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      Foreword

      
INDIA, AT WAR WITH ITSELF



       
      ‘If we could read the secret history of our enemies, we 
should find in each man’s life sorrow and suffering 
enough to disarm
         all hostility.’
      

      —HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW






      Seventeenth of May, 2010. Delhi is burning. It’s almost 48 degrees Celsius outside. I step out of the plush air-conditioned
         chamber of the finance minister of India along with my colleagues from the film industry. We are here to prevail upon the
         minister to spare the film industry from any extra tax burdens since – contrary to the image that is being portrayed in the
         media – Bollywood is in the throes of death.
      

      As I get into the car and begin making my way to the airport I notice almost a dozen OB Vans parked outside the home minister’s
         office in North Block. ‘What’s going on?’ I ask my friend Ajay Kanchan, with whom I had made a documentary on the Naga insurgency
         in Nagaland. ‘The Maoists have struck again, sir. Thirty-one people have been killed in Dantewada. It looks like India is
         haemorrhaging. We have violence in Kashmir, trouble in the Northeast and now Dantewada has become the war theatre,’ he says
         dismally.
      

      His words hurl me back into memory land. I am reminded of my visit to the enchanted forests of Bastar.

      The year was 2003.1 was tired of manufacturing illusions for the dream factories of Bollywood and I was pining to get a glimpse
         of ‘real life’. So it was hardly surprising that when a friend put forward an idea of filming a documentary on the tribal
         life of Chhattisgarh, I embraced the offer right away. Little did I know then that there, in the dense jungles of Bastar where
         the Naxalites operate, I would come face to face with a handsome boatman who would give me a taste of the real India.
      

      Here is a replay of the conversation that took place by the side of a turbulent river, at the crack of dawn:

      MB: From where did you get this ancient boat?

      Tribal: (Wiping the sweat from his body) It is our family boat. It belonged to my grandfather. He gave it to my father who then passed it on to me. This boat and
         this river have fed us for years.
      

      MB: How much money do you make by carrying people across the river every day?

      Tribal: Two rupees per person is what I charge one way. I don’t charge money for children and very old people.

      MB: (Pointing in the direction of a construction site at a distance) Aren’t you afraid that this bridge which is being built by the government will rob you of your livelihood? Once the bridge
         is made, people will no longer need your boat to go across this river. What will happen to you and your family then? How will
         you survive? Aren’t you worried?
      

      Tribal: (After a long pause) Whatever has to happen to us will happen. But this bridge will certainly help the people of this region. They will no longer
         have to pay me money to cross the river every day. Isn’t that good?
      

      The heartbreaking generosity and the selflessness of that man moved me to tears. His words still resonate within me. I wonder
         often if that boatman has now become a militant. Because if he has then ‘we’ as a nation are wholly and solely responsible
         for it. It must have taken a lot for ‘innocence’ to pick up the gun. And it is hard to live off that innocence and wisdom for long, isn’t
         it?
      

      In large parts of India tribals are being pushed to the fringes in crueller ways than before, as the so-called New India tramples
         over their lands to reach out to its imagined tomorrows.
      

      A friend of mine once told me, ‘Humiliation gives birth to desperation and desperation gives birth to uncontrollable rage.’
         I realize now how true that statement is. Maoist leaders have effectively harnessed the rage of the tribals and are now using
         it against the state. This vicious cycle of atrocities between the Maoists and the state will not stop unless the civil society
         of India sheds its apathy and partners with sane forces to bring about a peaceful resolution to this blood feud.
      

      The bigoted nationalists of our country who are asking the government to take military action against our own people must
         be reminded that this Naxal violence will raise its head over and over again because at its heart is the deeper structural
         violence that our democratic republic has refused to address. The truth is that sixty-three years after Independence 77 per
         cent of Indians live on less than twenty rupees a day while a minuscule 5 per cent enjoy what borders on an obscene surplus.
         It is the humiliation of the desperately poor which fuels these outbursts of violence and that is the very lifeblood of the
         various insurgencies that are endangering the sovereignty of India.
      

      Democracy does not come from the top – it comes from the bottom. The need of the hour is to recognize and appreciate the drive
         of the people in these ‘troubled zones’ for self-affirmation and self-assertion. A young cop who drove me through the Naxal-affected
         region of Bastar told me: a society which is able to assert itself socially is seldom vicious; it is the weak that are most
         likely to stab themselves in the back.
      

      In the year 2001, I was in Nagaland shooting a documentary. While I was in the quaint village of Khanoma, I visited a school
         to talk to the children there. I asked them on camera what their dream was. I distinctly remember a young Naga boy who fearlessly
         went up to the blackboard and wrote; almost violently, ‘My dream is to free Nagaland.’ When the young boy realized that he
         wasn’t being reprimanded for stating this fact so plainly, and when he eventually saw himself being given a place in the documentary,
         he ended up forming a very warm friendship with me. I realized then that when alienated and humiliated societies aren’t allowed
         to truthfully express their rage and let go of it through their words, they express it through guns and bombs.
      

      In this book, Neelesh Misra and Rahul Pandita give you an intimate view of the world’s biggest communist insurgency which
         is currently raging right here in India. These two young men have dared to take an unflinching and honest look at the real
         truth behind the insurgencies in northeast India and Kashmir. They have reframed the existing narratives and myths and they
         have brought us the truth from the bottom up by engaging with those who are in the eye of the storm.
      

