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Abstract

This thesis explores understandings of the state in rural Jharkhand, Eastern India. It asks
how and why certain groups exert their influence within the modern state in India, and
why others do not. To do so the thesis addresses the interrelated issues of ex-zamindar
and ex-tenant relations, development, corruption, democracy, tribal movements,
seasonal casual labour migration, extreme left wing militant movements and moral
attitudes towards drink and sex. This thesis is informed by twenty-one months of
fieldwork in Ranchi District of which, for eighteen months, a village in Bero Block was

the research base.

The thesis argues that at the local level in Jharkhand there are at least two main groups
of people who hold different, though related, understandings of the state. There is a local
elite, usually descendants of the old zamindars, who both understands state ideas and
interacts in its local processes. Understanding state ideas is, however, different to an
internalisation of, or a commitment to, them. Indeed, the thesis argues that local elite
interaction with the state is ultimately guided by their seeing state resources as for their
own vested interests. A contrasting understanding of the state is held, however, by the
second main group, the poorer tribal peasantry, who are usually descendants of the
tenants of the old zamindars. They see the state as a new, outside and foreign agency
that is not legitimated in the world of their spirits. As such, they see the state as

dangerous and exploitative and seek to minimise interaction with it.

The thesis suggests that there is a political economy through which the tribal peasant
idea of the state, as distinct from and separate to tribal society, is reproduced. It is
suggested that, due to their desires to limit the number of people interacting with the
state, the local elite enhances the reproduction of the tribal peasant view. Furthermore,
the thesis suggests that even alternative stéte visions, which appear to be concerned
about the welfare of the ‘exploited’ and ‘suppressed’ tribals of Jharkhand, such as that of
the new tribal state movement or that of the extreme left-wing Maoist Communist

Centre, only serve to further marginalize and suppress those they allegedly serve.
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Glossary of Selected Hindi and Nagpuria Terms

Throughout the text I have tried to use the English translation as opposed to the
Nagpuria or Hindi terms wherever possible. Where an English equivalent could not
satisfactorily be found to convey the local term, I have transliterated the spoken Hindi
and Nagpuria into Roman script. I have tried to provide the simplest form in the text. I
have thus left out diacritical versions and have given priority to the way words sound
rather than to the conventions of Sanskrit orthography. The glossary below is intended

as an aid to the reader and includes only those words that appear several times in the

text.

adivasi literally meaning aboriginal or first settler. Now a common
term for ‘tribal’.

akhra village dancing circle

angandbadi preschool

angrez English

arwa rice rice which is husked when raw (ie not boiled before
husking).

bada big, important

banda pig

bandh road blockade

bari upland to build houses and have small vegetable gardens

bhagat man who has the capacity to be a spirit medium.

bhaktein woman who has the capacity to be a spirit medium.

bhat cooked rice

bhatu brother-in-law

bhutkhetta land land set aside for the spirits. The men who receive this land
are the bhutkhetta beneficiaries.

bhuinhar Oraon term for first settler

chai tea
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chanda

charpoy

dal

dan
dhan
dhangar

dhoti
dhuku-dhara
dhumkuria
diku

do number kam

doin

English
ghairmazrua
garib

gau ka kam
ghotul

ghus

hadia

hotel

jati
Jjatra
jola
Jungli

khalihan

donations

a bed made of a bamboo frame across which jute rope is
stretched in a criss-cross net

lentils

unreciprocated gift

husked rice

servant who lives in the house of his mater and does any
work requested in return for a bed, food, clothes and
sometimes a small sum of money.

loin cloth

cases of illicit love affairs

village dormitory (called ghotul in other areas)

outsider

literally meaning ‘second number work’ but indicating
illegal dealings

lowland

generic local term for Indian beers, whisky, rum and gin
land without occupancy rights

poor

village work

village dormitory

bribe

beer brewed from rice

usually a tea-shop which also sells fried food or a
restaurant.

sub-caste

festival

cloth bag

literally meaning ‘off the jungle’ but implying savage,
wild, dirty, backward

flat areas cleared to pound husked rice from the stalk
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khatiyan
kharif
khuntkhattidar
kurta

lakh

line hotel

lunghis
mahua
mahua pani
mandap

mashal

mela
munshi
oriya

paenbharra

paisa
pagdi
pahan
pakoras

parha

pc

purohit
raiyat
rabi

rajniti

official colonial village land record

monsoon season

munda term for first settler

long sleeved baggy shirt with no collar

one Jakh is one hundred thousand

a restaurant and sometimes rest house, on the edge of, or
lining, a major road.

wrap around loin cloth

madhuca indica

a liquor distilled from the mahua flower

stage

torch made of kerosene-dipped cloth tied to the edge of a
pole

festival

clerk

40 kilogram is equal to one oriya.

assistant of the pahan. The word literally means water-
carrier.

money

bribe

the spiritual head of the village

fried lentil and/or rice snack

a type of sacred tribal socio-political system of
governance. In which a cluster of villages forms a parha.
short for ‘percentages’. usually used to refer to the
percentage off a development programme to be illicitly
gained in its implementation.

priest

tenants

November-March season

politics
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rakhni
ropa

sadan

sahia

sajha
sal
samaj
sarkar

suction

tanr
tapu

zamindar

mistress

rice transplanting season

long-settled and mainly agricultural communities of non-
tribal origin

a friend with whom an official bond is tied to make the
friend a like a kin

share-cropping

shorea robusta

community

state

a word deriving from ‘suck’, ‘to suck’, but most closely
indicating exploitation that leads to weakening

upland

island

landlord
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Figure 1: Map to show Jharkhand
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Introduction

Preamble

I begin this thesis by describing a chain of events that were initiated by wild elephants
between November 2000 and May 2002 in the area around Tapu village, Ranchi District,
Jharkhand State, India. I want to consider the central questions of this thesis in the light
of these events. This presentation of my argument is inspired by Gluckman’s, ‘Analysis
of a Social Situation in Modern Zululand’ (1958).! Describing the opening of a new
bridge in Zululand, he isolates the important elements of the ceremony, and then traces

them back into the wider society to demonstrate their significance.

The Events

13 December 2000. It had been less than a month since I had moved to Tapu village. At
dusk I was walking back from Nadi Tola, one of the three hamlets of Tapu, to the main
Tapu hamlet when someone shouted ‘elephants!” Sure enough, about a kilometre away
from me, three large elephants and a baby were emerging from the Lang Tongri Jungle,
one of the patches of the 60.72 acres of Tapu forest. I moved from the path to the fields
where a line of people had gathered to watch them from as close as they dared. Although
most people had seen elephants before, there was great excitement. The elephants were

feeding off bamboo in the encroached upland fields, tanr, on the periphery of the forest.

People in the area say that wild elephants came to Jharkhand from Bengal. Those eating
the bamboo that day were the product of a small group that had moved from the more
densely forested Singhbhum Districts to the thinner Ranchi District forest areas about
five years ago. In Tapu, people say that over the past two years the rapid growth of the

group of elephants has made sightings more common. While in the daytime the

! This method was subsequently taken up by others such as J Clyde Mitchell (1956) in The Kalela Dance

or Turner (1974) in his ‘social dramas’.
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elephants rest in the forest, at dusk, seeking more food, they venture either to the village
fields to feast on the crops, or towards the houses where dhan (husked rice) and grain are

stored.

We watched the elephants for about half an hour. As darkness fell, they seemed to
disappear back into the forest and everyone dispersed to their houses for the evening
meal. I returned with Etwa Munda to his old goat house that we were converting into
what would become my home. We began discussing how to carve out a small window in
the mud wall to allow some daylight in, and where to put a pile of extra roof tiles he had
made, that had become the playground and home of a large family of rats. In Tapu all
the houses are made of mud walls on which bamboo or sal (shorea robusta) wood
frameworks rest to support mud roof tiles. Some, like those of the old landlords, were
more palatial. They had a maze of rooms, a storage attic, three feet wide walls, fancy
roof tiles bought from outside the village, and walls around their courtyards. Most of the
other houses, like the one I lived in, had sprouted up around and to the south of the old
landlord’s houses. They were smaller with an outer room and one or two inner rooms,
one-foot walls that tapered at the top, and formed courtyards as a result of other people,
of the same lineage, building houses around the same common space. Etwa’s house and
goat house were at the southern edge of the main hamlet, a nucleated settlement named

after the village and accommodating 74 of the 102 village households.

As we were thinking about the conversion of the goat-house, the still of the night was
broken by what sounded like a loud set of fireworks exploding one after the other. I
suggested that it might be the villagers of Bhasnanda or Mahru trying to scare away
elephants. Neither of us really paid much attention. A few minutes later there was a
second explosion of cracks and bangs. Laxman Lohra, our neighbour, began shouting
that elephants were destroying a house in the next hamlet, Deepa Toli, a few hundred
metres away. However, again, neither of us paid attention, as we thought Laxman had as
usual had one bottle of village brew too many after receiving payment for his well-

reputed blacksmith work.
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Suddenly we heard Chand and Neel Odhar knocking next door — ‘Etwa! Wake up. Have
you gone to sleep?! Don’t you know that the elephants are destroying Wahib’s house?!’
We opened the goat-house door just as a mass of people gathered in our courtyard.
Many were carrying bits of cloth wound around a pole and dipped in kerosene to make a
lighted torch, a mashal. 1 distributed my two kerosene lamps and two battery torches and
then began making mashals from old bits of cloth. As the lanterns were lit, I could hear
Etwa’s eldest brother, Somra, protesting that he didn’t want to contribute his brass plate
and sticks (that he used for his spirit appeasing rituals) to the collection of drums and
instruments that were being distributed to make warfare sounds to scare away the
elephants. A group of young men and boys rushed past our house with their glowing
mashals raised, went down the dip, skirted the pond and ran towards Wahib Khan’s
house drumming and shouting (Plate 1). They were mainly the descendants of the
tenants of the landlords - Mundas, two Pramaniks, and a few Lohras - but there were
also two descendants of the landlords or zamindars of the village - Neel and Chand
Odhar.

As we watched from outside our house, it became evident that the elephants had been
scared away. The line of lights stopped at Wahib’s house, then moved a few hundred
metres through the dispersed houses of the hamlet towards Ber Patra forest in the East,
and then towards Nati Patra forest in the West. During the hour and a half that we
watched the elephants being chased, we skirted the southern edge of Tapu hamlet where
the Munda women, children and older men were busy making small fires. There was a
sense of urgency in the air. Somra’s brother’s wife was shouting, ‘Light the fires, light
the fires, when are you people going to light them — when the elephants are here?’ A
Munda grandmother was panicking that her five-year-old grandson had not returned
from his parent’s house in Deepa Toli. The parents had gone to the brick kilns in West
Bengal and she feared he was alone. A small group of young Munda men, who had
arrived after the main group left, lit two mashals, disappeared into the darkness, and half

an hour later returned with the shaken and bewildered child.
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Three elephants had attacked Wahib’s house from separate directions, leaving three
literally elephant-sized holes (Plate 2). The sound of fireworks we had heard had in fact
been the snapping of the bamboo framework and, subsequently, the crashing of tiles as
Wahib’s roof fell down. Wahib’s ducks were in a flurry and his goats had watched as the
elephants ate away his harvest of about 30 kilograms of rice and 15 kilograms of wheat
that had been stored in his front room. Wahib (a Muslim man who was probably in his
early forties) and his wife had tried to hide their petrified children in the back room and

had then stood paralysed in the door-way linking the two rooms.

