only 13.41 per cent of the net cultivated area 
invested, the total income generated from the sector accounts for over 33.83 
per cent of the total income derived from the combined agriculture sector 
(CoG). It was triangulated that the districts situated west of Raipur were more 
developed in commercial cropping than the districts east of the state capital, 
such as Dhamtari and Bilaspur. Interestingly, these western districts have a 
higher incidence of capitalist farmers and geographically are closer to Mumbai 
and Nagpur, and probably benefit from the resulting market linkages. 

During interviews with officials in the Department of Agriculture, 
Chhattisgarh, it was highlighted that large-scale farming, mechanisation, and 
commercial crops are the key to disrupt poor agricultural growth and income 
cycle. It has taken farmers over a decade to adopt commercial cultivation such 
as that of soybean. The officials pointed out that, during this time, farmers are 
being taken to view through government initiatives such as by demonstration 
effect to adopt new technologies and opt for cash crops. The state had not only 
made seeds and technology available, but has also facilitated easy availability 
of loans for the farmers. The farmers who benefitted from these schemes have 
become capable of buying more land in the past decade, and as of today, have 
landholdings of more than 50 acres on an average. On meeting one such farmer 
(recommended by the state officials) who owned nearly 100 acres holding, it 
was found that he was a capitalist farmer and invested in pesticide retailing 
as well. So, the state has focused on big and middle farmers to adopt soybean 
cultivation given the high capital investment required.30 The bureaucrat who 
recommended meeting this particular farmer did not share a similar relation 
with the small farmers, because they were incapable of capital investment and 
contributing to agricultural growth. Thus, they fall out of schemes taken up 
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by the state. The farmer also informed that the fellow farmers in his village 
were very satisfied with the services received from the state. On more than one 
occasions, the local farmers got together to stop the transfer of the bureaucrat 
who served in the same district for 15 years and had thereby developed a close 
tie with the big farmers. (interviewee in Raipur, September 2011). 

Commercial agriculture, horticulture, and technology have been successfully 
adopted by the big farmers in Durg, who have taken to capitalist methods of 
production; usually these farmers belong to OBC and upper castes. The others 
who grow horticultural crops are big farmers (more than 20 acres), who are 
already armed with the tools and modern technology and are living within 
gated farmhouses (Jha, 2009). The latter have come from Haryana, a Green 
Revolution state. They were already equipped with capital-intensive methods 
and have settled in Chhattisgarh, where they use these methods in agriculture. 
They have bought land by coercing the local Dalit31 community, thereby 
reducing the latter to wage labourers working their own fields (Jha, 2009).32 
According to the local media, this could be because the state was planning to 
undertake a ‘Green Revolution’, and these capitalist farmers have bought huge 
tracts of land in Chhattisgarh. However, the contention that they are here to 
utilise these lands could not be confirmed, but it is evident that the state has 
taken no proactive steps to stop such land acquisition.

The state is all set to modernise agriculture. Following the Green Revolution 
prescriptions followed by other states, the objectives will be achieved by higher 
mechanisation and change in cropping pattern. Under mechanisation schemes, 
agricultural implements have been exempted from Value Added Tax (VAT),33 
and an additional subsidy of 25 per cent has been granted on such implements. 
Financial assistance up to ₹50,000 per pump for energisation has been provided, 
along with an additional 30 per cent subsidy for SC and ST farmers and 10 per 
cent for other farmers under the Micro Irrigation Scheme (Business Standard, 
2014). However, mechanisation as per Byres’ analysis is more economical in 
large land holdings. Consequently, it is not resource-neutral, because adoption 
of such mechanisations can be easily achieved by availing of subsidies, but 
despite subsidy, only those who can bear the remaining part of the cost can 
use the subsidy fruitfully. A direct evidence for the argument was reported by 
a respondent in Champa. He was from a big farmer family but owns a tractor 
shop. He stated that though the government gives subsidy to small farmers 
for buying tractors, these farmers cannot pay the remaining amount. So, they 
forge documents, and in the name of a small farmer, a big farmer buys tractor. 
Often this small farmer is either a tenant or wage labour in a big farmer’s farm.
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As the government prescribed, the sale of machinery has gone up 
significantly under the new policy regime. Government report shows that the 
number of power tillers have increased twenty times between 2006–07 and 
2009–10 and other power-driven implements have tripled in the same period 
under various departmental schemes (CoG). But who is selling the equipment? 
Evidence of diversification to input and machinery trade was observed. In the 
agriculturally advanced districts, the big capitalist farmers had diversified 
to these trades, while the districts dominated by traditional cropping had 
the presence of traders from other states, who were owning such machinery 
shops. The entire highway to Durg was dotted with numerous tractor and 
other agricultural machinery shops. Dhamtari also has a similar pattern, with 
a number of chemical input shops, but the shops belonged to traders from 
other states and urban Chhattisgarh. In Champa and Durg districts, some 
big farmers were found owning seed and pesticide shops. The diversification 
has picked up pace since 2000. 

Farmers in Durg have diversified to horticultural crops such as tomato 
and have gained from good market linkage and even supply to Mumbai and 
Kolkata; this linkage has been facilitated by introduction of soybean cultivation 
in this region in the 1980s, which was the first cash crop of the state. By 2011, 
the big and middle farmers were capable of buying machinery on their own. 
A big farmer from Durg claimed, ‘in 2010 the bank branch in his district has 
a deposit of ₹330 million, which was ₹80 million only ten years ago. What 
is more significant is this money belongs to the farmers, each of whom on 
this date has a ₹10 million savings. This has been made possible by shifting 
to soybean cultivation from rice’. These are big and middle farmers who are 
best categorised as capitalist farmers in the present context. They have been 
receiving support from the state agricultural department since the 1980s and 
have generated enough surplus to adopt horticultural crops on their own. He 
added that ‘we can now buy tractor with down payment and our children 
proudly associate with agriculture’. Clearly, they have generated surplus through 
agriculture, which is being invested in other avenues; however, their interest 
in agriculture persists. A representative of a global NGO informed that small 
farmers have averted the change to cash crops due to the involved high-risk 
potential. The change has been slow at their end. The agrarian policy stated 
upfront that 30 percent of farmers will drive the sectoral growth, and it is 
likely that the class of capitalist farmers were being referred to. This reflects 
that the state is not paying much heed to the rest of the farmers, who cannot 
drive the much-needed agricultural growth.
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Despite the emphasis on cash crops, the government has not neglected 
paddy farmers. In 2013, the election manifesto said that the government would 
buy all the paddy produced in the state. In 2014, Chhattisgarh received the 
prestigious National Krishi Karman Award for the second time after 2010 for 
the highest paddy production. The state government has been negotiating with 
the central government for ₹3 billion subsidies for paddy farmers. However, the 
real attitude can be understood only by comprehending what the government 
invests in paddy cultivation and paddy farmers. The research work done by 
universities in developing new varieties from indigenous seeds has been slow, 
while there have been rumours of samples of indigenous seeds sold illegally to 
Monsanto for development of private seeds. As discussed in earlier sections, 
the government has supported the sale of private seeds in the market, and 
preservation of indigenous varieties has been compromised. Private seeds are 
more expensive, even if high-yielding, and can only be afforded by rich and 
big farmers. This has adversely affected small and marginal farmers. 

