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[In Punjab alone, more than 600 farmers are reported to have committed suicide during the last two years 
mainly due to economic bankruptcy. The roster of suicide by bankrupt farmers is really staggering in 
Andhra Pradesh. In Kerala, most of the suicides have occurred in the hill district of Wayanad, which is the 
hub of cash crops like tea, coffee and pepper etc. But the peasants of Wayanad have a long tradition of 
militant struggle against oppression. And today they are resisting the onslaught of neo-liberalism 
launched by World Bank, IMF and WTO. Following are excerpted from T G Jacob’s thought-provoking 
book ‘‘Wayanad : Misery In An Emerald Bowl’’, published by Vikas Adhyayan Kendra, D-I, Shivdham, 62, 
Link Road, Malad West, Mumbai-400064.] 
 
 In the neo-colonial era, post-1947 Wayanad witnessed violent anti-feudal outbreaks 
and in the early 1970’s the district was dubbed as a Naxalite-prone area1. The rebellion of 
the late 6O’s and early 70’s, modelled on the Naxalbari movement of West Bengal, 
spread to different parts of India and Wayanad was one such place. 
 

By the end of the 60’s the migrants, traders as well as cultivators had changed the 
demographic profile of the area pushing the original inhabitants further into the interior 
and peripheries. The late 1960’s saw the emergence of a new form of peasant struggle, 
inspired mainly by the Maoist revolution of the 1940s in the classical Chinese pattern but 
which actually followed the Guevarist foco theory of revolution2. The first spark of the 
revolutionary tendency was the attack on the Pulpally police station in Wayanad. 
Pulpally is an Adivasi belt, and though the attack was not planned and executed by the 
Adivasis, they were ruthlessly and indiscriminately attacked by the police. The attacks on 
police stations and the killing of a few policemen and looting of arms were, technically 
speaking, total failures, but succeeded in creating a new-political era of left militancy 
across the State for which Wayanad bore the brunt of state repression. 

 
By this time left militants across the country, especially in West Bengal, propounded 

the theory of individual annihilation, i.e, the best way to proceed on the path of 
protracted armed struggle to capture political power is to annihilate class enemies and 
liberate the countryside surrounding the cities and thus pave the way for organized 
people’s war against the state. At the all-India level Charu Majumdar from Bengal 
became the leading ideologue; he propounded the theory of protracted people’s war with 
individual annihilation of class enemies as the tactics to precipitate people’s war and the 
social system was characterised as a semi-feudal, semi-colonial one. Though the 
theoretical focus was on rural armed struggle it soon became an urban-centred struggle 
too with Calcutta as an epicentre. 

 
In Wayanad a dedicated revolutionary, Varghese, who broke away from the 

parliamentary left, organized the Adivasis at the local level and annihilated a notorious 
feudal oppressor of Adivasis. This and other similar incidents unleashed another reign of 
terror, in which Varghese was arrested and then brutally killed. These events made 
Wayanad synonymous with the radical left. As one of the basic premises considered by 
the Naxalites for the development of guerilla zones in a “semi-colonial, semi-feudal” 
country was the specifi-city of the terrain, and as Wayanad fitted this requirement, the 
state took a very serious view of the violent developments there and also implemented 
other measures like construction of roads and other communication facilities. In fact, the 
Naxalite actions immensely facilitated the accessibility and connectivity of Wayanad. 

 



Though the earlier police station attacks and the later attacks on feudal elements and 
police informers are both known as Naxalite actions they were quite different in form as 
well as content. The police station attacks were more in the nature of urban guerilla 
actions while the latter were rural and essentially anti-feudal in nature without directly 
confronting the forces of the state. Varghese was a Maoist, while the leaders of the police 
station attacks were foco theorists. The difference between a peasant/Adivasi movement 
and a spectacular rebellion by predominantly urban intellectuals could be clearly 
discerned. Moreover, the rural peasant rebellion certainly did not follow from the anti-
state actions. They were distinct both in form and content as well as in their class 
composition. Varghese was aiming at the liberation of the most downtrodden Adivasis 
and that is why he is still revered as Peruman, a highly respectful Adivasi term for leader 
or chieftain. 