The elephants had calmly walked away when the army of main hamlet villagers
descended toward Wahib’s house with mashals and made a commotion. The animals
had visited the next village, destroyed one more house, and had been chased away, only
to return to Tapu and munch away at potatoes in one of the fields. This was the usual
pattern. If the elephants were in the patches of jungle near one set of villages, they
would be chased away from one village to another until they eventually moved further a-

field to a different set of villages - before perhaps returning to where they had started.

In response to Wahib’s ordeal, Neel Odhar offered to open up the dilapidated, disused
but only brick building in the village, opposite Wahib’s house. It was an anganbadi, a
pre-school, that Neel had built only a year before, when he was 27, as a contractor with
funds from the Bero Block Development Office of the Ministry of Rural Development.
In private, he also gave Wahib five litres of kerosene oil and firecrackers. Wahib thought
they were coming from the generosity of Neel’s family, but I found out from Neel that
the government forest department gave the supplies, as village common property, to the

village forest committee of which Neel was an executive member.
Wahib’s shaken family rested in the preschool for several nights until they gained the

courage to return to the inner room of their battered house. Everyone else eventually

wandered back to their own quarters for the night.
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At the break of dawn the next day, always crisp and very cold at that time of the year,
the gathering of some of the older village men, that usually took place on the hillock
outside our courtyard, had inevitably shifted to outside Wahib’s house. In fact, many
people had congregated around little hay fires to gaze in awe at the damage. Although
wild elephants had been highly destructive in Tapu during previous years, it had always
happened one and a half kilometres away in the lone hamlet of Nadi Tola, and even

there the destruction had not been on this scale.

I was interested in what people were saying about the destruction and as I walked up to
the crowd, I came across Neel and his distant uncle Ramesh Yadav by the pond. They
were joking that Wahib had obviously not been praying to the Ganesh Devta (the Hindu
elephant God). In light of all the books I had read on communal tension between Hindus
and Muslims in India, my ears pricked up. But as the months went on, I realized that it
was largely in the households of the Hindu landlord descendants, the Odhars, that one
came across such references. Amongst most of the Munda and other tenant descendants,
it seemed that little importance was given to the Hindu deity Ganesh and also that the
Muslims of Tapu were never spoken of as a religious ‘other’ in the way that they were in

Bero, the Block Headquarters, only about seven kilometres away.

Most other people at the site were more interested in replaying to each other the exact
details of where Wahib and his family were when the elephants arrived, as retold by
Wabhib, his wife, and children. I was struck by the lack of discussion or apparent concern
for rebuilding the house, or seeking government compensation. Wahib himself seemed
almost apathetic about the situation and appeared not to be concerned about what to do
next. Neel and Ramesh, however, had different ideas. They called Wahib over and told
him that they could get him compensation for the damage. Neel said that Wahib should
first get a letter to confirm the damage from Vishwanath Bhagat, the former Member of
the Legislative Assembly (MLA), who lived in Baridih village, five kilometres down the

seven kilometre track from Tapu to Bero.
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The crowd eventually dispersed as everyone had to go about their daily activities. Some
of the women went to collect firewood in the forest, others and some of the men went to
chip stone for Neel, Popat or Darshan (Neel’s two uncles) in the quarries of gneissic
rock in the village, others went to graze their cattle or tend their fields, and some others
went to bathe in the river, the pond or the wells. A few, like Neel, went to hang around
in Bero. I also left to walk to Bero where and then continued on to Ranchi to receive my
sister who was coming to visit from England. On our return to Tapu, I reconstructed

what had happened following my departure.

Wahib, his brother Umran, Samu Munda and his neighbour’Mangra Munda had their
baths, put on clean shirts and market day lunghis (wrap round loin cloth), ate and left
together to walk to Bero. It took them more than the usual hour because of Wahib’s
handicap - his elephantitis foot. They proceeded slowly down the track that ran from
Tapu to Bhasnanda village, through the fields of Bhasnanda, up through the degraded sal
forest and across a stream to Baridih village. Here they stopped at Vishwanath Bhagat’s
brick house and knew from his parked Maruti van that he was in. After waiting under the
jack fruit tree outside his house, Vishwanath saw them into his front room, wrote a letter
to give to the Forest Officer, signed it and told them all to put their thumb print on it too.

The group then continued to Bero.

Bero is the central administrative village of Bero Block which includes Tapu, Bero and
112 other villages. It is a dusty cluster of finished and unfinished brick constructions, of
shops and government offices line the two main roads, and houses lie behind these.
From a smaller village more akin to Baridih, Bero had expanded into its present form
during the post-Independence period, following the establishment of the State Block
Development Office in 1964. Bero developed as government officers who had been
posted there chose to remain in the village after retirement, and wealthier people from
surrounding villages migrated to set up businesses, build brick houses and have some
independence from their home villages. Neel’s brother Chand, then the proud owner of
then the only motor vehicle in Tapu, a two wheeled Bajaj scooter, owned a shop in the

line of shops on one of the roads, the National Highway 23. This was the Great Eastern
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Road, which came 40 kilometres from Ranchi, meandered past Bero, went on to
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh and eventually ended in Bombay. From his tiny shop
Chand sold and repaired bicycles, fixed punctures and also ran a slightly more lucrative
‘tent-house’ business — setting up marquees, chairs and mattresses for big functions such

as weddings.

Reaching Bero, Wahib and his companions waited for Neel by the edge of the road
outside Chand’s shop. Without Neel, Wahib was scared of approaching the Forest
Office, as he knew that he would be shouted at and turned away. Neel, dressed in a
starched and pressed sky blue shirt, beige trousers and fake grey Nike trainers bought in
Ranchi, had already arrived by bicycle from Tapu. He saw them from a nearby tea
shop/restaurant (locally called hotel) where he was munching away at pakoras (fried
lentil and/or rice snacks) and having a cup of chai (tea) with his Muslim contractor
associate from a village, neighbouring Tapu. They peacefully finished their tea and
eventually loitered down to Wahib. Together they made their way the few hundred
metres to the Forest Office. It was a Thursday, one of the two weekly market days in
Bero and a busy day for the government offices. People from the surrounding villages
came to shop or sell their goods and also to do any business they might have in the
government offices. However, on that day almost all the staff had gone to Ranchi and

there was only one munshi (clerk) present in the office.

The munshi had a look at the application and told Neel that it was inadequate as it was
signed not only by too many people, but also by a ‘bada’ (big) person, Vishwanath
Bhagat. The ex-MLA’s signature would make the application invalid as it apparently
meant that Wahib was not poor. He gave Neel an application format and told him that
the Forest Office would only pay compensation for crops. For compensation for a house,
he would have to apply separately to the Block Development Office of the Ministry of
Rural Development down the road. Wahib, Umran, Samu Munda and Mangra Munda

returned to Tapu disappointed but not surprised.
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Friday, Saturday and Sunday, Wahib continued to eamn daily wages of about Rs50% a
day, by digging a road to connect Deepa Toli to Nadi Tola, the hamlet by the river, for
Sachin Yadav, a distant cousin of Neel. Sachin had gained contractorship of the Block
Development Office scheme to build the road. These relatively high daily wages were
important for Wahib as he did not grow enough rice in the year for his family’s annual
subsistence and hence needed the supplementary income to purchase rice from the
Adhikari family (another landlord descendant family) in the village. The government
daily wage was much better than Rs35 a day earned from chipping stones for the Odhars

or working in the fields for others in the village.

On Sunday night Neel wrote a new application for Wahib. Neel told Wahib to find out
from Neel’s uncle, Manoj Odhar, the plot number for his house. Manoj had the 1932
colonial village land record, the khatiyan, which is still recognized as the official land
record of the village. From his secret black tin case kept under lock and key, old Manoj
retrieved this brittle and crumbling document. He read the never spoken but written
administrative script of the colonial time, Kaithi, which nobody else in the village could
decipher. Probably, as he was commonly known to do, he asked Wahib to give him
Rs10 for a bottle of mahua-pani (a local liquor distilled from the flower of the mahua
tree, madhuca indica) (although I forgot to ask Wahib). When I had wanted to have a
look at the document, Manoj had told me it would cost me Rs200 and that I should give
it to him as a good daughter would give to a father. In my desperation to get the
document, which I had thought in Ranchi was going to cost me Rs8000 as fees to an
advocate, I had given Manoj and advance of Rs50. However, I never received a copy
and eventually found out that he only had half the document. The other half was with
Neel’s family who had completely denied its existence to me. Wahib, more successful
than I, got all he needed from Manoj. Neel then wrote two applications for him: one for

the Forest Office and one for the Block Development Office.

2 At the time of writing, £1 was equivalent to Rs72 although over the period of my stay, it varied between
Rs65-73.
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Neel advised Wahib to go with his uncle Popat Odhar to the Forest Office as Popat knew
all the officers and as Wahib told me, ‘some were even scared of him.” But Popat had
still not returned from a trip with the Department for International Development (UK)
funded Eastern India Rain-fed Farming Project (EIRFP), where he was allegedly
representing the poor. On Monday, however, Ramesh Yadav (Neel’s more distant uncle)
offered to accompany Wahib to the Forest Office. Once again he was told that the
application was not sufficient and that they needed exact measurements of the damage.
Wahib did not even bother trying to approach the Block Office and Ramesh had no more
time to spare as he wanted to buy oil, soap and spices in the market for his weekly
household needs. Once again Wahib returned home without having accomplished his

task.

On Wednesday Popat returned from his EIRFP trip. By the time Wahib went to Popat’s
house, Popat had already heard all about his case. Popat, a tubby man, who was easily
distinguishable from other men in Tapu by his rotund belly, lived with his family in a
house that shared Neel’s courtyard. Wahib had a conversation with Popat that I never
fully found out about, but it was agreed that Popat would take him to the Forest Office
the following day. The next day, again a market day being Thursday, Wahib left for
Bero on foot at 7.30am. Popat cycled a couple of hours later, and at 10.30am they gave
the application to the Forest Guard who Popat knew well. The guard said that Forest
Officers would visit Wahib in the village the next day. Popat then rushed off to Ranchi

on some other secret mission.