      In an India where the rift between reality and reporting has reached its end and where the mainstream corporate media has
         failed to bring us the truth as it exists, this book is an invaluable gift. It is angry and hopeful; it has both passion and
         authority. Bertrand Russell once said: ‘You can either go mad with the truth or stay sane with lies.’ I am so glad someone
         decided to voice the unspeakable. I am so glad someone refused to participate in a lie. Just when I was beginning to believe
         that god’s in his heaven and everything is well with my country, along comes a book of extraordinary courage that dares me
         to see what I have never been told. The writers go about their reporting with the precision of surgeons who peel off lies
         and lay bare the truth. Do you have the courage to take it? Because it is the truth which will free us.
      

      I have just concluded writing this Foreword. My blackberry beeps. The words ‘breaking news’ flash on the screen: thirteen
         coaches of a Mumbai-bound passenger train were derailed and then hit by a speeding goods train in West Bengal. The Maoist-backed
         People’s Committee against Police Atrocities (PCAPA) has claimed responsibility for the derailment of the Kurla-bound Gyaneshwari
         Express, which killed sixty-five people and wounded two hundred. Posters demanding immediate withdrawal of the joint forces
         from the area were found on the railway tracks.
      

      My daughter Pooja, reacting to this news, explodes, ‘If they are going to target trains and kill civilians in their fight
         for self-assertion, then the nation needs to oppose them. They can’t get away with this.’
      

      So many truths, so many views are colliding. Mark my words, they are all true. That is the magic of this nation – that a million
         differing views abide here in an uneasy coexistence.
      

      But when it comes to insurgencies, New Delhi has been quick to brand rebels as ‘the other’, forgetting that their back stories
         are not stories of people who have picked up guns to oppose the nation; combined, they give us the story of the nation itself.
      

      Mahesh Bhatt

      Mumbai, 2010

   
      
      Authors’ Glossary

      God is in the semantics. The meaning and loose usage of the word ‘terrorist’ is a matter of debate all over the world. The
         authors have used the following logic:
      

      
         An armed rebel who attacks an armed soldier is a militant not a terrorist.

         An armed rebel who lobs a grenade at a moving military vehicle in a busy market knowing full well that it could miss its target
            and kill or wound civilians, is a terrorist.
         

         An armed rebel who kills an unarmed man either on suspicion of being an informer or for extortion is a terrorist.

         Regardless of what the media might tell you, every person arrested on charges of being a militant is not a terrorist. A large
            number is actually completely innocent.
         

      

   
      
      Prologue

      The world’s largest communist insurgency. The world’s oldest-running ethnic insurgency. One of the world’s most complex Islamic
         insurgencies. Welcome to India, the toast of the world, where one in every five citizens lives under the shadow of the threat
         of armed rebellion.
      

      India might be one of the fastest-growing economies in the world, a nation assiduously wooed by global powers, but in many
         rural areas the Indian state simply does not exist. The country, it seems, is offering an example for other regions of the
         world that are being ripped apart by armed conflict – from Iraq to Afghanistan, to Peru and Colombia, to Chechnya, Sudan and
         Nigeria, to the Philippines and Spain – of how not to deal with armed rebels. For it has made insurgency a convenient excuse for misgovernance.
      

      It’s not that the government hasn’t pumped development funds into these areas. In fact, the premise for this book began with
         those very numbers. Around 11 per cent of the budget of the Ministry of Rural Development in recent years has been allocated
         to insurgency-affected districts, across Kashmir, areas under Naxalite influence and in the Northeast, but the central government
         does little to monitor its use. In 2006-07, when we first began our three-year investigation into development funds in the
         insurgency-affected areas of India, we found that Rs 5,800 crore had been disbursed to some one hundred and fifty-two districts
         across twelve of India’s twenty-nine states. But, out of that, at least Rs 2,700 crore had not been used. In 2009-10, around
         Rs 6,900 crore had been earmarked for development projects in India’s Naxalite-affected areas. These funds were allocated to states for the construction and
         upkeep of schools, homes, roads and jobs, measures that could help ease the seething discontentment. It remains to be seen
         if the money will be effectively utilized.
      

      In many of the country’s militancy-wracked regions, the state and its symbols have long been invisible; functional schools,
         medical facilities, even police stations do not exist. In the Northeast, underground groups often decide and influence administrators
         on how taxpayer’s money should be spent, or prop up their own contractors to build infrastructure, and much of the development
         funds are routed through them. This is true also of Naxalite-affected areas, where taxpayer’s funds routinely reach the rebels
         in the form of ‘levies’. In many areas, where justice has failed the common people, they approach militants and not the courts
         of law when rapes, murders and abductions take place.
      