Small farmers have been harmed further by the prevalence of state support 
to contract farming. Contract farming refers to agricultural production carried 
out in accordance with an agreement between buyers and farmers, wherein 
the conditions for production and marketing of agricultural product(s) are 
agreed upon. Interviews held in Jashpur in district Champa highlighted the 
way the government has been leasing out land, which was traditionally used 
for potato and watermelon cultivation by local farmers, to contractors from 
Bihar and Uttar Pradesh for three to four months in a year. These contractors 
bear the cost of farming inputs and hire labour to do the cultivation. They 
are capable of making high investments, own tractors and other machinery, 
and have good market linkages. All these factors together translate to a higher 
rate of agricultural growth.

Another factor behind small farmers incurring debt and finding it hard 
to repay is the pricing of food grains by the central government, as pointed 
out by respondents. In 2011, the cost of production per quintal was reported 
to be ₹2000, while the MSP declared by the government was a mere ₹1100, 
as informed by respondents. Further, procurement by the government was 
limited to kharif crop that stretches over a period of three months per year 
only (interviews of an activist in Korba, a state official in Raipur, and a farmer 
in Bilaspur). This policy-induced change has resulted in farmers trying to 
grow other crops that require several chemical inputs to be purchased from 
the market. This directly reduces the autonomy/sovereignty of farmers. The 
other effect of moving out of paddy cultivation is that it leaves small farmers 
food insecure in different parts of the state. 
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The state is reluctant to support resource-poor farmers, but is more than 
willing to extend support to contractors, as well as big and capitalist farmers. 
They are keen to promote horticulture, because it generates revenue and, in 
this case, the government displays preference towards those who can undertake 
capitalist agriculture (Menon, 2014). While productivity is an important 
concern, the lack of focus on indigenous varieties and only creating space 
for corporate products, both directly and through spurious means, is hurting 
the marginalised classes. The alignment of the state (political leaders and 
bureaucracy) and the professional class to the capitalist class that owns the 
new machinery and technology is apparent. There are few exceptions, where 
organisations are trying to develop alternatives to protect indigenous seed 
varieties. I interviewed one such NGO owner. However, even in doing so, 
they have to adhere to the framework laid out by the state. In the instance 
I encountered, the technocrat had to maintain good relations with the state 
leadership despite being fully cognizant of its anti-farmer policies. 

Shift in cropping pattern is integrally related to access to hybrid seeds, 
fertilisers, and irrigation, and these resources do not accrue equally to all 
farmers. In fact, class plays a determining role in access to these inputs, which 
decides which class of farmers can avail these opportunities.

Seed, pesticide and fertiliser, and lumpy technology

With a budget of ₹105.2 million to promote the production and distribution 
of quality seeds, seed supplied by the state government in grown in 0.4 million 
hectares of cultivable land, which is 10 per cent of the total demand. For the 
remaining requirement, farmers depend either on their own seeds or buy 
from private companies (interview of a technocrat in Raipur; UNDP, 2005). 
A manager at a private seed company, when interviewed, described how seed 
companies look at Chhattisgarh as a huge market potential to be tapped. They 
sell their highly priced inputs through retail shops in small towns and suburbs 
and by employing local people as agents. During the field work, many such 
privately run shops were seen, particularly in the districts of Dhamtari, Durg, 
Raipur, and Champa, where commercial cropping has been adopted more than 
the others, but with one chief difference. In Durg and Champa, the big capitalist 
farmers were the owners of these shops, while in Raipur and Dhamtari, these 
were owned by traders belonging to Marwari or Gujarati communities. 

A Left Party veteran pointed out that the need for chemical fertilisers has 
given rise to a class of sahukars or traders. They give loans to farmers to buy 
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chemical inputs and machinery. Defaulting in repayment of these loans results 
in small farmers losing their land. The influence of these traders in the lives of 
farmers is rather deep. They own input shops and lend money to the farmers. 
So, when paddy is ready to be harvested, and it is time to go to the rice mills 
for processing, the traders buy the rice from the mills directly, which is how 
they settle the famers’ loans and interest amount. An interlocking of markets 
for different agricultural inputs is noted. 

Multinational companies have gained monopoly on the fertiliser and 
pesticide market in the state by successfully penetrating the rural districts 
during the last decade. In discussion with a senior manager of a private pesticide 
company, it was stated that corporate entities employ various means to get 
farmers to buy their products. They employ agents in all districts to convince 
the suppliers and farmers that their product will ensure a safe and big yield. The 
agents and shopkeepers use fear tactic that less chemical fertilisers would lead 
to crop failure and poor yield to coerce farmers into buying more fertilisers. The 
informal credit system and existing social networks play a role in achieving this 
objective. The middle and small farmers are usually unable to buy fertilisers 
and pesticides with cash payment. So, a part of the strategy of private traders 
is to sell the products during cultivation on credit and collect the cash after 
harvest. In order to retrieve their payments, they use a network of village kin, 
who go visiting village to village, collecting money after harvest. The picture 
draws support from Murugkar et al. (2006), which is discussed in Chapter 2.

In the face of high prices of agricultural inputs and poor availability of 
information and support on how to use them optimally, tribal farmers have 
mostly remained loyal to indigenous seeds for food crops such as paddy and 
millets. However, fertiliser and pesticides used are now increasingly bought 
from the market. Farmers across districts have complained in many instances 
that hybrid seeds cause pest attacks right form sowing to cutting, and each 
time, the farmer incurs high cost of pesticides (NCEUS, 2008; Menon, 2014; 
interviewee Mishra from Bilaspur, October 2011). In 2011, 90,000 litres of 
banned insecticides were discovered by the Department of Agriculture from 
godowns in the state (Agronews, 2011). 