On Thursday I returned to Tapu. On Friday two Forest Guards arrived in Tapu on a
motorcycle. They were there to inform the people of Tapu, and the surrounding villages,
that there would be a meeting about the elephant destruction at 10.00am the following
day in the neighbouring village of Haranji. Furthermore, the Conservator of Forest (CF)
and District Forest Officer (DFO) were going to come from Ranchi. As far as I could
tell, the guards only spoke to Umran (Wahib’s brother) and me — and only because the
two of us were chatting on the path on which they arrived. Popat, Neel and Chand had

already been informed in Bero about the meeting. In the evening, I had gone to Wahib’s
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house and realized there that his brother had not told him about the meeting. Wahib
defended Umran and said he probably thought the meeting was not important. I told
Wahib that we (my research assistant, my sister and I) were going to go, and if he
wanted, we could all go together. Wahib agreed and said he would be by my door at
9.00am.

By 9.30am the next day, Wahib was nowhere to be seen and so we decided to set off on
foot without him. Our route took us past Wahib, who was merrily spreading the mud on
the road he was helping build. He had decided that there would not be any point in going
and was going to carry on working. On my naive insistence that he accompany us, he
said he would get ready and meet us there. By 10.15am we arrived at Haranji School
where the meeting was to take place. However, the schoolteachers, sitting outside the
schools, told us that there was no Forest Office meeting scheduled for that village that

day.

A man who had just come from the neighbouring village of Ber Toli told us he had seen
the Forest Guards there. So on we continued. Half an hour later, we saw three of the
Forest Guards and a Forest Officer. But there were no villagers in sight. The Forest
Officers had no idea of the exact purpose of the meeting and could only tell us that the
CF from Ranchi had called it. By 11.00am a few people from the surrounding villages
had gathered. At around the same time as Wahib appeared, two more Forest Guards
arrived from Bero and said that the meeting had been cancelled — the DFO and CF could

not make it.

While we were speaking to Bhim, a man living in Ber Toli but brought from Bengal and
employed by the Forest Office for his special skills of chasing away elephants, I
overheard a conversation between a forest guard and a man from a nearby village who
had come to give an application for compensation for the damage done to his house by
an elephant (Plate 3). The Forest Guard was shouting at the man, ‘What is this?
Rubbish? Is this the way to write an application? This will not do! You have nothing

about lengths and breadths! Go home and do it all again and don’t bring it back to me
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unless it is perfect!’ I imagined that this was pretty much how Wahib would have been

dealt with had Popat not acted as the facilitator.

Eventually, we strolled back to Tapu with Wahib. I thought I realized why nobody else
from Tapu had been foolish enough to come; why Umran had not even bothered to tell
Wahib about the meeting; and felt guilty that I had taken Wahib away from a day’s
work. I was still naive about how such meetings were locally reputed to function. As for
those that I expected to be there like Neel and Popat, who were always present in
meetings in and outside the village, they had already found out from Bero about the

cancellation.

The next day, Sunday, we left for Jahanabaj, a village neighbouring Tapu to visit a
friend who lived there. We returned before dusk, so as to avoid encountering the
elephants on our way home. In the meantime, some of the Forest Guards had come to
Tapu for a meeting, however, nobody could tell us what the meeting was about. Those
that came to our house that night were only sceptical: ‘It was so that Popat could “build
relations” with the officers’. Indeed it seemed that they had not ventured further than
Popat’s house. A one kilogram chicken had been cooked, and there had been much
drinking. Popat himself, who over the course of my one and a half years in the area
never had time for an interview, and who always seemed to be dodging me when I
wanted to speak to him, fumbled to tell me what it was all about: ‘It was about the

neighbouring villagers stealing wood from Tapu jungle and encroaching on Tapu land.’

From the next day, I had one more non-informant — Wahib. I later figured out that Popat
had strictly instructed Wahib that if he wanted help, he should not reveal any more
information to me. I suspected that Popat was afraid that, in recounting stories to me,
Wahib would reveal the illicit activities Popat was involved in. Indeed, on that day Popat
had taken Wahib away from talking to me to his own house and from then it seemed that
Wahib didn’t share anything more than trivial jokes with me. Certainly there were no
more stories about communication with the government offices, or about how he

received compensation.
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As I cannot complete Wahib’s story, I want to continue its theme by describing a similar
event. I focus on the issue of compensation rather than on the mishap itself. In February
2001, a couple of months after Wahib’s house had been destroyed, Wahib’s daughter
and my friend Jubu Badaik’s mother, who was in her fifties, were collecting firewood in
the Lang Tongri Jungle at dawn when they suddenly came face to face with an elephant.
Wahib’s daughter made a quick get away. She ran, tripped, picked herself up and rushed
out of the forest into the village to tell the others. Jubu’s mother, however, was not so
lucky. Stunned, by being so close to such a terrifying sight, she says she cannot
remember exactly what happened and may indeed have lost consciousness. What she
recalls, however, is that the elephant trumpeted and moved towards her, snatched the
wood she had collected, kicked her, and then wandered away as she lay on the ground

waiting for it to finish her off.

In the meantime Wahib’s daughter had met someone and, as people had just woken up
and were making their way to and from the closer patches of forest to go to the toilet,
word of the tragic event spread quickly. Soon a huge crowd of people including myself
rushed to the forest to see what had happened. It felt like the whole village, including
those people that one rarely sees in public places - like Neel and Chand’s mother and
father and Neel’s father’s brother’s wives - had gathered. Jubu, Jubu’s father, Samu
Munda and Sukra Munda arrived with a charpoy (a bed made of a bamboo frame across
which jute rope is stretched in a criss-cross net), and carefully lifted Jubu’s mother onto
it. Under instruction from Neel’s family, they carried the bed to the Primary Health

Centre in Bero.

It was market day in Bero and a large crowd had gathered outside the health centre by
the time I got there, six hours after Jubu’s mother had been kicked. They had registered
the incident with the police. The doctor recommended that Jubu’s mother be taken to

Ranchi Medical College Hospital (RMCH) as she could not be treated in Bero.

27



However, there was a problem that day was because of a Ranchi Bandh3, a blockade,
called by All Jharkand Students Union who were protesting against the proposed pélicy
of the government on reservations. No public vehicles were leaving from Bero to
Ranchi. In the hope that the Block Development Officer (BDO — head of the Block
Office) would prove more responsive to me than the shaken Jubu, I told Jubu and his
aunt to accompany me to ask the BDO for a government vehicle. The BDO, with an
office full of people with some request or paper to sign, told us his car had ‘gone to the
field’ but that the medical clinic had a car we should ask for. The doctor refused to see
us at first. But after our repeated knocking he came out and saw me, and apologetically

said that his car had just taken a patient to Ranchi.

In the meantime a local journalist had suggested that Shiv, who is of the same caste as
Neel, should ask the then local MLA, Dev Kumar Dhan, who had just arrived in Bero
for his vehicle. Shiv had almost done so, but then suspected it was an elaborate ploy on
the part of the journalist, who was a keen supporter of the opposing party, to write a
story on how the MLA refused his car for a poor needy person. Shiv felt that the MLA

required his own vehicle as he had to travel a long way.

Eventually a normally public jeep was hired out at twice the normal rental charge
because no other cars were running. Neel gave Jubu’s father, Mahadeo Badaik, Rs1400
on loan for the costs they were likely to incur. Like Wahib before him, Mahadeo thought
the money was coming out of Neel’s own pocket, and that he was lbending it out of the
kindness of his heart. In fact the money belonged to a village group fund set up by the
EIRFP of which Neel was a treasurer .and Popat the president. Moreover, all other
villagers, whether they knew it or not, were members! By the evening Jubu, and his
father and mother arrived at the RMCH where she stayed for fifteen days after which she

was given leave to have bed rest in Tapu for the coming months.

* Bandh’s are a type of protest in which all institutions are forced to close and often involve the blockade

of all road traffic.
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As a result of Popat’s mediation, Jubu made an application for compensation from the
government. Like many of the Munda people of the village, Jubu felt that compensation
could be acquired from the state as it was, after all, partly responsible for the elephant
problem because it protected the animals from being killed. The first batch of
compensation money arrived in October 2001: Rs8300 with only the standard fee of
Rs1000 that Jubu had to give to the Forest Guard, through Popat, as a bribe to get the
cheque. For the next and major installment of Rs25000, Jubu had no news for many
months. Eventually one evening in March 2002, I asked him if I should try to pursue it
as I was spending more time in Ranchi and might know people who could help. Jubu
agreed and I left for Ranchi to return to Bero in a couple of weeks. A friend, reposted in
Ranchi as a senior officer in the Forest Service, looked into the matter concerned and
told me that due to some mistake there had been no money in the relevant fund. He said
that the installment had only recently been cleared and that by the time I returned to the

village Jubu should have received his mother’s cheque.

I drove (by now I had a moped) from Ranchi to Bero on a Monday, hoping that as it was
market day I would bump into Jubu soon, eager to tell him the good news. Jubu saw me
before I saw him, but as he came over I could see that something was amiss. He was in a
cloth shop with Popat Odhar, and Popat was getting some heavy material measured out.
It was odd that they were together in the shop. Jubu was not only much younger, but
both he and his father worked as manual contract labour on Popat’s extended family's
stone extraction sites in Tapu. Before I could tell Jubu my news, he told me that he had
received his cheque. Alarmed, I whispered, ‘And Popat’s cloth? No! Is that to be a gift
from you?’ Before Jubu could reply, a young boy came to Jubu and said that the Forest
Guard was calling him. I realized what was going on immediately, and decided to go
with Jubu to the man who was sitting on a bench on the dirty pavement outside a shoe
shop. I introduced myself authoritatively. I mentioned that I had spoken to his named
senior officer in Ranchi, who had apologised that the sanctioning of Jubu’s mother’s
cheque had taken so long and I told him that I hoped he had given Jubu his cheque
without any problem. With that I walked off and asked Jubu to come with me.
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Jubu later told me that the Forest Officer had previously informed him that receiving the
cheque would be costly. The Forest Officer wanted Rs1000 for himself and another
Rs1000 for all the staff in his office. As it happened, three days later I heard the unusual
story that that Forest Guard had been caught in a scandal. The account, as I heard it, was
as follows. The paternal aunt of a boy who was to get compensation for elephant damage
and who had offered to give officers a Rs1000 bribe on behalf of her nephew to receive
the cheque had turned out to be a vigilance officer in disguise. She caught the man

taking the bribe, officially exposing him.

Popat, however, was another matter. He was clearly riled. Jubu had walked off with me,
and there had been much whispering in front of him as Jubu retold the story. As I had
been away in Ranchi, Popat got there before me and told Jubu that his cheque was
available and that it was all because of his and Chand’s efforts that Jubu was receiving
the money. Jubu was thus obliged to make gifts not only to Popat but also to Chand
Odhar. Popat had ordered his cloth but, as Jubu had walked off to meet me, Popat had no
one to pay for it, and had hence left fuming. The remaining few weeks before I came
back to England I felt assured that Popat would not ask Jubu for the money, but I was

not certain about the weeks that followed.