      When you assemble the pieces of the jigsaw – social discontent, unemployment, poverty, ethnic and tribal rivalries, forced
         recruitment by rebels, the high-handedness of the security forces, and the promise of thrill and power for the ‘adventurous’
         – they complete a picture of a hundred rebellions eating away at the country. With rebel presence in about two hundred of
         the country’s six hundred-plus districts, albeit less in some areas than in others, the everyday lives of some 25 crore Indians
         are shaped by insurgents. Every fourth Indian who lives in an area of rebel influence has to think twice before stepping out
         for an evening wedding or a religious ceremony or a trip to the market. The decision, in some states, to arm the common man
         to fight militants and protect himself without any provision for adequate training and guidance from the security forces,
         has added to the disaster by making the villagers even more vulnerable to gruesome revenge attacks by militants.
      

      It is a crisis spiralling across the country. It might not yet be putting a complete dampener on India’s success story, but
         it is certain that insurgency is set to become the ball and chain shackling a country that is poised to fly high and dream big.
      

      To tell this story, we travelled over thousands of kilometres for close to three years into some of India’s remotest corners.
         In many of these areas, villagers mistook us for government officials who had never been anywhere close. They wanted their
         complaints heard. They wanted their names written down in notebooks. They wanted to be assured that the troubles of their
         lives had been documented somewhere on some piece of paper that would become a part of government files.
      

      During our journey into the heart of India’s battle zones, we came across some well-known and little-known truths.

      We found the first casualty of war: a sense of perspective. It’s easy to be labelled traitors, or spies, or terrorists in
         the war zones. The police readily put anyone behind bars, at times even for offering food to insurgents under duress. The
         insurgents tag anyone talking to the police – even if they do so out of fear – as informers and punish them. For the NGOs
         and activists, whose presence is often more prominent than government officials in these areas, any point of agreement with
         the state, or any positive action or reaction connected to it, however rational, is unacceptable. It seems that often India’s
         so-called civil society movement, built on the edifice of dissent, can’t handle an iota of dissent when someone disagrees
         with it.
      

      We found the absent state. Government officials have not administered many of these areas in any real sense for decades. The
         last time revenue officials mapped villages in what is known as the Abujhmaad forest in Bastar, Chhattisgarh, was more than
         four hundred years ago, during the reign of the Mughal emperor, Akbar! In many places it is the insurgents who set benchmarks
         for rural administration by applying innovative measures that few elected governments think of when it comes to grass-roots India.
      

      We found policemen fighting an impossible battle for their own survival in a land of cruel geography, where even ferrying
         rations is like participating in a war. In addition is the little recognition of the tough conditions they work in: 50 degrees
         Celsius heat, with no reinforcements at hand, little communication or operational support in unfamiliar surroundings where
         local insurgents can ambush and kill them and vanish without a trace.
      

      Here is what this means: In a country that has 32 lakh elected representatives – the largest number in any democracy in the
         world – lakhs of people have been pushed out of the democratic process. In regions hit by insurgency, in particular, all symbols
         of democracy appear to be fading rapidly: village councils are nearly defunct, politicians and administrators are conspicuous
         by their absence, elections have poor turnouts amid rebel calls for boycotts.
      

      Even as India presses forward a major offensive against insurgency, it is clear to most that military solutions will not help.
         ‘This is not a law and order problem. It is simply a question of governance,’ Ramesh Saran, an economist at Ranchi University
         who has closely studied the Naxalite movement, told us. According to him, crushing the rebels with force would boomerang.
         ‘It is like a strong headache. You will pop an aspirin, push it aside and pretend it is gone. But it is there. And it will
         return.’
      

      The Naxalite surge makes up a major portion of the book. Simply, it is India’s biggest internal security challenge as of now,
         although, until recently, governments have shied away from recognizing it as such. Compared to Kashmir, which has always been
         seen as the ‘sexy’ insurgency, the one that got the international headlines since it involved India and Pakistan and occasionally
         other nations, the Naxalite was seen as the poor rebel, fighting a faraway battle in India’s forgotten lands. But behind our backs it has grown into a crisis that questions all that modern India seemingly stands
         for. Most importantly, economic progress, spiralling development and failed delivery of justice. Our stories focus more on
         Jharkhand than on Chhattisgarh, another hub of the Naxal surge, because our book is not about rebels, but rather about people
         and governance, and Jharkhand is representative, by far, of the larger picture of insurgency-as-an-excuse across a dozen-odd
         states.
      

      In Kashmir, until the most recent upheaval in 2010, violence was at a minimal level compared to earlier years. Tragically,
         this was seen, as it often is, as the primary barometer of ‘normalcy’ in a state governed by very cruel mathematics. While
         the de-escalation of violence eased the lives of Kashmir’s residents, the rush of development that the improved situation
         should have ensured did not follow. The snapshots we encountered showed that Kashmir was on autopilot, with little accountability
         in governance and limited efforts being made to decrease the military presence that was clearly not needed at such overwhelming
         levels.
      

      From there on to the Northeast, a classic case of how insurgency has become so deeply entrenched in the system that it resembles
         the system itself. We have told this story through Manipur, which highlights this crisis like no other region. The insurgent
         is a part of the everyday life here for citizens, and the effects of the insurgency and the ‘taxes’ charged by the rebels
         permeate into everything from the price of milk powder to parking-lot contracts. New Delhi has mostly looked the other way,
         content that there is a government in place at all.
      

      But, as you will discover in the pages that follow, across India’s troubled regions, there isn’t.