In terms of access to these inputs, big and capitalist farmers repeatedly 
reported easy access to cooperative societies, while the rest found supply 
through the same cooperatives to be late and undependable. Laxman Prasad, 
a farmer from Raipur, added that the BJP government was ‘very corrupt and 
anti-people. They do not understand our needs. Seeds and fertiliser from 
government sources are of inferior quality, and farmers are at the mercy of 
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private sellers’. Farmers in Korba and Bilaspur had a similar experience. The 
fact that big farmers in two FGDs suggested that BJP has ensured easy supply 
of inputs through cooperatives has made evident the prevailing discrimination 
by the state towards small farmers.

The input-centricity policy under the Raman Singh government was 
regarded as the key factor contributing to increase in the cost of cultivation, 
leading to debt liability (interview of a technocrat in Raipur, September 2011 
and Mishra, December 2011). Chemical fertilisers have heightened the cost of 
inputs manifold, so has cost of pesticides that are hugely expensive and are used 
in large quantities (Arjjumend, 2001). Given the lumpy nature of technology, 
inputs have to be applied together for a good yield. Most respondents in Village 
Reports34 demand that traditional methods of cultivation should be promoted, 
as modern methods are expensive. However, the state is surging towards 
modern technology. Results of the 59th Round of NSS provide evidence of 
the worsening situation of farming households due to indebtedness [NSSO, 
2005]. The cycle of floods and droughts makes livelihood extremely vulnerable. 
Farmers, with preponderance of small farmers, resort to moneylenders in 
times of crisis. In early 2000, the incidence of poverty was high, owing to 
the absence of alternate employment opportunities (UNDP, 2005: 202). 
Chhattisgarh has the highest poverty rate in India. Poverty in Chhattisgarh 
in 2005 was 51 per cent, which by 2011–12 fell to 40 per cent.35 For the same 
period, the all-India figures were 38 and 22 per cent, respectively. The state has 
lagged behind the all-India average in regard to the rate of poverty reduction 
(World Bank, 2011–12). The state has chemical inputs, which are, therefore, 
contributing to the worsening situation of small farmers and forcing them to 
opt for contract farming.

The state strategies discussed in this section have worked in favour of 
both big and capitalist farmers and private companies. They have cornered 
subsidised fertilisers from cooperative societies, which has been facilitated 
through their BKS membership, which gives them higher political bargaining 
power. A respondent noted, ‘a typical agrarian cooperative society has 
either a Suryavanshi (Thakur), Chandravanshi (Yadav), or Kurmi (Sahu, 
Chandrakar) as its head, who allocates the resources within their kin. This 
keeps the small farmers from getting any benefits. Often a Maheshwari is 
also involved in these transactions but from outside’ (interviewee Vijendra 
from Raipur, August 2011 and a journalist from Raipur, 2011). All these 
castes basically include big, few middle, and capitalist farmers leveraging 
their political connection.



 Chhattisgarh 121

Big and capitalist farmers have a hold on seeds from government sources 
as well. Since the separation of the state from Madhya Pradesh, seeds 
for cultivation have been developed by the Chhattisgarh State Seed and 
Agricultural Development Corporation Limited (CSSADCL). Mother 
seed goes to an agricultural university for testing, and a foundation seed is 
produced from it. Produced annually, the seeds are then sent to the Seed 
Board. Around 27,000 varieties of seed come to the Board annually to be 
reproduced before circulation among farmers. The CSSADCL owns only 500 
hectares, but it needs 3000 hectares for seed germination, and therefore, land 
from 7000 registered farmers is hired for reproduction of seeds. Once again, 
well-connected farmers with big land holdings are the natural choice of the 
government. In the final stage, seeds are sent to the State Seed Certification 
Agency to ensure genetic identity, purity, quality, and health of the seeds. 
Interviewees reported that government-sourced seeds that are better in quality 
are given to big farmers. 

It can be inferred that government sources of subsidised inputs have been 
limited to big and capitalist farmers concentrated in the plains. They have 
been presented with new opportunities to diversify into input shops, earn 
from renting out tractors and other machinery, and have been benefitting 
from subsidies on machinery offered by the government. They have, therefore, 
developed into a capitalist farmer class. In addition, contact with BKS has been 
an advantage for big farmers in the western districts in accessing cooperative 
societies. Hence, it can be tentatively inferred that high budgetary allocation 
towards the sector has meant little difference for small farmers, who are left 
at the mercy of private companies, petty bourgeois traders, and retailers to 
procure inputs.

Water, but not for everyone 

Chhattisgarh is naturally rich in water resources, with 9 rivers – Mahanadi, 
Sheonath, Indravati, Arpa, Hasdeo, Kelo, Son, Rehar, and Kanhar – f lowing 
across the state. Despite that, merely 29 per cent of the agricultural land in the 
state is irrigated, and there have been negligible efforts to start minor irrigation 
projects (GoC), even though nearly 80 per cent of the state’s population is 
dependent on agriculture. Therefore, cycles of f loods and droughts leave 
the farmers vulnerable and add to their debt dependence. During a group 
discussion, a respondent stated that ‘the erratic rain pattern and lack of 
irrigation management has left one village f looded and an adjacent one dry 
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within the same district. The scarcity of irrigation in northern and southern 
districts is severe, 11 per cent and 4 per cent, respectively. In recent policies, 
focus has been laid on irrigation but, if discerned, the focus has actually been 
on subsidising private irrigation’. Quoting from a government website,36

 ‘Assistance of  ₹750 thousand is provided to the entrepreneur as credit 
linked back ended subsidy on a package of machines worth ₹1.5 million for 
Sub-Plan Area and ₹1 million for a package of machines worth ₹2.5 million 
in other areas. Under Shakambhri scheme, started in the year 2005–06, 75% 
subsidy is given on Diesel/electric/kerosene/open well submersible pump sets 
(up to 5HP) and 50% on dug well to the small and marginal farmers.37 The 
government has initiated a new scheme called ‘Indira Gaon Ganga Yojana’, 
to provide assured water supply to every village by pumping up the available 
ground water and augmenting traditional water resources.

Except for the 50 per cent subsidy on dug wells as aforementioned, and 
may be Indira Gaon Ganga Yojana, the benefits of other schemes accrue to 
the big and capitalist farmers, who can bear the high cost of pumps. Subsidy 
for installing tube wells, a landmark initiative of the present government, has 
been cornered by the big farmers with political contacts in district bureaucracy 
(interviews of FR Mishra, 2011 and Sahu, a driver, 2011). Like Shah (2007) 
has described in the case of Gujarat, small farmers in Chhattisgarh have had 
to resort to informal credit and take pumps on rent to irrigate their lands. The 
Human Development Report (HDR) of 2005 points to the dearth of alternate 
employment opportunities for small farmers as one of the main reasons for 
high incidence of poverty in the area (UNDP, 2005: 202). 