Between these two incidents, Wahib’s house being destroyed and Jubu getting his last
installment for compensation from the Forest Office, much happened in and around
Bero. In Tapu itself, four more houses were destroyed. Crops were eaten. In the hamlet
by the river, people got tired chasing the elephants night after night. In the villages
immediately surrounding Tapu, nine people were killed in the time I was there. Bhim,
the man brought in to chase away elephants, was among the unlucky few. The total
number of elephant deaths in Bero Block since 1987 is around 60 according to the Forest
Department. In Jharkhand the total number of deaths over the last five years was around

230.

To Tapu residents, spotting wild elephants and having a portion of a crop destroyed

(although not a house) appeared to have become a routine affair, albeit with periodic
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breaks as the elephants moved to a different set of villages. In more urban centres like
Bero, however, where elephants were spotted for the first time, they were a central topic
of discussion and an exciting subject for local reporters to feed into the Jharkhand State
newspapers. Apart from the gory details of the people being killed, one of the key issues
that my informants in Bero seemed to be focusing on, and perpetuating, was that
elephants attacked people who were drunk and houses that stored mahua-pani and hadia
(beer brewed from rice). While it may be true, that elephants also enjoy a drink, I was
struck by the fact that of the houses and people I knew had been attacked, not one had

been storing or drinking alcohol at the time.

Another thematic discussion about elephants that seemed popular amongst my Bero
informants, and one that kept appearing in newspaper reports, was about the connection
between wild elephants and brick kiln seasonal migration. This was brought to my
attention when I was living in the household of the local tribal king, parha raja, in Bero.
This man, in his sixties, always had a stream of NGO members, journalists or social
activists coming from as far as Delhi to find out the ‘authentic’ issues of tribalism,
poverty and development, and to see the flow irrigation system he had built in his village
that he considered a model for the area. Once I overheard him explaining why people in
his model farming village continued to go to the brick kilns. He said it was because of
the problem of wild elephants in the area — that people no longer wanted to farm as wild
elephants were always eating the crops. Although at the time I considered this a
plausible explanation, I did not come across one case in the in-depth survey I did of why
people went to work in the brick kilns. Moreover, I came across two couples who had in

fact returned home early from the brick kilns to rebuild houses destroyed by elephants.

I realized that the wild elephants seemed to be an increasingly popular explanation for a
supposed increase in brick kiln migration when I heard the following event retold to me
by some young men from Tapu. Two angrez (English) had arrived to view the work of
the EIRFP in Tapu and asked why some of the fields that should have been fed by water
from the check dam built by the EIRFP were not irrigated. Popat, having rehearsed the

answer to this question with the community organiser of the EIRFP, answered that it was
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all because of the elephants. There was no point in sowing seed in those fields, Popat
told them, as the elephants ate the crop. And, Popat had added, wild elephants were such
a problem in Tapu these days that, despite the fantastic work of the EIRFP that had
immensely improved people’s livelihoods, people of Tapu were still migrating
seasonally to work in the brick kilns. However, as anybody who had some familiarity
with Tapu would have known, the EIRFP’s lift irrigation was still not actually in place

and, as such, water could not be taken to the fields.

Party politicians began to organize mass meetings in Bero to discuss elephant
destruction. The first occurred while I was there was in March 2001, and after that I
have a record of fourteen others. Following these meetings, the most popular form of
action taken was establishing road blockades, as a protest against the unfulfilled
promises of the Forest Department to remove the elephants. One such road blockade
happened on 4th October 2001. I had stayed the night in Bero and was on my way to
Tapu in the afternoon when I realized that there was a big road blockade. People in Bero
had blocked the National Highway to Bombay. There was a line of trucks, mostly
carrying cattle to be smuggled to West Bengal and Bangladesh, as far as the eye could
see. I followed the road to the epicentre of the blockade which was outside the Police
Office in Bero. There, a mass of people had gathered around a small white bundle. I
gathered that it was the body of an Oraon tribe woman from Jamtoli, a village to the east
of Tapu, that had been crushed by an elephant. She had been decapitated and had lost an

arm having encountered the animal in the forest that morning (Plate 4).

To one side of the white bundle was a group of villagers from Jamtoli who had brought
the body to the police station. The group consisted of mainly Oraon men in lunghis with
sticks, spears, bows and arrows, and drums in the front, and women and children at the
back. In many such road blockades women and children were present although they
rarely played an active role and usually followed the instructions of the leading men. On
the other side of the body stood a group of young men all dressed in shirts and trousers,
most of whom I knew quite well from Bero and nearby villageé. They had blocked the

road and told the villagers from Jamtoli to come with their hunting gear. Amongst the

32



most vocal of the young men was Jetha Oraon, who a few weeks before had mobilized
the women of his own village to handcuff the Forest Guards when they had gone to see
the elephant damage to his house. They were locked in a village community building
until the senior Forest Officers from Ranchi arrived. Jetha, whose forefathers had been
the tax collectors and the largest landholders in their village, had been a key member of
the Jharkhand Mukti Morcha (JMM) party between 1990 and 2000, during which time
Vishwanath Bhagat had become increasingly prominent until he finally won the MLA
seat in 1995 and the Congress Party had fallen from dominance. Next to him was
another of the key JMM activists, a descendant of the ex-zamindars of Vishwanath’s
village, Akshay Kumar Roy. Both men, although like everyone else claimed to be
disillusioned by Vishwanath Bhagat, were still his supporters, yet they were also
rumoured to be more increasingly involved in the expansion of the Maoist Communist
Centre (MCC), the most extreme left wing group of the militant Naxalite movement.
Akshay and Jetha were leading the road blockade with the group of young men in shirts
and trousers behind them. Around this central group, a general crowd of other people,
including myself, Popat, Neel and a cousin of Neel’s, had gathered to watch what was

happening, swelling the mass of the blockade in doing so.

The Police Officer in charge of Bero was there as was the District Forest Officer (DFO)
who had arrived from Ranchi. Whilst the men in Junghis and women from Jamtoli
village remained silent, Jetha and Akshay took turns delivering their well-rehearsed
speeches. Both speaking in Nagpuria, they repeated the same message. They criticised
the government, sarkar, first, for not caring about the poor tribals of the area, who were
suffering each day because of the elephants and, secondly, for making false promises.
They demanded money for immediate compensation, and gave the state fifteen days to
chase away the elephants. The DFO looked disheveled and was not given an opportunity
to speak.

About an hour later Vishwanath Bhagat arrived with Ganga Tana Bhagat, the one time
Congress ex-MLA who was also from Vishwanath’s village. Both were dressed in their

usual clothing: the former in white kurta-pyjama (a long sleeved baggy shirt and
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pyjamas) and the latter in white kurta-dhoti (a long sleeved baggy shirt and loin cloth).
They both made speeches and, in a similar fashion to Jetha and Akshay, strongly

criticised the sarkar.

Eventually the Circle Officer from the Block Development Office arrived. He was
particularly popular as he was a local man, a Badaik, and was given the chance to speak.
He made a point of speaking in local Nagpuria rather than in Hindi, the familiar
language of the DFO. He pointed out that they were doing all that they could to move
the elephants away and acknowledged the suffering of the villagers. He gave Rs5000 in
cash as immediate compensation to the family of the dead woman. Following his action,
the DFO did likewise. On this note, the blockade was opened at Spm. Then, at the last
minute, the then MLA, Dev Kumar Dhan arrived with his army of Congress supporters.
The crowd waited for him as he publicly gave a personal donation of Rs500 to the

family. Finally everyone dispersed.

As I left for Tapu, I noticed Akshay and Jetha’s scooters parked outside Kajal Hotel. I
spotted them inside the restaurant with a crowd of other men — men who I knew that
Neel, Shiv and Popat often spent time with. Kajal Hotel is a road-side eatery that Akshay
had set up a few years ago. It was famous in the area for serving ‘English’, which was a
generic local term for Indian beers, whisky, rum and gin. I knew, as they disappeared
behind the heavy blanket that separated the restaurant into an airy-open and dark-closed
section, that they were beginning their celebratory drinking session that would last till

the early morning, and during which they would probably cook up more agitations.

The next day I returned to Bero and visited Kajal Hotel. Akshay, Jetha, Shiv, Neel and a
few others were pouring over the news reports of the previous days events that were
published in the Ranchi-based Prabhat Khabar. They were outraged to find that the
description of who was there was wrong despite the fact that the reporter had been at the
blockade. The paper reported that Vishwanath Bhagat and Dev Kumar Dhan had led the
blockade, when in fact they (and especially the latter) had only arrived at the end. It also

claimed that two other young men, who had both become active workers of a new party,
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(Adivasi Jharkhand Janadhikar Manch), were central in the blockade, when in fact they
had not been present at all. But for Akshay and Jetha the most infuriating thing was that
their own names were not mentioned at all. They immediately concluded that, whilst the
first two errors (that Vishwanath Bhagat, Dev Kumar Dhan and the new party workers
were central to the blockade) could be overlooked, their own omission resulted from the

named young men paying off the local reporter.

The Issues

Animals have often been considered ‘good to think with’ (Levi-Strauss, 1962; Fortes,
1966; Descola, 1992). In the Tapu area, wild elephants, perceived as predatory and
dangerous outsiders to be expelled from the forests and villages, wild elephants have
become a suitable symbol for political processes within the area. As such, wild elephants

are good to think with about local understandings and experiences of the state.

In 1947 India achieved independence from the British and the country passed into the
hands of a nationalist elite led by Nehru. The elite dreamt of transforming India into a
sovereign and democratic republic, a vision that was to be achieved through the
mechanisms of a modern developmental state. Nehru believed that a central purpose of
this independent state was to liberate the minds and bodies of ordinary Indians by
deliberate acts of economic and social transformation.* As such, the people of India have
now lived in a postcolonial nation state for more than half a century, an experience that
has led many commentators to consider the impact of the independence dreams of

democracy and development.

Like many regions in India since independence, the Jharkhandi area has witnessed the

promise of economic, social and political transformation through the expansion of the

* This is not to forget that a concern for progress, development, had informed British policy during their
colonial rule (Ludden, 1992).
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‘modern state’. Large landlords, zamindars, and their intermediation between the
government and the actual tillers of the soil were abolished in the early fifties in
Jharkhand with the Bihar Land Reforms Acts. As a result of the democratic vision of the
modern state, during the first general elections of independent India in 1952, a Member
of Legislative Assembly (MLA) was elected for the Bero constituency seat in the State
Assembly, Vidhan Sabha, of the (then) Bihar State Parliament. Reflecting the pattern in
India more generally, this election was followed by further democratic elections for the
seat at least every five years thereafter. In the 1960s, the developmental functions of the
state were introduced. For example, the Block Development Office of the Ministry of
Rural Development was established in Bero in 1964. And, in response to concerns in the
1980s for ‘whose reality counts’ (Chambers, 1997), the design of development
programmes came to reflect the now almost mandatory concern for ‘participatory’
approaches, as well as the supposed radical challenge to established power structures
that these schemes were allegedly to provide. Furthermore, as a result of some criticism
of the state, non local-government institutions sprung up and were fuelled by the belief
that they were even more in ‘touch with the people’ (Edwards and Hulme, 1992; Paul,
1991; Fisher, 1994), such as the EIRFP which was supported by the U.K. Department

for International Development.