   
      
      Part One

      The Naxalite Surge

      
      ‘EVERY FIRE STARTS IN THE BELLY’
      

      
   
      
      1

      
      We do not know what Turia Munda looked like. He did not leave behind a picture. But if one was to guess the appearance of the
         dead father from the face of his eldest son, the forty-year-old farmer had perhaps been lean and short, with puffed cheeks,
         dark, slightly wrinkled skin burnt by the oppressive Indian sun, and had probably worn broken slippers, just like his child.
      

      
      Who knows what was going through Munda’s mind as he awoke on that February night in his small, rectangular mud-and-thatch
         hut in Gitildi village in Jharkhand? Munda walked past his four children sleeping on the mud-caked floor and picked up a sari
         worn by his wife until a few months ago, when she died. In the silence of the night, he stepped out into a little clearing
         outside his house and walked across a narrow path that ran along a row of bushes behind the house. He stood before a huge
         berry tree looming above him under the clear night sky. He climbed it – it was one of the first skills he had learnt as a
         child – and then tied one end of the sari to a branch and the other to his neck. Who knows if he gasped, or muttered something,
         or had second thoughts? He let go and leaped, the impact of the brutal jerk breaking his neck and wrenching the life out of
         him. With that single action, the angry farmer, who had been dismissed by government officials throughout his squalor-ridden,
         wretched life, became tragically famous in his death. He was the first man to die because he had not received wages under
         the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS), purported to be the world’s largest social security set-up.
      

      
      Behind that single moment of desperation – and defeat – lies a story.
      

      
      Seventeen years ago, on the morning on which Turiya Munda’s body was discovered hanging lifeless from the berry tree, things
         were happening in other parts of the world.
      

      
      It was 24 July 1991. On the other side of the globe, in Room 118 at the office of the Texas Water Commission, government officials
         were squabbling over petty sewage issues. In another part of the state, a man called George W. Bush, son of the then president
         of the United States, had just bought a larger stake in the Texas Rangers baseball club, amidst swirling rumours that he was
         set for a career in politics. That scary situation – which would soon begin to impact ordinary, unknown people like Turia
         Munda in faraway countries across the world – was some time away, but for another political newcomer it was already the big
         day.
      

      
      In India, wearing the light blue turban that would become his fashion statement in the years to follow, Finance Minister Dr
         Manmohan Singh was getting ready to make his speech in the high-ceilinged, colonial-era building that houses the Indian Parliament,
         a speech in which he would present the national budget to a gloomy, despairing nation.
      

      
      In 1991, India was in ruins, on the verge of bankruptcy. For a country that was once so rich that it was called ‘the golden
         bird’, it was a moment of shame and a stunning indictment of the people who had governed it. While the country was still recovering
         from the brutal assassination two months ago of former prime minister Rajiv Gandhi, some 20 tonnes of gold had been transported
         in jetliners to Switzerland and sold to prevent an economic collapse. Another 46 tonnes had been shipped to London as collateral
         for a loan from the Bank of Japan. India was smarting with humiliation, and anger.
      

      
      For a whole week before the finance minister was to make his crucial announcement, employees of the press where the budget
         papers were being printed had been cloistered in their office, a tradition that had been followed for years to maintain confidentiality.
         They couldn’t make calls, they couldn’t step out. That year, they were prisoners trying to unshackle the nation from impending
         economic doom.
      

      
      Ancient fans whirred listlessly from the towering ceiling of Parliament’s lower house. The hum of lawmakers slowly died down.
         When his turn came, Manmohan Singh stunned the nation by slashing away the cobwebs of a socialist-style economy. He quoted
         before a disbelieving audience his favourite phrase, the words of Victor Hugo: ‘No power on earth can stop an idea whose time
         has come … I suggest to this august House that the emergence of India as a major economic power in the world happens to be
         one such idea.’
      

      
      It was no ordinary day. It was no ordinary budget. Manmohan Singh had laid the foundations of what would, in less than a decade,
         become the buzzword of the world: the New India.
      

      
      At about the same time, around 1,000 kilometres east of the British-era hall, a group of young men, some with crude guns slung
         over their shoulders, were making their daily journey towards a village in Bihar, one of the country’s poorest states. They
         were Naxalites – communist rebels – who had made their first appearance with arms in the village that very month. That year,
         1991, was when the communist militants would take the most dramatic step of their decades-old movement, emerging with guns
         in places of their choosing in the vast Indian countryside, seeking out support and entrenching themselves in strongholds.
      

      
      Three years after that day in 1991, Dr Manmohan Singh tabled his second budget. By this time, the Indian middle class, living
         in bustling, chaotic metropolises and teeming million-plus cities, had begun to feel the effects of economic liberalization.
         You didn’t have to bribe government officials any longer to get telephone or cooking-gas connections. It had become possible to get a two-wheeler
         ahead of the mandatory waiting period. Consumer durables such as tape recorders and cameras could be bought at affordable
         prices. People could now take loans to purchase anything, from an apartment in a high-rise building to a washing machine.
         New wheels were invented for a smooth, if indebted, life: In fifteen years, there would be 2.5 crore credit card users in
         India.
      

      
      Yet, in large swathes of rural India, the 1991 budget had had little impact. Years of exploitation of land and resources,
         years of forgotten promises of rehabilitation and development would give rise to further discontent and lead to these remote
         areas becoming susceptible to the influence of insurgents and to widespread insurgency.
      