To add to the plight of small farmers, water has been continuously diverted 
to industry. In Champa, the diversion of water to power plants has forced 
farmers to opt for irrigating their lands with pumps instead of natural sources. 
The process of getting pumps installed is made complicated by the need to 
secure permission from the Sub-Divisional Magistrate.38 Further, difficulties 
in securing adequate documents for completing governmental formalities, as 
well as the presence of corrupt officials make the process inaccessible for small 
farmers. A local activist filed an RTI to find out about the quantity of water 
supply to farmers, but no data could be given by the government. 

Income from cultivation has fallen for the poorer farmers, and the 
desperation and helplessness they undergo has increased. Sugarcane growers 
have suffered because the government has filed a caveat and banned the farmers 
from making gud (jaggery) at home and selling it. This has been done to ensure 
that there is a steady supply of sugarcane to the Kawardha sugar mill, because 
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the mill was not receiving enough raw material. Another sugar mill has been 
opened at Sarguja, which will hike up the demand for raw sugarcane. Sugarcane 
cultivation and selling does not offer a high margin of profit. Farmers earn 
about ₹ 2100 per 10 quintals of sugarcane, and spend ₹ 500 on transporting 
the crop to the buyer, thereby resulting in low profit margins. In states such as 
Uttar Pradesh, farmers get around ₹ 3000 for the same quantity of sugarcane, 
as a farmer noted (interviews of a farmer in Kawardha, 2011 and an activist 
in Raipur, 2011). The helplessness of small farmers is exemplified in the sad 
reality of rising number of suicides in Champa district between 2001 and 
2006. The rate of suicide is lower among paddy farmers, because cultivation 
of paddy incurs lower debt. 

Overall, the overwhelming importance the state has accorded to the 
adoption of labour-saving technology inherently perpetuates the effect of 
under-valuing labour in both agricultural and industrial sectors, which is acting 
as a push factor for small farmers to join the non-agricultural labour pool.

4.2.5 Mechanism of pacif ication: Public distribution system  
and RSS intervention

The PDS in Chhattisgarh has paid rich dividends to the government. Under 
the PDS, rice is distributed at the rate of ₹s 1 for BPL (below poverty level) 
households, and ₹s 2 to the APL (above poverty line) households. Making rice 
available for cheap prices and thereby saving people from starvation in a poor 
state has resulted in the population developing a sense of gratitude towards the 
government. This is particularly important, because the price a paddy farmer 
gets for his produce is lower than the cost of production, as triangulated in 
fieldwork, and inflation has added to their suffering. Despite such deprivation, 
it has not resulted in bitterness towards the government. Instead, food security 
has earned public loyalty for the government. Social workers and academics 
have a different reaction to PDS. They contend that PDS has destroyed the 
capacity of people to judge the oppression they are being subjected to and the 
way their land is being bought over by external agents. This has prevented 
people from organising themselves for any protest against the government 
(interview of a journalist in Raipur, 2011). 

A politician regarded PDS as making the local population lazy and reluctant 
to work. PDS was acting against the tribal farmers, pushing them into social 
malpractices and economic poverty. The rice that they get from PDS is also 
often sold in black market, and with this money they buy desi daru or country 
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liquor called mohua (interviewee from Raipur, 2012). He contended that 
‘drinking mohua has left the masses too drowsy to raise their voices, or even 
realise how they are being robbed’ (interviewee Dixit from Korba, 2011). He 
pointed out that the production and sale of mohua has been legalised under 
the BJP government, which he feels has added to the further deterioration of 
awareness of the masses. Even though the government keeps promising to close 
liquor shops and puts up huge posters with Gandhi in Raipur city, appealing 
people to give up drinking, respondents reported that the number of shops 
has gone up in the last few years. 

Developmental efforts to change the lives of the tribal population decisively 
have been few. However, persistent means have been employed to politically 
bring them within the fold of BJP. Jashpur has 11,000 RSS full-time workers, 
whose job is to convert the religion of tribal population, and turn them into 
BJP supporters. BJP MP Dilip Singh Judeo organised huge festivals for 
reconversion in order to polarise the local population39 (Saxena and Rai, 2009). 
The effects of this penetrated the villages and, as a result, a mass support base 
has been established for the party at the grassroots. By organising periodic 
conversion programmes, the Hindutva card acted as an ideological plank to 
bring voters together. Movements to organise masses along class lines has been 
systematically weakened in the process. Other means have been employed to 
capture support in rural parts of Chhattisgarh, as discussed in the next section.

4.2.6 Different ways of choosing allies in the countryside

Given the large forest cover in Chhattisgarh, the tribal population living in 
remote parts of the state have had little connection with farmers in other 
parts of the state. The region comprising of Chhattisgarh was one of the 
most neglected areas in Madhya Pradesh before a separate state was carved 
out. The last decade in Chhattisgarh has, thus, seen various attempts by the 
state to percolate the countryside. This has involved selecting ally groups of 
the state, who can take its agenda forward. This objective has been served by 
two bodies – the farmer organisations and the local government institutions. 

Role of the Bharatiya Kisan Sangh and its ties to big farmers

The areas of influenced by BKS lie mainly in the plains of Chhattisgarh, 
specifically in Raipur, Bilaspur, and Durg. Its members were part of the Land 
Bachao Andolan (Save the Land Movement) that was in force in Raipur in 2011. 

arana
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The BKS was waging a battle to protect the land of 27 villages around Raipur, 
which was being lost under the new Raipur project.40 It has a membership 
of over 6000 farmers with land holding size varying from two to 100 acres. 
Members of the Sangh were met during the field work, and all were noted to 
be big farmers, owning more than 10 acres each, while its President owned 25 
acres. They belonged to OBC – either Sahu or Chandrakar – communities. 
They are distinct from the industrial class and are not capitalist farmers. None 
of them own rice mills or have any connection with mining, though over the 
past decade, they have diversified by opening small retail shops, trading in 
agricultural inputs, thekedari (taking construction contracts), and government 
jobs. These are opportunities thrown up by urbanisation and the growing 
importance of Raipur city (FGD in Raipur, September 2011). 