For a long time there has been a movement campaigning for Jharkhand to gain
independence from Bihar. This was based on the idea that Jharkhand was a tribal area
but had been made a colony of the Hindu caste dominated Bihar State. The movement
finally gained independence on 15th November 2000, the day I arrived to do fieldwork
in India, a culmination that seemingly signaled the ‘success of India’s democracy’
(Kohli, 2001). In the years prior to this, the Jharkhand Liberation Front, or JMM, had led
the campaign; and it was the JMM that held the MLA seat in Bero between 1995 and
2000. More recently, however, there has been an increase in the activity of so-called
‘non-state’, ‘people’s liberation movements’ like the Naxalites, also seen by some as a
democratizing force (Corbridge and Harriss, 2000). The Naxalite’s explicit aim is to
overturn the established power structures and to empower the common poor people

through armed struggle (Bhatia, 2000). In the Tapu area, the Naxalite group, the MCC,
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gained country-wide media coverage after a massacre in 1999 where nine people were
killed and many more injured, in a day-light shooting in a village market about nine

kilometres from Tapu.

Despite these events that might be interpreted as a response to the expanding reach of
the state, and even as an indicator that the processes of democracy and development are
well under way in Jharkhand, I was struck by the historical continuities that the events
initiated by the wild elephants in the Tapu area seemed to demonstrate. Instead of
highlighting change, they made me wonder about different understandings and processes

of the state.

The descendants of former landlords, such as Neel and Popat Odhar, were usually the
main beneficiaries of state development schemes. They sought to control democratic
processes, and mediated the interaction between the state and non-state actors. For
example, when the Forest Officers came to Tapu for a supposed meeting, they rarely
spoke to the majority of villagers, and actually only wined and dined in Popat Odhar’s
house. In fact, it appeared that many of the resources coming from the Block
Development Office, or worse from the ‘village common property’ such as the EIRFP
set-up fund or kerosene from the Forest Office, were interpreted by the most of tenant
descendants to be the possessions of zamindar descendant families. When such
resources were given to tenant descendants they generaliy understood it to be the
generosity of zamindar descendants. This reinforced the fact that in many instances,

tenant descendants still appeared to treat zamindar descendants as zamindars.

For instance, why did ex-tenants, such as Wahib, seem almost apathetic towards
approaching the government for state resources to which they were eligible? When they
did acquire state resources, why was it through the mediation of certain zamindar
descendants? And moreover, why did it almost always appear that tenant descendants
attempted to acquire state resources only because of encouragement by zamindar

descendants?
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I was also struck by the blockade in Bero and the apparent disjunction it drew between
two groups of people. On the one hand the poor victims of elephant damage from a
small village, and on the other, the local political elite based from Bero. Why were the
victims not voicing their problems to the government and why did they appear to be only
‘show pieces’ for a more vocal political elite. Was this elite really concerned about the
great problems of elephant harassment faced by the villagers? If so, why was their main
concern the next day about the fact that somebody had managed to bribe the local
journalist to portray a particularly skewed account of who was present at the blockade?
More importantly, when they arrived at the blockade, why did the MLAs, the elected
representatives of the state, position themselves so strongly against the state officials
whom they called ‘sarkar’ - the Foresters, the Block Development Officer and the
Police? Why did this elite appear to come across as almost anti-state? Lastly, I was
struck by the repeated motifs about the elephant events that were invoked by the
political elite in Bero. Despite there being very little evidence, why did they argue firstly
that it was the village brew that attracted the elephants to the houses, and, secondly, why
did they propose that a consequence of elephant harassment was an increase in casual

labour migration to the brick kilns of West Bengal, Uttar Pradesh or Bihar?

I wondered what these observations might indicate about the social processes in the
Tapu area. And I wondered what light this might shed on debates about the modern state
in India. These, then, are the themes and focuses of this thesis. My research reveals the
political dominance of established elites in Tapu and the surrounding villages. A central
question that the fieldwork came to pose was how and why structures of domination
continue, albeit in new ways, despite more than half a century of Indian independence.
Through a social anthropology of rural Jharkhand, the thesis thus seeks to illuminate
how and why certain groups exert their influence within the modern state in India, and

why others do not.

In order to frame the way in which I have explored these research questions, the
discussion now needs to turn to the development of different conceptions of the state in

India. These conceptions are shown to have underpinned certain sets of questions about
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the state and, in turn, to have led to particular sets of answers. In doing so, whilst
providing a critical lens through which to view the state, I argue that they have, in part,
also rendered opaque the complex ways in which local people interact with and

understand the local state.

The Debates

Just before moving to the mud huts of Tapu, I had spent the summer in carpeted and air-
conditioned corridors above a sign that read, ‘Our dream is a world free of poverty’, in
the shiny glass atrium of the World Bank in Washington DC. ‘The Bank’, like many
such international development agencies, was at the time particularly focused on
questions about good governance. This concern was that their initial hopes of achieving
strong government in many postcolonial states, through development and progress, had
faded. In post-independent Africa, governance was often interpreted as resembling ‘a
return to “the heart of darkness™ (Bayart, 1993), of which a central feature was the
‘criminalisation of politics’ (Bayart, Ellis and Hibou, 1999). In Russia, the spread of
democracy since 1991 was often associated with a spread of ‘corruption, opportunism
and crime’ (Hand¢1man, 1999: 3 — quoted in Humphrey, 2002: 127).

In India, offering pessimistic accounts of the Nehruvian vision, much recent scholarship
has argued that the projects of development, democracy and nation-building have largely
failed. Many reasons are proposed. Some see this failure as an inevitable condition. The
Indian state is rent-seeking and predatory; poor government performance is a result of
the activities of state officials who act in their own self-interest, and who gain support by
distributing public resources to their own supporters. Indeed they are seen to maximize
their income by raising rents on allocational resources for which they are responsible,
and taking bribery, smuggling and black marketing (Kreuger, 1974; Lal, 1988;
Bhagwati, 1993). The consequence, as Robert Wade demonstrated with regard to the
management of irrigation canals in south India (1985) is that the ‘modern state’ is far

from being a public interest state.
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Whilst, with respect to certain sections of the Jharkhandi population, I will show that an
instrumental view of the rent-seeking state can provide a useful understanding of the
processes of the state, I also demonstrate that it renders particular social processes
opaque. The first pitfall of the concept of rent seeking is the policy recommendations it
can foster, either explicitly or by default. For instance, state-minimalist policies of
liberalization and deregulation have been promoted as antidotes to inefficiency and
corruption.” Indeed in the 1980s and 1990s development policy in India has been
dominated by the neo-liberal paradigm of ‘rolling back’ the functions of the state (Toye,
1987). In many developing countries, state intervention can be understood as a necessary
enabler of economic growth and social development (Wade, 1990). The market,
championed by neo-liberalism as the ‘successor’ to the state, is not as free-standing as
the notion of ‘free-market’ might imply (Platteau, 1994; Harriss-White, 1996).
Moreover, the neo-liberal belief in privatization ignores the evidence that, whilst private
sector employment in India is often a breeding ground for communalism, state sector
employment can be more capable of fulfilling the Nehruvian vision of progressive social

integration (Parry, 1999).

The second critique of this analysis of the state concerns its tendency to assume that
state officials are always acting as just maximising individuals. In fact, as this thesis will
show, instead of individual optimization, particular acts of corruption may simply adhere
to a regulated set of practices that have illicitly, but not necessarily amorally, developed
around particular state activities. In this way, as this thesis will show, the rent seeking
view of the state takes little account of the cultural evaluations that develop around state
activities, and as such, may hamper a deeper understanding of state ‘failure’. Corruption,
for example, is always seen as a problem. But little space is given to the more nuanced
accounts, uncovered in some recent anthropologies of the state, of how ordinary people

differentiate and ethically evaluate particular types of action (Humphrey, 2002; Parry,

5 Although Kreuger (1974) does not make policy recommendations and Wade (1982) makes suggestions

only with reference to the transfer system and increasing social control of the bureaucracy.
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2000; Osella and Osella, 2001; Yan; 1996), and how there may be a moral economy to

actions otherwise seen as illegal (Thompson, 1971).

A third critique of the rent-seeking conceptual analysis of the Indian state is its focus on
the state per se. This has underpinned a lack of concern for the state to be seen as part of
a broader political economy of India. Other accounts understand state failure to result
from conflict between three dominant propertied classes: the rich farmers; the industrial
capitalists; and the public sector professionals and white-collar workers (Bardhan,
1988).° State failure, it is argued, is a consequence of conflict between dominant classes
all of whom have vested interests (between, for instance, urban-industrial versus
agricultural-rural, or bureaucratic versus industrial). Conflict over these interests makes
the Indian state poor at making hard choices and politically difficult decisions about the
state’s active development functions. This, in turn, has ‘serious repercussions on the
fortunes of economic growth and of the democratic polity’ (Bardhan, 1988: 53).
Bardhan’s analysis resonates with more historical accounts about the decline of the
Congress party from the 1960s, and the ‘crisis of governance’ that this is argued to have
precipitated (Frankel and Rao, 1989; Kohli, 1990). Considering the state to have became
too responsive to particular ‘demand groups’ (Rudolph and Rudolph, 1987) it is argued
that the state has failed to prosecute development plans that are in the more general
interest of all people.” Some accounts are also sensitive to the possibility that the
performance of different states in the Indian federal system as dependent on their

respective political regimes (Frankel and Rao, 1989; Harriss, 1999; Kohli, 1987).

¢ Rudolph and Rudolph (1987) also see the state as a ‘third actor’, a political class, consisting of public
sector employees and managers, petty and high-level officials, professionals and elected politicians who
control state property, resources and authority (Rudolph and Rudolph, 1987: 62). For others, such as
Vanaik (1990), however, the dominant class is primarily constituted of the agrarian bourgeoisie and the
industrial bourgeoisie.

7 This argument must, however, be tempered as suggested by Corbridge and Harriss (2000) and Kaviraj
(1984), that there were large problems emerging at the time of Nehru too. Its importance, of course, is in

placing central the bureaucratic-politician nexus to the study of the modem state.
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These are important critiques where the state is in fact profoundly penetrated by social
forces. In this respect, a departure is made from earlier World Bank approaches which
drew boundaries between the state and society, and which interpreted the state as an
ahistorical ‘black box’, which lacked distinctive characters. In turn, however, these
critiques have their own shortcomings. For instance, a common trait is that little concern
is given to the powerful critique which considers the modern state as a historically
specific promoter of development and modernity, and one that is culturally unsuitable
for countries like India. They remain focused on analysing behaviour to the exclusion of

values, and the political to the exclusion of the cultural.