 
The merits or demerits of his approach are debatable but the emotional appeal to the 

Adivasis is unmistakable. Even today, any militant Adivasi protest is immediately and 
conveniently dubbed as Naxalite-led or Naxalite-inspired irrespective of the truth. This 
makes broadbasing any Adivasi movement to achieve even the minimum constitutionally 
guaranteed rights very difficult. Naxalism has become a convenient ploy for state 
repression. This can be seen not only in Wayanad, but everywhere in the country where 
militant movements for basic rights emerge among the downtrodden. 

 
Almost thirty years after Varghese was killed a new political awakening among the 

Adivasis has arisen in Wayanad but experiencing many ups and downs within the last 
few years. Its prominent and most well known leader is C K Janu, a young woman 
coming from the Adiya community (one of the lowest strata even among the Adivasis), 
with almost no formal education. In the literal sense of the term Adiya means slave. The 
Adivasi resurgence has galvanized them around the land question, the long-standing 
issue confronting the Adivasis of Wayanad. 

 
The Adivasi insurgency led by Varghese has been the single most important factor 

behind the enactment of the Kerala (Restriction of Transfer of Land and Restoration of 
Alienated Lands) Act 1975, which to date remains unimplemented despite a High Court 
order of 1993 to the contrary. 

 
In 1975, this Act was unanimously passed by the entire State assembly. Successive 

governments, however, tried various moves to repeal the Act in 1999 and to dilute the 
Act through legislative measures. The case has now reached the Supreme Court and is 
pending final decision. The implementation of this Act has become the rallying cry of the 
Adivasis of Wayanad as well as elsewhere in the State from the second half of the 1990s. 
Restoration of alienated lands is the most contentious issue regarding implementation of 
this Act. Faced with the callous, negative attitude of the various State governments since 
1975 and all the mainstream political parties irrespective of the colors of their flags, the 
Adivasis once again launched the struggle for their land rights. The Adivasi Samara 
Samithi under the leadership of C K Janu launched its Satyagraha in front of the State 
Secretariat and the residence of the chief minister on August 30,2001. Hundreds of 
Adivasi men, women and children converged on the State capital and the Satyagraha 
sites became refugee camps. The leadership categorically declared that the camps would 
not be demolished unless a positive agreement is arrived at. 

 
Initially, the government and political parties ignored the struggle, but when the 

Adivasis broadbased their struggle and took a strong stand under the banner of Adivasi 



Gothra Mahasabha (AGM), the government was forced to climb down. The support and 
solidarity extended by the non-party democratic sections and progressive, secular 
intellectuals across the length and breadth of the State and the active solidarity that built 
up like wild fire forced the government to the negotiating table. The Adivasi struggle had 
by that time become a serious crisis for the government and finally a settlement was 
arrived at on October 16th. The government theoretically agreed to the demands of the 
Adivasis and the refugee camps were dismantled. But, as proved by later developments, 
the government and particularly the chief minister never forgave this humiliation at the 
hands of the illiterate Adivasis led by an illiterate Adiyathi woman. 

The agreement included the following clauses: the distribution of five acres of 
cultivable land to all Adivasi families with less than one acre, drawing up of a master 
plan before December 2001 aimed at enabling the Adivasis to attain self-sufficiency, a 
cabinet decision to include the Adivasi areas in the Fifth Schedule and to push for it with 
the central government, to abide by the Supreme Court judgment, constitution of a 
Tribal Mission to implement all the provisions of the Agreement, and a guarantee for the 
participation of the Samara Samithi in all decision making and implementation 
processes relating to the Agreement. Consenting to dismantle the refugee camps, the 
struggle committee declared that it would continue the struggle to see to it that the 
agreement is not violated. 