They listed their demands as higher land price and jobs in the new factories, 
universities, and hospitals coming up on their land. One of their demands was 
that jobs requiring Class IV or V qualification be reserved for their people. 
For instance, the security guard employed in the Central Law University, 
Raipur was from their village and had lost his job; their demand was that he 
be reinstated. Another demand was for free medical treatment in the Vedanta 
hospital coming up on their land. They added that the land given to this 
hospital was free because, on paper, it was a NGO. However, their perception 
is that Vedanta works only for profit. Further, education for the next generation 
is one of their main concerns. Few of their sons were studying engineering, 
while others were pursuing computer courses. They repeatedly argued that this 
would help their children shift out from the village life. Their demands were 
region specific, and they were expecting small favours from the state, mainly 
operating along lines of patronage. They confirmed that private dalaals make 
four times as much as a farmer makes in a land deal. They want to be sell land 
directly to industries. It can be inferred that industries or land loss was not 
seen as a problem, rather they wanted better prices for land. 

If one can consider the BKS as a movement, and for the sake of argument let 
us assume it is one, two unique characteristics of the movement were identified 
– organisation and political contact. The BKS operations are absent in districts 
other than Raipur, especially the tribal majority districts with concentration 
of small farmers. This is probably because the aim of this organisation is to 
mobilise the big and middle farmers who are better informed and educated than 
farmers in most other parts of the state. The richer farmers are also mobilised 
and, thus, operate as a definite vote bank. Their OBC caste affiliation also 
makes them an ally to the state, which makes serious attempts to entertain 
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their demands. In Durg, big capitalist farmers show political connection with 
BKS and are also well-educated. Their strength was exhibited when they 
organised a successful resistance to stop industries from coming into their 
district, Bemetara. Bemetara was newly created as a district from Durg, so 
they were essentially the same farmers. They cashed in on the opportunity 
presented by new and high-value crops such as karela (bitter gourd), chana 
(chick peas), and tomato (interviewee Vijendra from Raipur, October 2011). 
There is coexistence of soybean cultivation and horticulture in these district. 
Durg presents a reverse case of Champa, where despite land sale being high, 
organised farmer resistance has not emerged. A possible reason could be that 
majority of farmers in Champa have continued with paddy cultivation. Given 
the low profit margin, if there is any profit margin at all, they have been caught 
up in the struggle for survival and been left on their own in the struggle. 

A close relationship between capitalist agriculture and political organisation 
among big farmers can be speculated, which is of course aided by state support. 
The big and capitalist farmers are important for the state, which envisions 
large-scale, highly productive mechanised agriculture as the only way forward. 
Hence, the demands of these farmers are treated more seriously. It indicates 
these factions form a part of the political settlement; however, their position 
is much weaker to that of industrial capitalist, the other class which forms 
part of the settlement.

4.2.7 Panchayati Raj Institutions 

A key contribution of the BJP government has been the running of anganwadis 
under Panchayat Raj Institutions. The Panchayati Raj system41 covers around 
20,000 villages in the state and has a total of 1,36,393 representatives. 
Altogether, close to 150 thousand people in rural Chhattisgarh are involved 
in the strengthening of self-government and the democratic process (UNDP, 
2005: 159). Anganwadis have been effective in addressing the issue of food 
and nutrition for children below the age of 7 years and providing them with 
preliminary education. Several respondents acknowledged that panchayats 
have effectively created an elite within the village, who enjoy access to the 
upper echelons of the government. Its chief role has been implementing the 
central government schemes, rather than making the grassroots a part of the 
government. 

In one village in Korba, I met the Upsarpanch,42 who is involved in the 
recovery of bank loans.43 He informed that the only huller (rice dehusker) in 
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the nearby area, where paddy from adjacent villages is also processed, is owned 
by a big farmer with 20 acres of landholding. This particular farmer held the 
position of sarpanch for eight years between 2003 and 2011. He maintains 
close contact with urban traders and lives in the nearby town, is the owner 
of the only tractor in the area, and charges a high rent for it. In this case, the 
panchayat head was not only a big farmer, but is also into agro-processing and 
is a capitalist farmer who is able to adopt machinery, unlike the rest. This 
points to the concentration of economic and political power at the village level, 
leading to class consolidation. 

With the 73rd and 74th Amendments to the Indian Constitution and 
the resultant wave of decentralisation and introduction of three-tier system 
at village level, a lot of hope was pinned on upholding demands of the rural 
population. However, success in this regard has been limited in most parts of 
India. This is the case in Chhattisgarh as well. As reflected in several interviews 
during the field work, panchayats have not empowered village communities, nor 
have they created channels for representing demands from below to the top in 
the three-tier system. They operate as implementing agencies of the state and 
central governments. The administrative officers seem more occupied with 
implementation of the central government policies and do not know much 
about land acquisition or mining projects. They are generally disconnected with 
the ground reality of the villages around them. A legal loophole that makes 
the panchayats depend heavily on bureaucracy is associated with something as 
basic as convening a meeting. Panchayats are powerless to the extent that they 
cannot even convene a meeting of gramsabha44 without prior permission of 
the Collector. The procedure states that if one-third of a village community 
demands a village meeting, then it must be convened. However, it is noticed 
in several cases that even if such applications are made, the Collector/CEO 
rejects the application on the ground that ‘meeting on such issues can disrupt 
the peace’. In implementing the state policies, the sarpanch must be careful in 
maintaining loyalty to higher authorities. It creates subservience of politically 
elected members to the state functionaries. Respondents mentioned that 
corruption is rampant in the functioning of PRIs. In any new project, the 
Collector, the block officer, the zilla parishad head, the sarpanch, and the 
sachiv45 have fixed rates of cut, as laid out by informal rules of the nexus. The 
elected representatives act as allies of the ruling class – political and capitalist. 
In the process, they get alienated from the village people and their issues. 

The consensus among interviewees was that winning a panchayat election 
requires an investment of ₹1 million on an average (Association for Democratic 
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Reforms, 2012 and 2013). Two elected PRI members accepted having spent 
such money in their past elections. A local activist said, ‘farmers in many 
instances cannot afford such money, so they seek help from local rich people 
– dalaals, local contractor, or political fixers, and so once one assumes power, 
his allegiance lies with them rather than his fellow villagers’ (interviewee 
from Korba, August 2011). If it is their own money, post-victory, they indulge 
in corrupt practices to earn the money back. Money assumes a central role 
in deciding the candidates’ chances, and being in office involves making up 
for the money spent and eventually accumulating further (interviewee Gaur 
from Dhamtari, 2011). It was also reported that the dalaals work for legislative 
assembly members and bureaucrats, but the latter also have family members 
occupying positions at local institutions. 