      
      In the late 1960s, two men, Charu Majumdar and Kanu Sanyal, had started a tiny revolution in a small village in West Bengal
         which would give a movement its name. They were among a handful of men who believed it was fruitless to try to change the
         social order by peaceful means and they spread their message quite effectively among discontented land labourers. Led by the
         new rebels and armed with indigenous weapons such as bows and arrows, local tribals swooped down on landowners, forcibly occupying
         their land. The sickle with which they had slaved away in the fields became a potent weapon against oppression.
      

      
      It was not the first time that peasants in the region had risen against hunger and oppression. Before India became independent
         in 1947, Bengal had been witness to a movement started by peasants to press for a better crop share for themselves. Around
         the same time as the movement was launched in Naxalbari in Bengal, Andhra Pradesh saw a similar uprising taking shape in Srikakulam,
         where the local hill people, known as Girijans, revolted against exploitation at the hands of landlords. Yet, Naxalbari became the masthead of the red rebellion. China, the land of Mao, hailed
         the developments in Naxalbari as ‘a peal of spring thunder’.
      

      
      As expected, violence was met with violence as armed peasants clashed with their erstwhile masters. After mulling over it
         for days, the West Bengal government finally ordered the police machinery to tame the revolutionaries. And so they did, supposedly,
         official records tell us, within fifty-two days. But by then the fire had spread. Young men and women who were living in insulated
         centres such as Delhi and Bombay, fed on a heady dose of idealism, left cushy career prospects and joined the rebellion. Hostel
         rooms at India’s premier institutes of higher education, from St Stephen’s College in Delhi to Presidency College in Calcutta,
         emptied out.
      

      
      Between 1970 and 1971, the Naxal movement touched its zenith and spread to other states, including Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Punjab,
         Orissa and Kerala. Eventually, the government of India decided it was time for action.
      

      
      In 1970, India was ruled by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, the daughter of India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru.
         Fourteen years later she would be shot dead by her own bodyguards looking to avenge a botched-up military operation she had
         ordered on a Sikh shrine. But in 1970, nothing she did was wrong for the people. As a sycophant in her party so famously said,
         Indira was India.
      

      
      Four days before the country was to celebrate its twenty-seventh Independence Day, Indira Gandhi addressed the upper house
         of the Indian Parliament, delivering an iron-fist message that went well with her reputation: The government would fight the
         Naxalites with all the strength at its command. ‘These elements will be fought to the finish,’ she announced. True to her words,
         the Indian state cracked down on the rebels with all its might. Most of its top leaders were either eliminated or arrested.
      

      
      Maoist ideologues believe that the period of Emergency declared by Indira Gandhi in 1975 was not due to any political crisis;
         it was aimed at bringing the Naxalite leadership to its knees. Although such a claim seems a bit far-fetched, it is true that the
         Naxalite leadership, released from prisons after the Emergency, used the last three years of the 1970s to regroup and plan
         new strategies. By 1980, the Naxalites had become active again, mainly in Andhra Pradesh and Bihar. In Andhra Pradesh, the
         People’s War Group (PWG) is said to have redistributed close to 2,020 square kilometres of land across the state to landless
         farmers right through the 1980s. By 1990, it had become a major rebel group, launching deadly attacks against the police and
         paramilitary forces in its areas of influence. In Bihar, the Maoist Communist Centre (MCC) was formed in 1975, as an afterthought
         to a string of stirrings – very much on the lines of the Naxalbari movement – against upper-caste landlords.
      

      
      By 1992, when Manmohan Singh had already ushered in a new era of liberalization, these two groups had started thinking along
         the lines of merging in order to extend their power to larger territories. It was in this year that the PWG and the MCC organized
         many mass movements together. In 2004, the two merged to form the Communist Party of India (Maoist) [CPI (Maoist)], and became,
         according to a Maoist ideologue, ‘as big as the Congress or the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)’, India’s two main political
         parties at the time.
      

      
      That might or might not be true, but over the past ten years the Naxalites have certainly become the biggest adversaries of
         New India, aided by a collapse of lower-level governance in vast areas of the country. The country is now a theatre staging
         the world’s largest communist insurgency, dramatic in its sweep and influence and yet blissfully wished away by India’s blinkered
         policymakers.
      

      
      ‘Every year, the Andhra Pradesh government comes up with exact figures of Maoists active in the state,’ a Maoist ideologue
         tells us in Delhi. ‘For example, in December 2007, they said there were nine hundred and ninety-three Maoists in Andhra Pradesh.’
         He looks at us, lights a small Gold Flake cigarette, and mutters, ‘I personally know that in the last fifteen years they have killed around five thousand men, including over two hundred rebel leaders in
         the state.’
      

      
      He quotes home ministry reports that say that there are around thirty thousand Maoists active in some fourteen states. ‘But
         I tell you, this number should be much larger,’ he says, fiddling with his cellphone, taking a puff of his cigarette and blowing
         the smoke into the warm Delhi air. ‘They are where the government does not even suspect them to be.’
      