Promoting this deeper culturalist critique, it has been argued recently that the failure of
the Indian state can be understood as India’s ‘natural’ rejection of imposed social change
and, furthermore, as evidence of a broader pattern inherent in India’s experiments with
modernism (Nandy, 1998; Inden, 1990; and Madan, 1997). This has led some
commentators to argue that the particular problems India continues to experience, follow
from the paradox of trying to establish a modern state without an industrial revolution
(Moore, 1966). Others, developing this analysis, follow Gramsci to argue that, as a result
of the weakness and political isolation of the modemizing bourgeoisie from the popular
masses, social transformation in India has been attempted through a state-bureaucratic
agency and a ‘passive revolution’ that substituted planning for political reform. In this
account, proposed by Kaviraj (1984; 1991; 1997) and Chatterjee (1986; 1993),2
transformation is not seen as a process driven from within society, but as a function of
domination. The basic tenet of this argument draws on Dumont and his seminal book
Homo Hierarchicus, to argue that kingly or secular power in ‘traditional Indian society
was clearly “encompassed by” and subordinate to religious values’ (Dumont, 1980: 6-7).

As a consequence, it is argued, the ideas of the modern state and its institutions can

¥ Chatterjee’s later work is in some ways more influenced by Foucauldian ideas. In 1994, for example, he
describes development planning as a legitimising instrument of the nationalist elite for their authority over
the central state: development planning was created as of a superior order and given a status outside of
politics ~ a new tool for the neo-colonial domination of the state apparatus by the Indian elite (Chatterjee,

1994).
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never properly be understood by Indians because such ideas are not rooted in the moral
core of India society, and their central purpose has been to marginalize the political
order (cf. Chatterjee, 1986; 1993; 1994; Kaviraj, 1984; 1991; 1997; Madan, 1997,
Nandy, 1989; Saberwal, 1996).9 This inherent problem is seen to have underpinned the
severe lack of popular support for, and understandings of, the Nehruvian project of

‘modern India’.

These accounts have been particularly influential in debates on the Indian state and I am
sympathetic to aspects of the critique they provide. For instance, they powerfully
suggest that the success of Independence plans for the modern state were dependent on
the ability of the state executive to be autonomous from India’s propertied elite in order
to carry out its work at the local level. They also provide a persuasive critique of how a
small elite at Independence sought to speak on behalf of the society in general.
Moreover, they draw attention to the lack of popular support for, and the lack of popular
understandings about, important aspects of the Nehruvian project. It is in accounting for

this last point that my analysis diverges.

Leaving aside the well-rehearsed debate as to whether traditional Indian society does

indeed marginalize the political order (cf Dirks, 1987, Raheja, 1988),10 the culturalist

® These authors of course all place different emphasis on the ideas of the state in India. Madan (1997) for
example investigates the concept of secularism while Kaviraj (1984) and Chatterjee (1986) are more
interested in the notion of the developmental state. While I do not want to essentialise the differences
between their arguments, I also do not wish to go into a detailed discussion of their theses here. See Fuller
and Harriss (2001) or Vanaik (1997) for an overview.

' Dumont’s (1980) theory has been challenged by those who draw on Hocart, most notably Dirks (1987),
but also several others (cf Raheja, 1988). Dirks’ (1987) argument is that Dumont (1980) was duped into
his model of traditional Indian society as colonialism created much of what is now accepted as Indian
‘tradition’. In contrast, Dirks’ (1987) drawing on his ethnohistorical study of the little kingdom of
Pudukkottai in Tamil Nadu argues that in precolonial India it was the king and not the Brahmin who was
played the central role in the social organization of caste. The king was therefore not inferior to the
Brahmin, and the political domain was not encompassed by the religious domain. Dirks’ (1987) argument
on the relationship between politics and religion, however, has been damningly criticized (cf Parry, 1998
and Peabody, 1991).
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critiques must, however, be understood to paint a problematically static picture of Indian
society and the state. Indeed the modern history of India shows instead how many
Western ideas have been absorbed into Indian society forming a part of its consciousness
(cf Srinivas, 1966) — a point powerfully made by Beteille (1986, 1996). Moreover, as
Kothari (1972) argued, this emerging modernity has not meant the abandonment or
suppression of so-called traditional social and cultural institutions, like for instance
caste, but to an important‘degree that they have been adaptively transformed. Indeed,
this is shown by Cohn (1955) in a very early ethnography of the 1952-53 panchayat
election in Madhopar village, Azamgarh District, Uttar Pradesh. Here, Chamars and
other lower castes formed a tenant party and overthrew the Thakurs who politically had
long dominated the area. Although the Thakurs soon regained power, the electivon result
was an early indication of the way in which traditional power structures could be
challenged through the democratic constitutional structure, as well as of the
opportunities for material and status enhancement that democracy offered individuals at

the very grassroots of India (cf. Gupta, 1998; Wadley; 1994).

In this vein Khilnani’s (1997) celebrated book, The Idea of India, argues that the modern
state in India has had a far-reaching influence throughout the country and that the history
of India since 1947 is the history of the state and the idea of democracy. This is
reinforced by Corbridge and Harriss who state that, ‘India’s peasants have come to play
a significant role in the democratic polity, both in terms of their participation in social
movements ... and in elections that must be held at least every five years at the national,
regional and ... local levels’ (2001: 200). Indeed, recent ethnographic work on the state
in India shows how local level struggles reflect both the state’s failings and a related
understanding of how the state ought to behave (Gupta, 1988). As Parry (2000) shows
for the area around the Bhilai Steel Plant in Chhattisgarh, the widening practices
surrounding, and discourses about, corruption is one example of this dual recognition
that the expanded reach of the state is also a testimony to a local level internalisation of
its norms and values. ‘Corruption has seemed to get worse not (only) because it has, but

also because it subverts a set of values to which people are increasingly committed’
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(Parry, 2000: 53). As such, local people may be seen to challenge official corruption on

the basis of both an understanding and an acceptance of state ideas.

In addition to these transformations, culturalist critiques, and in particular that of
Chatterjee, suggest a problematic vision of the future. This includes the resurrection of
the virtues of the fragmentary, the local, the subjugated and most vitally the community,
in order to unmask the very heart of modern rationality (Chatterjee, 1993). In fact, the
last chapter of Chatterjee’s (1993) Nation and its Fragments is about the sense of loss of
the ‘community’ and the need to restore it. However, in this thesis I show, as has Mosse
(1997; 2001) in his historical ethnography of irrigation systems in Tamil Nadu, that the
local ‘community’ is often dialectically generated by the modern state. And furthermore,
Chatterjee’s (1993) ideas about the recovery of a lost tradition ignore local politics and
the possibility that the ‘traditional community’ is actually saturated in unequal power
relations. As Corbridge and Harriss argue in response to Kaviraj’s suggestion of the
translation problems between India’s ‘upper’ and ‘lower’ orders, ‘this is undoubtedly the
case, but the translation problems are made worse by concerted acts of sabotage or
violence by local elites who are concerned to frustrate the developmental ambitions of

the state (ambitions which they understand [only] too well)’ (2000: 205).

To what extent can we thus generalise about the ‘lower orders’ (or the ‘upper orders’'")
as one unitary mass of people with common (mis)understandings about the role of the
state? Are there people in small rural towns or villages in Jharkhand who clearly
understand the ideas behind the modern state? And if so, who are they and under what
conditions and for what reasons do they behave in ways that appear not to reflect the
intentions of the central state? Conversely, are there people who understand neither the
state’s role as servant of its citizens, as a guarantor of an umediated particular social
order, nor their roles as deserving citizens? And if so, who are they and under what

conditions and for what reasons are their understandings of the state at odds with those

1 Although, this part of the opposition, ‘the upper orders’, that results as a default of the labelling of

‘lower orders’, is not one which is discussed in this thesis.
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intended by planners in the capital of India or even those developed by the federal state
of Jharkhand?

The debates elucidated so far enable useful insights about the understandings of the
modern state in India. However, what remains far from clear is the extent to which these
arguments represent the everyday experiences of the state by different groups of people
in India. In this respect Spencer argues that anthropology’s neglect of politics and the
post-colonial state has negated the study of popular political values and post colonial
political institutions as these have too often been essentialised as being similar to those
in the West (Spencer, 1997: 13). With limited exceptions, (Brass, 1997; Fuller and
Benei, 2001; Gupta, 1995; Hansen and Stippulat, 2001; Michelutti, 2002; Mosse, 2003;
Parry, 2000), the few in-depth ethnographic enquiries into these issues in India reflect
the short-lived peak of political anthropology (Vincent, 1990), a peak that occurred
during an earlier period of Indianist study (Bailey, 1963; Fox, 1969; Kothari, 1970;
Carter, 1974; Mayer, 1981; Robinson, 1988). Not only has ‘research on the state, with its
focus on large-scale structures, epochal events, major policies, and “important people”
... failed to illuminate the quotidian practices ... of bureaucrats that tell us about the
effects of the state on the everyday lives of people’ (Gupta, 1995: 376), much remains
unexplored about different people’s understandings and experiences of the state. Even
after fifty years of VIndependence, and an undeniable historical strength of Indian
democracy (Khilnani, 1999), we cannot necessarily specify the form of the link between
the representatives and the represented (Spencer, 1997: 12). Such silence provides real
impetus for this study — an in-depth ethnographic enquiry into local politics and the state

in India.

The Approach

Whilst earlier attempts to ‘bring the state back in’ (Evans, Rueschmayer and Skocpol,
1985) treated the state as a distinct, cohesive subject, set apart from a larger entity called

society or community, more recent work has illuminated the ambiguous, ‘fuzzy’, blurred
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and often intimate connection between the ‘state’ and the ‘people’ (cf Abrams, 1988;
Migdal, 1994; Mitchell, 1991). Indeed some have shown that the state has multiple
centres at the local level (cf.Gupta, 1995; Fuller and Benei, 2001; Migdal, 1994).

This thesis follows these more recent perspectives. It seeks to avoid the pitfalls of
separating the state from society, or of unnecessarily reifying the state. In order to do so,
I have considered the fieldwork process as a social anthropology of rural Jharkhand, a
process which paid particular attention to the imaginations and processes of the state,
rather than an anthropology of the state per se. Moreover, I have thought it important to
open myself up, in Spencer’s words, ‘to the empirical unpredictability of it all’ (1997:
9). In doing so a range of themes, that have conventionally been distanced from
conceptions of the state, are explored and considered central to understandings of the
state — for instance, migration, sexual practices, drinking habits, sacred ritual, non-state
popular movements, and landlord-tenant relationships. I argue that this enables a more
holistic understanding of an area of rural Jharkhand which, in turn, helps to illuminate
the understandings, context, role and effect of the modern state in the lives of the

different people concerned.