An MLA’s kin (named Srimati Bhil), for instance, is presiding over the 
panchayat in Chhattisgarh plains. On visiting Srimati Bhil’s office, we were 
informed by her secretary that she was largely absent from office and did not 
take much interest in the zilla parishad’s functioning. In case anyone wanted 
a meeting with her or had a complaint to lodge, they would have to go to her 
home or talk to her husband, a political leader. Clearly, at least in this case, 
institutions of decentralisation seem to be mere extensions of centralisation 
and women reservation and has contributed to deepening social structures of 
hierarchy rather than challenging them. On the eve of elections, Mrs Bhil 
organises huge parties where villagers are invited to enjoy ‘murga and daru’ 
(chicken and alcohol). She also goes to women Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and 
finds out what is needed and supplies the same. During the last election, she 
supplied dari ’ (mats) to several such SHGs and earned their support. This is 
a case of personalisation of power, since most often, Mrs Bhil expects to be 
visited at her residence for official or unofficial work. This is also a case of 
how patron–client relations operate and keeps any organised protest from small 
farmers at abeyance (interviewees Dixit from Korba, September 2011 and 
Mohanram from Korba, September 2011). A fascinating fact emerged in the 
field. Although an ST candidate, she and her husband have Brahmins among 
their political cadres, who act as the link between the party and village. In 
Banshankari, a village adjacent to South Eastern Coalfields Limited mines, 
the village’s Brahmin family has a lot of reverence among the local population, 
which includes both SCs and STs. A member of the family is a member of 
BJP and works very closely with the politician. The Brahmin cadre uses his 
traditional status and social respect to earn allegiance from the local population. 
Pursuing his studies in law, he is also seen as someone better educated and 
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informed than the rest, so it adds to the confidence people have in him. His 
father continues to be the purohit (temple priest). Otherwise middle farmers, 
they have done better than other families because of their access to education 
and political connections. Here, caste has lost its relevance, as political class 
commands power over any caste hierarchy. 

In another instance, a woman panch (member) whom I interviewed informed 
she hardly participated in functioning of the panchayats, because she did not 
get to know the date and timing for these meetings. She had restrictions on 
stepping out of the house by her male relatives, so being part of the public 
interface was a remote possibility. On asking why she did not attend meetings, 
her reply was that she had no information. The case confirms that formal 
political institutions can impact socio-economic structures, where information 
acts as a tool to exclude these new entrants to that public realm (interviewee 
Sunita from Korba, September 2011).

Democratic consciousness is important to realise the potential of 
decentralisation, which is grossly lacking among the uneducated tribal 
population. So even if they get elected, it is only titular. A case was narrated 
where the upsarpanch and secretary controlled the decisions taken without 
listening to the sarpanch, a ST candidate. If the latter is absent, the SDM46 
reserves the power to cancel his post or ask him to leave on account of 
irregularity. In case of corruption accusations, the sarpanch, who is the main 
signatory to any document, is penalised, and, given their illiteracy, they often 
do not understand the language used in the documents. They always live in 
fear of getting framed on illegal charges and have to depend on the secretary 
(interviewee Rao from Bilaspur, 2011). Once again, state bureaucracy exerts 
tremendous control on the elected candidates. Instances have been reported 
where contractors have pumped money into the local institution elections to 
ensure their candidate’s victory. This essentially paves the way to buying the 
candidate’s agreement for any new projects or land acquisitions the contractor 
might propose (interviews of the CPM President, July 2011 and a PRI member 
from Dhamtari, August 2011). The contractors are part of the new petty 
bourgeoisie who have accumulated through rapid industrialisation and seldom 
are from capitalist class. 

All the findings suggest that PRIs have not brought about democratic 
empowering at grassroots. Instead, a class of beneficiaries has been created that 
feeds on state resources and consolidates their class position. Even though they 
are farmers, they have become part of the old petty bourgeoisie. The state, as 
it emerged, is fully aware of that and is happy to have loyalists at grassroots, 
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who will endorse their positions on land acquisition and other malpractices, 
when needed. Political position has also acted as a means of rent extraction 
from other farmers, when the elected leader is the owner of machinery such 
as huller or tractor, thus adding to accumulation by big capitalist farmers. Few 
middle farmers have accumulated through political leverage. Caste, where 
relevant, is used to win people’s support for electoral purposes. Where caste 
is not relevant, other dole outs (patronage) serve the purpose. Patron–client 
relations are rampant in the functioning of PRIs. A furtherance of old petty 
bourgeoisie through reservation has been identified, where new members 
from SC and ST gain access to state resources and, thus, accumulate, but they 
remain subservient to state bureaucracy.

4.3 Conclusion: Rural and urban Chhattisgarh are not miles apart

Political settlement consists of a coalition between the industrial class, big and 
capitalist farmers, petty bourgeoisie, and the political class. The state and class 
relations in Chhattisgarh can be aptly characterised as ‘personal fusion’, a term 
used by Bob Jessop (1983) to define almost overlapping relation between the 
state and capitalist class, as discussed in Chapter 1. The state is not at a mature 
state, and to that extent, does not enjoy autonomy from the capitalist class. 

Among the political settlement factions, the industrial class undoubtedly 
dominates the political settlement, which consists of interests such as mining, 
cement, and real estate, and is pervaded by a common agenda, that is, extraction 
of natural resources such as forest, land, and water. As discussed earlier in the 
chapter, to call it a ‘lobby’ would be a misnomer, as the representatives of the 
industrial class are an integral part of the state – both bureaucracy and politician 
– and hence do not operate outside the state apparatus. To quote a veteran 
journalist, ‘they are not lobbies, but are the government itself ’. The capitalist 
class discovers new opportunities to perpetuate its interests and existence. For 
instance, the rice mill lobby, despite losing its central position to other lobbies 
over the last decade, has managed to preserve itself by tapping into the godown 
subsidy. In the past decade, the rice mill lobby has shrunk, because fewer but 
bigger mills are now operating in the domain, fostering a kind of monopoly. 

The second member of the political settlement is the big and capitalist 
farmer. Call for input centricity in agriculture and support for cash/high-value 
crops reflect the concern of the state for this class, which is a distant second 
to the capitalist class in terms of clout. Unlike Gujarat, agrarian surplus is 
not contributing to industrial capital in Chhattisgarh. The investment for 
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industries comes from external private players such as Vedanta and Jindal, and 
within the state, surplus is generated by merchant capital. The state guards the 
interests of the big and capitalist farmer class by providing new opportunities, 
higher income through cash crops, supporting them in receiving loans from 
formal sources, and subsidy for private irrigation. Alongside, new avenues of 
diversification are also ensured in the state’s agricultural policy, such as retailing 
in various agricultural inputs from seeds to machinery and money-lending to 
small farmers.