      [image: image]

      
      The heart attack came at the most unexpected moment. Ranjan Roy was working on his computer at his home in New Delhi, when
         he collapsed. Roy was a widower, who lived with a servant to cater to the daily chores. He had seen less lonely days. The
         sixty-nine-year-old was a former chief of the Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), India’s external intelligence agency. As his
         former colleague, B. Raman, now India’s leading security analyst, put it, he was ‘one of the heroes of Indian intelligence’.
      

      
      Months before his death, Roy had expressed a desire: He wanted to go to Jharkhand to meet a relative and to visit some of
         the state’s famous sites. First, he planned to travel to Palamau district to visit the Betla National Park, home to the Palamau
         Tiger Reserve, the state’s most popular tourist destination. The national park has 1,000 square kilometres of dense sal and
         bamboo forests, with nearly a thousand different kinds of plants and hundreds of species of birds and animals. Roy would stay
         in a ‘tree house’ – actually a house on wooden props beside a tree, not on top of one – for Rs 160. Then he would travel 120
         kilometres to Netarhat, a charming, forested plateau overlooking the Koel river in the valley below.
      

      
      There was just one slight problem. Much of the area Roy wished to visit was under the control of Naxalites and it was impossible
         to travel there without the fear of being seized or attacked by them, especially if the traveller was one of India’s legendary
         spymasters. Their intricate network of informants would ensure that every detail of the traveller’s identity and his itinerary
         was accessible to them. The remaining area was frequently under attack from dacoits, who waylaid, beat up and robbed highway
         travellers. It was a well-known fact that in the complete absence of policing and accountability in the areas, the bandits
         operated through an arrangement with the police – an amount was fixed as a commission for the police for every bus looted.
         As a bus driver on the route told us, both the police and the bandits were known to follow the rules strictly. On several
         occasions, the bandits had forced a bus to stop, thrashed the passengers and robbed them. Then they had followed the bus and
         made it halt again, got in and returned the money at gunpoint, forcing the confused passengers to take everything back. Such
         incidents occurred when the bandits counted the money they had looted and realized that it was less than the commission they
         would have to pay the police. Rather than suffer a loss, they returned the money forcibly so that this particular bus loot
         would be excluded from the deal.
      

      
      Not one to be deterred by such circumstances, Roy called his cousin in Ranchi, a top bureaucrat in the Jharkhand administration.
         The bureaucrat, in turn, called a local functionary who said he would pass on the message to a Naxalite area commander believed
         to be in charge of the stretch through which Roy wanted to travel. The word got through, and the Naxal commander sent a reply
         to the top bureaucrat soon enough. ‘We can control our men, but we cannot take any responsibility for the local criminals,’
         the commander said. ‘But we can still offer him safe passage.’ The rebel commander suggested that if Roy agreed to travel
         in one of two air-conditioned Boleros which carried Naxalites down the road, he would be safe. Both the local gangs and the
         police knew that the SUVs belonged to the Naxalites and, even amidst turf wars, their safe passage was an unstated agreement that was honoured. India’s legendary spymaster, the former chief of one of the world’s
         leading intelligence agencies, was being offered safe passage by communist rebels.
      

      
      It is not known whether Roy considered it, but he chose not to take up the offer.

      
      But in Gitildi village, where Turia Munda killed himself, and across the regions where the Naxalites have now gained ground,
         common people have little to choose from. Munda’s life is a tragic snapshot of the lives of millions living in insurgency-affected
         India, a nation within a nation, where governance has collapsed and life is on autopilot. Sixteen years after Manmohan Singh
         announced its arrival, there seems to be no sight of the New India anywhere close to villages such as Gitildi.
      

      
      There is amazement when we arrive at the village, where practically no one comes from the outside world. People rush to offer
         plastic chairs. Someone scrambles to make tea, without milk. The elders settle down on a cot made of jute ropes. Bare-bodied
         children run around, chasing nothing in particular. Women in colourful but faded saris peep from a distance, standing on their
         toes at their doorsteps.
      

      
      We are sitting near Munda’s home, not too far from the tree where he hanged himself. Munda had not sought much in life. He
         had a wife, Itwari Devi, and five sons. In a country fascinated with sons, where female foeticide is outlawed but rampant,
         that could have been something of a jackpot, but Munda had little to feed his crown jewels.
      

      
      One of them died of malaria in 2006. This is not unusual in these parts. The mosquito is a socialist – it bites the villagers,
         the police and the Naxalite rebels with equal intensity. The Naxal guerrillas pop quinine tablets as part of their war drill.
         But Munda’s family, and the rest of his village, does not have access to the tablets that cost a few rupees for a strip. There is no health centre
         in the village of a thousand people. The nearest hospital is almost 13 kilometres away, and the road that leads to it non-existent.
         The doctor has passed on his tasks to an assistant. The assistant has, in turn, passed them on to a woman in the village who
         visits once a week, on a Thursday – that is when she visits at all.
      