At odds with this approach, although with a few exceptions (cf. Hansen, 2000), many
anthropological accounts of the Indian state have not taken seriously an exploration of
the state as ‘an idea’ — the notion, or as Abrams (1988) would argue, ‘the false
consciousness’, that there is such a thing as the state. To Abrams, this is the greatest
myth of modern times as ‘the state is not the reality which stands behind the mask of
political practices. It is itself the mask which prevents our seeing political practice as it
is’ (1988: 82). This perspective is given strength by Taussig who sees the state in Latin
America, as the greatest fetish of contemporary society, an idea revered like a totem, and
even one that replaces the idea of God (1992: 130). Most importantly, Taussig argues,
state power is fetishised through a range of displays and spectacles, becoming an
effective authority because it invades and is appropriated by everyday epistemologies of
power. In Cameroon, Mbembe (1992) also shows the importance of the state as an entity

excessively fetishised in pomp, ritual and entertainment. For him, the state successfully
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involves the population in ‘cheap imitations of power so as to reproduce its
epistemology’ (Mbembe, 1992: 29). Building on this analysis, this thesis is not only
interested in the cultural ideas that different local people hold about the state, but also in
analysing the state, as Mitchell proposed (1991), as a ‘structural effect’. That is, this
thesis considers the political processes and understandings that make the state appear to
exist as ‘an almost transcendental entity set apart from the society from which it cannot
in reality be clearly separated’ (Fuller and Harris, 2001: 5). In doing so, I am particularly

interested in exploring the contexts under which different ideas of the state are produced.

I take seriously the idea of attending to what people in my fieldwork area understand as
‘the state’. Indeed, I argue that there are two contradictory understandings held by two
different types of people in rural Jharkhand. The first is the local political elite who are
intimately involved in processes of the state. Their understanding of it includes both
bureaucrats (the administrative arm of the state) and politicians (the executive wing),
and they differentiate between the two, as well as between different types of bureaucrats
— for instance, the Police, Forest Officer or Block Development Officer. I also argue that
the local political elite has an understanding of the idea of the state as a servant of an
undifferentiated citizenry with whom it has an unmediated relationship, and as therefore
a guarantor of a particular social order protected by the rule of law, and entailing various
ideological concepts such as legality and democracy. As such, I provide a critique of the
more static culturalist evaluations, as well as of their perspectives on the failures of the
Indian state. The local political elite constantly blurs the boundary between the state and
society. This happens through various forms of mediation which include participation in
activities regarded as illegal but not necessarily amoral. As such, I also argue that
understanding state ideas does not necessarily equate to internalizing or committing to

them.

The second and differentiated group I identify is the descendants of tenants. The
majority are tribal and do not associate elected politicians such as MLAs with sarkar.
They see sarkar as the executive wing of the modem state and have an undifferentiated

idea that it is an outside, foreign and dangerous agency. As in Nugent’s account of the
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post 1960s Chachapoyas, Peru, this section of the ‘local populace [has come] to regard
the modern nation-state as a “foreign body”: an entity wholly separate from, alien to,
and dangerous for a way of life depicted as simple, natural and harmonious’ (2001: 275).
Indeed, the state is perceived as being so foreign that tribal peasants seek to distance and
protect themselves from it. Unlike the political elite, they see the state as a holistic
entity. They do not accept the idea of the state as a guarantor of social order and they do
not wish to engage with it. Thus, the tribal peasants reproduce a definite boundary
between the state and society. This is a distinction between state and society that must be
taken seriously since it is a ‘defining character of the modern political order’ (Mitchell,
1991: 95).

Whilst referring to the alien notions of the state held by tribal peasants, my argument
remains different from those of Kaviraj and Chatterjee. I consider the ideas and practices
of the state to be dynamic, non-static, phenomena. Hence, a central theme of this thesis
is how there is a political economy of understandings about the state, why these ideas
affect how people engage with the state, and the way they are produced and reproduced

in situations of inequality.

Context of Fieldwork

The outsideness of the state

While contemplating this research in January 1999, I arrived in Jharkhand as a research
assistant to the geographer Stuart Corbridge who was working on two projects — one
looking at the effectiveness of the EIRFP in various villages in Jharkhand and the other
comparing the state in West Bengal and Bihar. After three months on these projects and
aware of important questions that were not being addressed by the literature on
development and the state, I was inspired to begin my own research project. I moved to
Bero, a place with which I had become familiar, and started to frequent the corridors and

offices of the Block Development Office to get a feel of what was going on at this most
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local level of government development plans. It was here that I stayed for just over two
months. With the aid of a research assistant, I continued to learn Hindi. I hence

developed a basis from which to begin the next stage of fieldwork.

From this preliminary research one of the most striking aspects of the state in Jharkhand
was its domination by officials who were not from the local area. Most were higher
castes from North Bihar and not Scheduled Tribes from Jharkhand. In the Block
Development Office, the head of the Office, five supervisory level staff, four Junior
Engineers, head clerk and cashier were all from North Bihar. Except for one who was
Muslim, these officers were all high castes. When I returned for fieldwork in 2000,
although many of the officers had changed and there were now two Muslims, all these

positions were still filled exclusively by North Biharis.

The state in Jharkhand has in fact long been criticised for its outsideness. Weiner (1988)
comments that the regional development of Chota Nagpur was unsuccessful because it
was primarily migrants, not the local people, who benefitted. ‘Only a small number of
tribals found employment in industry. The improvement of agriculture was accompanied
by what a government report referred to as the “usurption” of land by outsiders. Local
services by government increased, but few tribals were employed by the expanding
bureaucracy. The colleges and university grew, but few local tribal students attended.’
(Weiner, 1988: 148). In fact, Weiner quotes from his interview with Lalit Kuzur that,
‘the Bihar government offices in Ranchi mainly employ outsiders. The Biharis who

work there even bring their own peons from their own villages’ (1988: 180).

Kuzur was the founder and leader of the Birsa Seva Dal, an organisation that in the late
1960s launched violent attacks against landlords and led mass demonstrations in the
streets of Ranchi for the creation of a tribal state (See also Chapter 4). The Birsa Seva
Dal was one of many organisations that were part of the movement for an independent
tribal state of Jharkhand. The movement began its institutional history with the
formation of the Dacca Students Union, later renamed the Chota Nagpur Unnati Samaj

(Chota Nagpur Improvement Society), by two Anglican Missionaries in the 1920s
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(Vidyarthi and Sahay, 1976). Their aim was to secure reservations for tribals in
government service and legislatures, employment for educated tribals, remove
‘backwardness’ in the Chota Nagpur by stopping the ‘superstitious’ beliefs of tribals and

hence socially, economically and politically ‘advance’ the area.'

While the government was so obviously dominated by outsiders, the call for a separate
state of Jharkhand that would better serve the tribals, was, however, a call of an educated
(mainly Christian) tribal elite and not necessarily of the tribal peasantry in villages in
Jharkhand. The literature on Jharkhand reflected these tribal elite understandings. It
draws on histories of the Jharkhand movement and interviews with tribal leaders and
politicians but rarely addresses an in-depth analysis of understandings of the state held
by tribal peasants in rural Jharkhand (cf. Corbridge, 1986; Devalle, 1990; Jha, 1990;
Prakash, 2000; Singh, 1966; 1983; Vidyathi and Sahay, 1978; Weiner, 1988). Rectifying
this imbalance was one strong motivation for a social anthropology of Jharkhand based

in a rural area.

While reading the literature on the Indian state in my pre-fieldwork year back at the LSE
in 2000, I found that the village studies of the 1960s and 1970s seemed somewhat out of
fashion despite their capacity to provide deeper understandings of the modern state. This
was another strong motivation for long-term, in-depth empirical work rooted in a
particular village. With this vision I moved to Tapu village in November 2000, a place I
had previously visited as a target village of the EIRFP. It was the people of Tapu, and
those I met through them, whose lives I became intricately involved in until I left in May

2002. I developed family, friends and over time even foes, as I inevitably became

12 It was a deputation of the Chota Nagpur Unnati Samaj that met the Simon Commission in 1928 and put
forward the first demand for a separate state in the Jharkhand area. Its members were mainly tribal youth
from an emerging educated elite of Anglicans and Lutherans. In competition, the Catholics formed an
organisation with a similar mission, the Catholic Adivasi Sabha, which won two seats in the Bihar
Legislative Assembly elections in 1937 pre-Independence elections. In 1938 all the Christian Sabhas
merged to form Chota Nagpur Adivasi Mahasabha, which later became the Jharkhand Party, the main
opposition to Congress in the Bihar Legislative Council in First State Assembly Elections in 1952 and also

put forward the proposal for a separate Jharkhand State in 1954 to the States Reorganisation Commission.
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involved in local power struggles. Despite much emotional distress, it was these more
personal experiences of negotiating varied relationships that enabled me to have a
thorough understanding of people’s relationships to each other and the views and

understandings which influence them.

Tapu

For the first twelve months my main base was Tapu. Tapu, as with most of the people in
this thesis, is a pseudonym, " although anyone with more than a passing interest in Bero
Block will be able to identify the village. The village is situated less than 50 kilometres
from Ranchi, in the undulating landscape of degraded forest typical of this part of the
Chota Nagpur plateau. The area receives an annual rainfall of around 1250mm, which is

concentrated mainly in the monsoon from June to October.

Nowadays all households own some land (Figure 3). The main sources of livelihood are
arable and livestock agriculture, manual labour in the village stone-chipping industry,
and government schemes in Tapu or the surrounding area. Paddy constitutes more than
80% of the kharif (monsoon) crop grown especially on medium and lowland (doin).
Other common kharif crops are ragi, black gram, maize, pigeon pea and groundnut. The
main crops grown in the rabi (November-March) season, are mustard, horse gram,
linseed and groundnut in the upland, and horse gram, gram and wheat in the lowland.

Vegetables are grown all year round in fields with good irrigation facilities.

In terms of infrastructure, Tapu is characteristic of the villages in the area — all mud
houses, no electricity, no running water, no schools, and no public health facilities.
Literacy rates are low. Of those outside education, 15% of Tapu people have an
education up to Primary Class eight, 8% have passed Matriculation (the equivalent of
GCSEs), 4% have passed Intermediate exams (the equivalent of ‘A’ levels), and 2%
have obtained BA degrees.

13 | have maintained the names of persons who are widely known.
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The village had around 102 households and a total population of about 550 people living
in one of three dispersed nucleated hamlets spread out along about two kilometres (Plate
5 and Plate 6). Tapu people fall into the two main groups mentioned: they are either
descendants of the tenants or of the landlords. In general in this area landlords were high
castes, although, as I explain in Chapter 2, in Tapu they were Yadavs who are classified
by the Indian government as Other Backward Classes (OBC). Tenants were generally
those referred to by the present government as Scheduled Tribe (ST), Scheduled Caste
(SC) and sometimes Backward Classes (BC) or OBC. The last census (2001) records
that about 60% of the people of Bero Block were ST. In Tapu the ST people are mainly
Munda, but include Oraon, Badaik and Maheli, and the SCs are mainly Lohar. There are
also Muslim (Pathans) and Pramanik tenant descendants. Although the Mundas
themselves accounted for about 40% of the population of Tapu, together all the tenant

descendants accounted for about 80% of the village population.