The western districts of Chhattisgarh have diversified more effectively and 
moved ahead in capitalist agriculture than the eastern districts, which are 
mostly paddy-producing districts. In the eastern districts, a significant presence 
of traders such as marwaris was noted, who control the seed–pesticide–tractor 
business as opposed to western districts, where the big capitalist farmers have 
diversified to these trades. Western districts show the presence of capitalist 
farmers from Haryana, who are involved in cultivating horticultural crops in 
a technology-intensive manner. With cash crops gaining ground, the role of 
traders has assumed a critical position, as they provide godowns and storage 
facilities. 

State-level politics is undermined by politics at local levels of administration. 
In gaining control on natural resources and land, the class dominating the 
district-, block-, and village-level politics plays a pivotal role. This class 
typically includes members of bureaucracy such as the District Collector and 
elected members of PRI. PRI members have been accumulating through 
rent collection in the past decade, with more state resources diverted to rural 
accounts under schemes such as the MGNREGA. Bureaucracy has had direct 
economic benefits as observed in Korba, where a bureaucrat’s kin is the local 
contractor for a corporate. There are also indirect benefits such as being in 
the good books of the ministers by serving their interests and earning extra 
from corruption. Looking at the functioning of the state, Jung (2011) sums it 
up appropriately, ‘local government officials and petty contractors seeped in 
corruption and insensitive to local cultural traditions have presided over the 
interior hinterlands and deprived these areas of even basic infrastructure like 
roads, drinking water, schools, small irrigation facilities, or markets where local 
products can sell at a profit’. State-level leaders do not have to visit a village; 
in fact, they operate through fine networking with big farmers and petty 
bourgeoisie (interviews of a technocrat, 2011 and a political leader, 2011). The 
professional class is also benefitting through urban opportunities such as being 
employed by seed–pesticide companies or mining companies. DuPont, among 
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others, has employed well-educated professionals at high salaries and thereby 
removing their dependence on the public sector for any kind of employment. It 
makes them a part of the political settlement, providing support to the interest 
of the dominant classes in the settlement.

A complementary role is being played by PDS in the state by keeping an 
ideological control on the masses. Respondents suggested that it has been 
effective in muting voices of protest so far. Across interviews, it emerged that 
PDS and reservation are the two policies that have effectively appeased the 
public. The PDS system in the state runs smoothly, and people perceive it 
positively. The control of rations remains in the hands of the village sarpanch, 
the panchayat head, but most people do receive provisions under the PDS. 
Protests and movements have been directed to earning favours such as higher 
compensation in Land Bachao Andolan. People’s struggles are mercilessly 
crushed by the state, as seen in Dhamtari. Distribution of state favours such as 
PRI seats and share in public funds such as MGNREGS effectively dissipate 
people’s united struggle by creating patron–client relation.

As the Chhattisgarh government focuses on two aspects – good governance 
and good infrastructure – the state’s role becomes that ‘of an enabler and 
facilitator of creative energies of its people’ (Berthet and Kumar, 2011: 105). 
It moves away from a redistributive role, and does not rank social justice as a 
high priority. Economic growth is the ultimate objective and, for agricultural 
sector, small farmers cannot drive that. Hence, the state subsidies and schemes 
are directed at big and capitalist farmers. The emphasis on technology-driven 
solutions for replacing labour as a factor of agricultural production is a direct 
indication of the state’s disdain for small farmers. The line of argument adopted 
by bureaucrats is ‘we should favour consolidation of holdings and increase 
mechanisation to facilitate large scale agriculture’, a crucial part of which is 
releasing land from small farmers to ensure a continuous supply of land for 
proprietary classes to procure and further the process of accumulation. This 
is a case of ABD, realised through the state’s policy on agriculture. State 
emerges as an actor facilitation fulfilment of the capitalist class’ demand for 
land (Levien, 2011).

Another significant class comprising the political settlement in Chhattisgarh 
is the petty bourgeoisie. Poulantzas (1973) has argued that the petty bourgeoisie 
can be divided into two – old and new. The new petty bourgeoisie emerges as 
capitalism progresses and grows through opportunities created by the market, 
while the old petty bourgeoisie thrives on state and its resources. Drawing 
a parallel from this argument, the big farmers and landlords are part of the 
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political settlement, but other sectors do not depend on agricultural surplus 
as a source of investment, which explains why big farmers actually draw their 
significance more for political reasons than economic. Their presence in 
bureaucracy and access to state fund through MGNREGS and cooperative 
societies is ascribing the character of old petty bourgeoisie on some of them. 
At the same time, a new petty bourgeois class is emerging from opportunities 
created by the neo-liberal policies, accumulating through land contracting, land 
deals, retail shops of agricultural products, and money lending, as observed in 
the field. The merchant capital is dominant, investing in primary industries, 
but, in the transformation, the kind of capitalism unfolding in the state has 
been predatory. Surplus extraction emerges as the dominant objective with 
little regard for any kind of skilled employment and sustainability. Bureaucracy 
is found enjoying political authority and gaining from rent income due to 
corruption. Its interest has made it a closer ally to the capitalist class than in 
the 1980s, as Bardhan had argued. This possibly explains why Chhattisgarh 
is so low on food security index and continues to have incidence of violent 
conflict by the Maoists.

Within agriculture, the trends are twofold. Farmers in the plains such as 
Raipur and Durg districts are trying to consolidate their land holdings and 
increase acreage, while those in other districts such as Kawardha are selling 
land to real estate and industry due to unviability of agriculture. A veteran 
farmer-cum-politician commented ‘a common farmer is twice oppressed, once 
when they sell their produce for low prices given the urgency to pay back debts, 
and once again, when they buy food items from market at inflated prices’, 
because PDS does not cover the entire food demand of the family (interviewee 
Mishra, October 2011).

The capitalist class and political class ensure sources of accumulation for 
the rural proprietary classes. Fieldwork showed that the ‘middleman’ takes 
advantage of policy lapses, or the big and capitalist farmer who has been getting 
loans from formal sources and seeds and fertilisers from cooperatives, or those 
who as traders selling new inputs, are more than mere economic gainers. They 
belong to either the big or capitalist farmer class or capitalist class. They also 
have a political entity, tied to the ruling classes based in urban centres or even 
the state capital. The two sets of actors work to secure mutual gain. The rural 
proprietary classes further their interest in land acquisition and access to forest 
resources, duly supported by the capitalist and the political class.