      
      Apparently, life in Gitildi does not follow socialist dogma. There is no electricity or provision for drinking water. The
         villagers, like those in all other villages they know, bathe in the river that flows past, which is also the source for their
         drinking water. During summer even that runs dry. Some hand pumps, seven in all, were installed a few years back, but they
         pump out muddy water, which is worse than what is drawn from the river. A year after Munda’s son passed away, in 2007, the
         bad water, the harsh living conditions and the location of the health centre conspired to rain yet another blow on his family.
         Munda’s wife, Itwari Devi, unexpectedly – or perhaps not so unexpectedly – came down with diarrhoea. Munda had no money to
         have her treated; their neighbours pitched in with local herbs. When her condition worsened, Munda borrowed money and hired
         a jeep to take his wife to the health centre beyond a bumpy, wretched road. She was too frail to walk – two people had to
         lift her and place her in the jeep. The pain of the journey by road was unbearable, and Itwari Devi died soon after. Munda
         did not have the money to organize even the ritual bhoj (community lunch) after her death, a fact that troubled him for months.
      

      
      Munda was now left with four children – the youngest, two years old; the eldest, twelve – and he had to be both mother and
         father to them. Within his means, he was doing well enough. Three of them went to school, a big achievement in the village.
         But there was no money for much else, not to organize the ritual lunch, not even to support the family.
      

      
      Then a ray of hope appeared. The village headman announced that a pond was to be dug nearby under the NREGS, which promised
         a hundred days of employment every year to every adult who asked for it. The programme seemed like manna from heaven, the
         perfect solution to the rural poverty that forced hundreds of people to flee their villages every year in states such as Bihar
         and seek work in faraway metropolises. Like many others in his village, Turia Munda signed up under the NREGS. He worked for
         forty-eight days, digging a pond a kilometre away from the village. He then waited for months for his money, Rs 3,360. Finally,
         one day, he gave up. They found his body the next morning, hanging from the berry tree.
      

      
      Munda’s sons dropped out of school. The younger three were taken away by their uncle. The oldest, Jholu Munda, stayed back
         in the village, sleeping all alone in the hut where he had last seen his father alive. Wearing his broken pink plastic slippers
         held together with a thin wire, he now sat outside his hut swinging his legs and listening to everyone else recounting the
         story of his father’s last days.
      

      
      The little clearing in the village became an enduring image of the defeated citizens of India, the dispossessed who populated
         the places where governments had stopped functioning out of fear of rebel terror. For the shadows of the rebels have indeed
         passed through Gitildi; in fact, the Naxalites came here often, looking for support, asking the villagers to join their overground
         outfits. The villagers have risked their lives and politely turned down the requests so far. They share the same yearning
         – to study or get their children educated, to get ahead in life and improve their lot.
      

      
      Still, Gitildi continues to exist in a vacuum of governance. ‘In this village, there is nothing. We want to educate our children
         – that is all we want,’ says Guruwa Munda, who used to be Turia Munda’s classmate. ‘Earlier, in our time, the local primary
         school had three teachers. Now we have one. We had one teacher for forty students. Now, one teacher teaches a hundred and
         thirty students.’
      

      
      Arun Munda is seventeen years old, studying in the eleventh standard. He likes to dream big. He also knows he is the guy with
         the best aim in the village with the gulel (sling), which he carries with him at all times. ‘My aim is good. I can hit a target at ten feet. I want to join the army,
         and if they don’t want to give me a gun I always have my gulel!’ he chuckles, wearing a T-shirt with the words ‘Goa at its Grandest’ printed on it.
      

      
      He loves watching television – anything he can get through a dish antenna – the news, soaps and cricket. The few people here
         who have TV sets run them on batteries. Some whose family members are able to go to the cities and work also have cheap DVDs
         and a few CDs that they watch over and over again. Through cable TV and the few better-off people in their midst, the youth
         of the village get a window into the dazzle of urban life but as inhabitants of Gitildi they are untouched by modern India.
         Only a few boys are aware of the hairstyle and batting prowess of India’s star cricketer Mahendra Singh Dhoni, who hails from
         the state’s capital.
      

      
      ‘When I go to Ranchi, I also wish I was staying in a place like that. But I don’t like the way many girls dress there – they
         are too modern by my standards,’ says Arun Munda. When he returns to reality, he goes out to the forest, cuts wood and makes
         Rs 50 a day.
      

      
      Down the mud path from Arun Munda’s hut lives the man who is considered one of the VIPs in the village – Ravindra Munda, who
         owns a motorcycle. When a villager falls seriously ill, the family has only one desperate hope – that Ravindra Munda has not
         gone anywhere. The patient lumbers on to his motorcycle, if he or she is able to, and is taken to the nearby town of Bundu
         for access to proper healthcare.
      

      
      ‘My motorcycle is known as the village ambulance,’ Ravindra Munda says.

      
      The ‘ambulance’ is often very busy – after all, there are seasons of diseases in Gitildi. In the months of July and August,
         diarrhoea strikes. In November and December, it is malaria. The rest of the year, it could be anything, really. During the monsoon, the road is submerged and the sick person has to be transported either
         on a bicycle or on somebody’s back.
      

      
      Children die. Women die. And so do able-bodied men.

      
      Samla Munda points towards a small, two-room structure near the entrance to the village. It looks ravaged by years of disuse.
         This was supposed to be a health centre, but no doctor has come here for almost two years now,’ he says. The means of prevention
         and precaution are also not at hand. A mosquito net costs Rs 60, and not everyone can afford one.
      