\\\\\\\

The government classifications were not always useful in portraying the way in which
people in the village understand the hierarchies between the different castes and tribes.
For example, the government of Jharkhand categorises the Mahelis along with the
Oraon, Munda and Badaiks, as a Scheduled Tribe. In Tapu, however, in many contexts,
the Mahelis were treated as the untouchable caste of the village — those who were
considered by all others as the most impure. No other caste or tribe in Boda would touch
the cooked (boiled or deep-fried) food of the Mahelis. (Appendix A is a matrix of
transaction of boiled food between different castes and tribes in Tapu). In the hierarchy
of purity and pollution, the Blacksmiths - Lohars, are seen in the village as being above
the Mahelis. The government classifies them as a Scheduled Caste although some
authors have argued that they are closer to some tribal groups (cf Elwin, 1958; Yorke,
1976).

Knowing how to refer to different people has always been problematic, especially in the
context of Jharkhand. A distinction often made in Jharkhand is that between adivasi

(tribals), sadan (long-settled and mainly agricultural communities of non-tribal origin)
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and diku (outsiders). Such distinctions are, however, highly politicised. As Corbridge
(1988) has argued, at the heart of tribal policy and politics in India for the past 100 years
has been an ‘ideology of tribal economy and society’. This is the view that ‘adivasi’
societies are different to caste Hindu societies, that they are based on equality not
hierarchy, that they have remote habitation and a primitive way of life, and even that
they have animistic forms of religion (see Mandelbaum, 1970; Sharma, 2001; Weiner,
1978). British administrator-anthropologists saw tribals as noble savages to be protected.
The colonial state even declared some tribal zones as ‘Excluded Areas’, almost
‘National Parks’ (cf Elwin, 1944; 1955b), where the responsibility of administration was
held by the Governor of the province and not the elected government. The Scheduled
Districts Act of 1874 treated tribal areas as a separate category and excluded these
‘Scheduled Areas’ from the operation of ordinary laws of British India. A number of
special laws were enacted to protect tribals in these areas — for example the Chota
Nagpur Tenancy Act (1908) to protect tribals from the loss of land to ‘rapacious
outsiders’ (dikus) (cf Prakash, 2001). At independence, the Constitution was constructed
with special provision for the administration of ‘Scheduled Areas’ inhabited by
‘Scheduled Tribes’ through the Fifth and the Sixth Schedule. Even by 1960, the
Scheduled Areas and Scheduled Tribes Commission chaired by Dhebar, and appointed
under Article 339 of the Constitution, still treated tribals as the ‘unspoilt children of
Mother India’ (Dhebar, 1962: 1:1.1). In 1995, the Commission, chaired by Bhuria and
supported by B D Sharma'®, in a campaign for ‘Our rule in our villages’, argued that
tribal society’s own representative system of governance should be legally recognized as
the primary system of tribal governance. In December 1996, this proposition was passed

in the Provision of the Panchayats Extension to the Scheduled Areas Act. This

' Sharma retired from the post of Commissioner for Scheduled Tribes and Caste in 1981 to work as an
activist for ‘tribal affairs’. His book opens with the following sentence, ‘Let it not be said by future
generations that the Indian Republic has been built on the destruction of the green earth and the innocent
tribals who have been living there for centuries.” (Sharma, 2001: 3). When I met him in Ranchi in January
2002, after he had just conducted a meeting with tribal elites from as far as Orissa and Chhattisgarh, he
was wearing a dhoti and a hand-woven cotton kurta and was keen to tell me that what I should really be
studying was the economic expropriation of tribal people at the village level — on how tribals were being

robbed by the state and by outsiders.
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perception of tribal society as radically ‘Other’ to mainstream Indian society provided a

powerful basis for the long-standing movement for an independent adivasi state of
Jharkhand.

There are obviously several problems with this perception of tribals being a radically
distinct group. Ghurye (2000 [1943]) marked tribals as just ‘Backward Hindus’. Beteille
(1974), after discussion of four criteria that had been used to distinguish tribal societies -
size, isolation, religion and means of livelihood — found no satisfactory way of defining
a tribal society. Others proposed a continuum from ‘tribe to caste’ (Bailey, 1960) or
‘tribes in transition’ (Majumdar, 1937). In many cases the sadan populations, as in the
case of the Tapu Yadavs, may have historically been closer to some of the tribals than
they are today (see Chapter 2). There is also a case to be made that some tribals today
have formed part of a middle class (cf Corbridge, 2000; 2002) whose lives are much
more akin to the sadans and the dikus than that of the tribal peasants in the village.

In this thesis, I do not argue that tribal society is essentially different. Nor do I argue that
tribals are the same as other poorer villagers in rural Bihar or West Bengal. Rather, 1
seek to understand the ways in which distinctions between different groups of people are
created and maintained so that structures of domination can be perpetuated. In particular,
I aim to illuminate the way this domination functions to enable certain groups to exert
their influence within the modern state system in India, whilst disenabling others. Thus,
after much deliberation, I have used the following distinction to represent the different
types of people in the Tapu area. Firstly, there is a local elite, which consists mainly of
zamindari descendants (who are usually higher caste Hindus — the sadani, but
sometimes middle caste and tribal) and a tribal elite that has been educated (often
Christian) and forms part of the middle class. Secondly, there are the tribal peasants who
account for majority of the people who live in the villages and whose main livelihood is
gained from agriculture and hard manual labour. In the Tapu area this group consists
mainly of people the Indian government classifies as ST, but also of some SC

populations as well as other lower castes that are not part of a political elite. As people
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of the Munda tribe numerically dominated Tapu, most of my analysis of the group tribal

peasant refers to people of Munda descent.

Doing the fieldwork

I made every attempt to get a pluralist perspective on these different types of people in
Tapu. To begin with I declined the repeated offer of ‘better’ accommodation by the
zamindari descendant families of Tapu, and moved into a Munda courtyard in the main
hamlet. I felt that moving into an old zamindari household would have significantly
hindered my ability to explore tenant descendant understandings, as they would have
treated me as part of the zamindari house. Interrelatedly, I hoped that by having a
separate house, a separate cooking hearth, in a Munda courtyard, I would maintain a
more autonomous relationship from the Munda people and thus have access to close

relationships with members of the zamindari houses as well.

In the first ten months I worked with a research assistant whose main task was
interpreting and who later, as I learnt the local language Nagpuria, helped me carry out a
survey of the village. In these initial months the assistant was invaluable, but as the
months proceeded, I found it increasingly problematic to have an assistant both in and
out of the village. I conducted almost all the work outside the village on my own as I
found that those who trusted me and were able to tell me about their engagement in, and
perceptions of, illicit activities, and their involvement with the MCC, closed up in the
presence of my local assistant. In the village too, as I became more aware of the nuances
and complex relationships between people, having a research assistant became a
hindrance. One evening I found myself in the house of a Munda man married to an
Oraon woman eating banda (pig), drinking mahua-pani and hearing the story of their
love affair and migration to the kilns. At the same time my research assistant was the
purohit (priest) performing the Jitia Puja for the zamindari descendants in one of their
houses. This night sharpened the tension of living and working with a Brahmin research
assistant who was particularly liked by the higher-caste zamindari faction of the village,

but who found it more difficult to leave aside her moralistic views of tribal drinking and
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sexual practices - especially as they increasingly became a focus of my work. So for the

last eight months I worked on my own.

In Tapu I focused on understanding the social structure through participant observation,
open-ended individual and group discussions and recorded all this in extended field
notes. I used survey methodology. I also carried out an ethnographic analysis of oral
histories, of genealogies, and of politically-based networks of people. Following the
events that unfolded before me, and then contextualising the way in which different
people understood them, was of central importance to the way in which I undertook my
fieldwork. This took me well beyond the small intimate community of the village (Gupta
and Ferguson, 1997), to conduct research in many of the surrounding villages, the Block
development centre Bero, and even Ranchi city where more structured interviews with
journalists, social activists, government administrators and politicians became important.
I also spent a week living in a labour camp at a brick kiln in West Bengal. As such my

work developed into what Marcus has called a multi-sited ethnography (Marcus, 1995).

Throughout my stay I maintained a base in Ranchi and in the last six months I also had a
room in the house of the parha raja in Bero. This strategy of having different bases
became particularly important as I became more intertwined in local people’s lives and
found it difficult to live in the highly factionalised environment of Bero Block. My room
in Bero provided sufficient privacy to use as a base from which to explore the more
explicitly political aspects of my work. It enabled me to carefully balance and sustain
my relationship with the tribal peasants of Tapu who were often upset about my
wanderings outside the village, and especially the continuous visits by outside men. It
enabled me to maintain a little distance from otherwise being treated like a daughter. In
contrast, the political elite of Bero and the surrounding villages treated me as a woman
from the West. In fact, I tried to emphasise this position in my interactions with them as
I felt that it best facilitated the collection of data of a political nature. On the one hand,
being a Western woman meant that I was treated more like a man, as opposed to the

standards by which they would treat their own wives or daughters, who were marginal to

57



the political sphere in Bero. On the other hand, I suspect it also gave me the advantage

of appearing less threatening than had I been seen as a local person or a man.

Chapter Outline

This context aided my research into the historical development of relations between the
tenants and the zamindars in Tapu. This is the focus of Chapter 2, which examines a
paradox in the relationship between these two groups. Today many of the zamindar
descendants are materially poorer than some of the descendants of the tenants. Yet, in
certain contexts the tenant descendants continue to treat the zamindar descendants as
zamindars. The chapter explores the question of why zamindar descendants still retain
the power, to, for example, redistribute particular lands to the tenant descendants of the
village. To understand this contradiction, the chapter argues that it is crucial to know the
context and significance of the spiritual beliefs of the descendants of the tenants who are
mostly tribal, and how they differ from the religious views of the zamindars.
Furthermore, the chapter shows that it is essential to comprehend the way in which the
zamindar descendants (who would describe themselves as Yadav Hindus) manipulate
and play on the significance of tribal spiritual beliefs to maintain control of the temporal,
secular world of which the modern state is a part. In doing so, the chapter places the
interrelated, but differing views, of spiritual authority and temporal power held by local
political elites and tribal peasants at the centre of the analysis of experiences of the

modern state.

Chapter 3 considers understandings of the developmental state in Jharkhand. It follows
flows of development resources that are to be distributed to the poor by the Block
Development Office, the most local level of the Ministry of Rural Development in the
area. The chapter shows that most tenant descendants have different ideas of the state to
most zamindar descendants and other political elites. On the one hand, local political
elites are shown to understand (though not necessarily internalise or commit to) the idea

of the developmental state as a servant of the people. They also participate in the more
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material practices of government in the area. On the other hand, descendants of tenants
are shown to see the developmental state as alien and dangerous, want to stay away from
it and therefore, as far as possible, do not get involved in its local processes. This is not,
however, a static understanding of the state. This chapter also suggests that these
different ideas of the state are interconnected because it is in the interest of local political

elites to perpetuate this distinction.

Chapter 4 considers understandings of the democratic state in Jharkhand. It explores the
battles of two ex-MLAs around an annual, and so-called traditional, tribal festival called
the parha mela. It elaborates how tribal peasants see the modern state <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>