Small-holding cultivation has been steadily becoming unviable, and a key 
argument of the study is that this change is induced by the state’s agricultural 
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policy since 2000, which emphasises on input-centricity and high-value crops. 
Farmer interest has ruptured along class lines, and big and middle farmers 
are pinning their energy on negotiation for better prices such as in the case of 
Land Bachao Andolan in Raipur (Save the Land movement). Such instances 
have been observed in other districts, where protests are organised on the issue 
of land acquisition, and once dalaals offer higher prices for land, the protest is 
withdrawn. The divorce between small and big farmers interest has weakened 
the overall interest of farmers. 

Gentleman farmers are the new players in agriculture, who are gradually 
gaining an upper hand in the sector. They are essentially bringing in investment 
into agriculture from other sectors. It is driven by the logic that land is the 
most lucrative investment, and horticulture and agri-business are profit-making 
enterprises. With the state government support, it is even more profitable. 
Reliance corporate has entered the soybean market already. They offer farmers 
₹12, while the market rate is ₹10. They are procuring from sources in the 
districts of Champa and Bilaspur. They have taken up huge tracts of land to 
do contract farming. Monsanto, Reliance, Pepsi, and numerous corporates 
are investing in land and using a part of it, at best for agriculture. The state is 
supportive of them in the hope of fast growth in the sector. Sectoral support 
for agriculture cannot be equated with support for all farmers, as many use 
these interchangeably.

Endnotes
 1. A programme was taken up by the Indian government in 2009 to cleanse the 

Maoist groups from the affected states. Paramilitary forces were used, and the 
state governments also provided their forces.

 2. The amount was ₹17,671 crores (6.2 per cent share) in 2007–08 as compared to 
₹2,365 crores earlier, as part of MP.

 3. They are statutorily permitted some access to forests.
 4. It is the right wing, voluntary, Hindu nationalist group maintaining close contact 

with BJP.
 5. Forestdwelling religious centres run by the party.
 6. Tribals historically are worshippers of nature and are thus not followers of Hinduism.
 7. It literally means courtyard shelter. The government of India started a programme 

in 1975 to provide food and medical facilities to village children to combat hunger 
and malnutrition. 

 8. Godhra refers to communal violence that occurred in central Gujarat in 2002 and 
evidence finds that it had support from the state officials and thus a part of BJP 
agenda (Oommen, 2008).
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 9. More than the other two states being studied.
 10. There are many families such as the Deewans who have lived here since pre-

independence, while many have come in over the past two decades. I met them in 
Raipur; they are into diamond business and also have several petrol pumps and own 
land all over the state. They have contact with ministers and rice millers.

 11. Their relationship with the tribal population was of pure extraction – their natural 
resources, their land, and even their women were used by the Agarwals. 

 12. Local market often located in suburb or small towns where wholesalers and farmers 
sell their produce.

 13. Government of India has launched ‘Grameen Bhandaran Yojana’ w.e.f. 01.04.2001. 
It is generally 33.3 per cent of the total cost.

 14. The FCI is in charge of management of food security issues, so it procures crops 
and distributes it under the PDS since 1964. 

 15. I met a junior bureaucrat who shared the same experience. Instead of rule-abiding 
they are expected to obey the politicians to remain in office. 

 16. The papers filed for RTI were shared with me. 
 17. Unfortunately, it is difficult for a researcher to break into social circles of businessmen 

and get details of how they get their deals. Though I could not directly triangulate 
the information, I deemed it fit to include it in the book given how rarely such 
information appear in a book. I verified these findings with a politician whom I 
knew personally to understand how deals in mining sector were forged.

 18. These categories of farmer are often uneducated and unaware of paperwork. 
 19. See Savita Rath India Unheard on YouTube for more details. 
 20. The primary objective for their production is for self-consumption, and given their 

poor connection with suburban centres, they are quite removed from the market. 
 21. Schedule V under Indian Constitution is meant to protect land rights of tribal/

indigenous population whose identity and rights are linked to their land. It covers 
9 states in India. 

 22. For more details refer to Kiran Bhatia and B.G. Banerjee, Tribal demography of the 
Gonds, (New Delhi: Gyan Publishing House, 1988) and R. C.Varma, Indian Tribes 
through the Ages (New Delhi: Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, 1995). 

 23. However, the Chandrakars, who were big farmers and were located closer to Raipur, 
are said to have managed to build political connections. There are a few ministers 
and bureaucrats from the caste group who are members of BKS, the RSS farmer 
wing. This membership is not common in other districts. Like all political parties in 
India, BJP through RSS has organised different interest groups. This is to provide 
a specialised support group; one of them is BKS. There is a detailed discussion on 
BKS later in the chapter.

 24. Bilaspur represents a big city. 
 25. The farmers who have already borrowed money from cooperative society. 
 26. Intermediaries who set up land deals. 
 27. It took me three visits to actually meet the officer concerned.
 28. I met one farmer who was present in the protest. 
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 29. The government websites often do not have a year of publication. 
 30. Big and middle farmers are 24 per cent of farmers and own 66 percent of cultivable 

land. 
 31. Death of a local Satnami Dalit was reported, who was found dead for resisting the 

procurement.
 32. When I visited these farms, one could see little of what was happening inside. High 

gates and dense fence kept it away from common eyes.
 33. Value Added Tax, an indirect tax collected by the government on all sales, has been 

waived on agricultural implements to foster faster mechanisation. This is a kind of 
subsidy. 

 34. These are district reports prepared by the United Nations Development Programme 
(2005) on the basis of survey covering 15 per cent of local population. 

 35. Chhattisgarh: Poverty, Growth and Inequality. The World Bank. May 20, 2016. 
 36. Department of Agriculture, Government of Chhattisgarh. http://agridept.cg.gov.in/

agriculture/Agri_Engg_Activities.htm. 
 37. For more details, visit http://agridept.cg.gov.in/agriculture/enginee.htm
 38. District-level administrative officer.
 39. Hindutva groups opine that tribal people are Hindus, though their religious beliefs 

and practices are very different from mainstream Hinduism
 40. The city of Raipur, the state capital, is being extended to accommodate the demand for 

urbanisation which is termed as the New Raipur project. It will incur an investment 
of ₹400,000 million and will have an area of 36,000 hectares to accommodate 5.4 
lakh people, which is being planned.

 41. There are 9,139 Gram Panchayats, 146 Janpad Panchayats (at the Bloc level), and 
16 Zilla Panchayats in the state (Human Development Report, 2005).

 42. Second highest post in the village level body of local self-government.
 43. He is growing vegetables from the seeds distributed by the state government. When 

I asked him if he would want to live in the city, he replied ‘even if I am out till 10 
p.m. I come back home. The village is my home’.

 44. Lowest level of three-tier system of PRI.
 45. Government officer who works as secretary to gram panchayat.
 46. He is a member of bureaucracy heading the tehsil office.