      
      When minor ailments afflict them, the residents of Gitildi walk a few dozen feet from Turia Munda’s hut, then turn right,
         and walk another five minutes to a larger hut on the left. This is the home of Draupadi Devi, the ‘nurse’ of the village.
         She unofficially stands in for the government nurse, who is herself a stand-in for the government doctor. ‘If you come in
         November or December, you will find every family has a malaria patient,’ Draupadi says, holding one end of her cream sari
         wrapped tightly around her. ‘But government officials tell us we cannot come here because it is an MCC area,’ she says.
      

      
      The government will not recognize her as an employee, but Draupadi is a very important woman in the village. After all, when
         children have a cold or a tummy upset it is she who decides what medicine to give them. She has no medical training, just
         a piece of paper the government-appointed nurse has prepared for her, which tells her what to do in minor crises. But Draupadi
         has some credentials on her biodata to qualify as a stand-in nurse. She is the only woman in the village who is set to graduate
         from a college in three years.
      

      
      ‘I am thirty years old, but only on paper. My real age is twenty-six,’ she says, blushing. Her infant son is in her lap as
         she sits on the floor. He gurgles and giggles. He wears nothing but a thick black thread around his waist – a trick Indians
         have used for centuries to ward off the evil eye, hopefully with some success. In her hut is an old TV set mounted on a table, a transistor radio,
         a few framed images of Hindu gods on the walls. A few packs of Paracetamol and some antibiotics are arranged on a stool in
         a corner. The radio is playing the hit Kishore Kumar song, ‘Pyaar kar liya to kya’.
      

      
      Love is a luxury for Draupadi. Her husband works at a school in another district and they meet once in several weeks. She
         grew up 16 kilometres away in Tirildi village with three brothers and two sisters. ‘My father could not go to school – he
         was a farmer – but he wanted his sons and daughters to study,’ she says. So they did. The three brothers graduated from college,
         and a younger sister finished the tenth standard with similar aspirations. Then, one night in 2001, Draupadi’s family was
         ripped apart. Armed MCC cadres stormed into the village and attacked them, accusing them of being police informers. Within
         minutes, her father and three brothers lay dead on the ground.
      

      
      The quiver in her voice betrays Draupadi’s emotions for a second, and then she looks out of the hut, as if plunging her face
         straight into the sunlight.
      

      
      ‘Earlier, I used to dream a lot. When I was studying, I wanted to have a job like modern women, I wanted to work and bring
         some money home for my father’s well-being. I wanted to look after him,’ she says. ‘Now I just want to manage my household,
         take care of my family.’ She pauses, and then says, ‘Maybe I will be able to do something good in life, but I don’t want to
         dream about it.’
      

      
      Every week, the rebels visit the village, she says. Every week, they get to hear the same answer from the villagers. ‘We are
         very united in our village. We are not swayed by them. Some days ago, they said again, “You all become members of our party.”
         They asked the youth to join them. We ignored them. They tried to pressurize us. They held meetings, no one went. We decided
         not to go.
      

      
      ‘We told the dasta (the squad), we don’t want to join you,’ she says. ‘But the government does not want to do anything for us, the government officials just take the name of the Naxalites all the time and say they will do nothing for us – no roads,
         no water, no electricity. So, let us see how long we can hold out …’
      

      
      As the villagers despair near the mosquito-ridden swamps of Gitildi, mosquito repellents work overtime in the imposing corridors
         and swanky rooms of New Delhi’s North Block, where the attitude has changed little since the days of the British Raj. The
         powers that be at New Delhi continue to harp on Naxalism being solely a security problem, ignoring its socio-economic connect.
      

      
      In December 2007, while addressing the Chief Ministers’ Conference on Internal Security, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh said,
         ‘Left-wing extremism is probably [the] single biggest security challenge to the Indian state. It continues to be so and we
         cannot rest in peace until we have eliminated this virus. They are certainly targeting all aspects of economic activity. They
         are targeting vital economic infrastructure so as to cripple transport and logistics capabilities and to also slow down any
         development activity,’ he said. ‘We need to cripple the hold of Naxalite forces with all the means at our command.’
      

      
      But it was too late. Naxalite influence had by then extended to well over fourteen states in India, including Orissa, which
         is the poorest state in India with close to 40 per cent of its population earning less than Rs 12 a day. Jharkhand, where
         Gitildi is located, and its neighbouring state of Bihar appear second and third, respectively, after Orissa on poverty’s wall
         of shame.
      

      
      The government’s own numbers are a stunning indictment of the state of affairs in the country. Some 77 per cent of Indians
         – around 84 crore people – live on less than Rs 20 a day. ‘This is the other world which can be characterized as the India
         of the Common People, constituting more than three-fourths of the population and consisting of all those whom the growth has,
         by and large, bypassed,’ a national commission said in a report. ‘Such a sordid picture coexists uneasily with a shining India that has
         successfully confronted the challenge of globalization powered by economic competition both within the country and across
         the world,’ the report says. It goes on to state that 26 per cent of India’s population lives on less than Rs 12 per day.
         Some 92 per cent of the country’s total workforce of 45.7 crore people is employed as agricultural labourers and farmers,
         or in odd jobs such as working in brick kilns or quarries. It is a truth the world – and India – has not been told enough:
         In stark contrast to the sheen of the new India, a majority of Indians lead a lacklustre life, struggling with hunger and
         disease.
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