Though an agreement was reached, the government did not honor it. Various lame 
excuses were continuously being aired to renege on the agreement. The AGM was in no 
mood to pander to this shameless behaviour of the government and declared that they 
were going ahead and occupying land where available. Accordingly, more than 2000 
Adivasis under the leadership of the AGM occupied the Muthanga forest in Wayanad in 
January 2003. This forest had earlier been earmarked for international tourist projects 
though it is declared as a wild game sanctuary. Carrying their traditional arms and 
agricultural implements, they built huts in the occupied area and posted pickets to 
prevent the entry of hostile elements like forest guards, informers and police. The AGM 
declared the Muthanga forest as an Adivasi self-rule area in accordance with the Fifth 
Schedule of the Constitution. This occupation lasted until February 19 when the 
government unleashed a well-coordinated and planned action involving several 
hundreds of special armed police. Before launching this attack, the government with the 
help of certain environmental groups had tried several means to provoke the Adivasis so 
that there would be a fig leaf of legitimacy when the actual attack came. 

 
The nature of the government “action” itself was quite curious. It was not an 

“encounter”3 of the usual government type or the genuine type. It was a well-planned 
brutal operation against men, women and children, who had been struggling for a long 
time and their struggle was not specifically against any specific social group or 
community identified as enemies. At least it was not so in the narrow sense of the term. 
Their demands were addressed to the State government, which is constitutionally duty -
bound to protect their legitimate rights. It was a logical and organic development of their 
earlier refugee camps in Thiruvanantha-puram. 

 
The occupation of the Muthanga forests by the AGM-led Adivasis had nothing 

clandestine about it and right from the beginning everything was publicly stated and 
explained. This transparency itself had become a powerful weapon in the armory of the 
struggling people because of its immense capacity to expose and embarrass the 
government. For more than a month the occupation was increasingly making the 
government look foolish and a traitor to its own commitment. This is why one can easily 
surmise that this “heroic action” by more than 400 heavily armed police of the Special 



Armed Force brutally attacking even nursing mothers and shooting down protesters was 
a desperate concoction of the government. 

 
Police repression extended also to the Adivasi settlements in other parts of the district 

and State under the guise of looking for fugitives. Prior to this “action” there were no 
attempts at a political settlement though it was clearly their responsibility with over a 
month of preparation. The arrest and torture of C K Janu and her main colleague evoked 
widespread condemnation. Torture and harassment was even perpetrated across Adivasi 
settlements in the State. The objective was clearly to suppress the newly awakened 
consciousness of the Adivasis about their rights and to settle scores over the incident in 
Thiruvananthapuram. 

 
n from all democratic sections. This also included the CPI (M), who along with others 

demanded the implementation of the Agreement between the AGM and the Government. 
At the same time, large number of criminal cases against the activists of AGM continues. 
The enquiry conducted by the CBI into the police action has become a mockery as it is 
merely a cover to protect the criminals. In contrast, the people’s enquiry headed by 
respected and well known senior retired Supreme Court and High Court justices and 
senior practicing lawyers have condemned the government action as gross violation of 
the rights of the Adivasis. 

 
It is relevant to look at the long-term balance sheet of the Muthanga struggle. The 

land struggle of the Adivasis in Kerala has by this time got enormous exposure and this 
by itself proves the relevance of the Muthanga phase of the struggle. It has made larger 
sections of the Kerala society to take positions and this is no mean achievement. 
Moreover, the government itself was forced into distributing land to landless Adivasis on 
a limited scale. 

 
The Adivasi land question is part of the all-round agrarian crisis in Kerala. There is an 

objective contradiction between the settlers who expropriated the land and the Adivasis 
who were expropriated. There is need to take into account the large tracts of excess land 
in the hands of the big planters many of whose legal documents are dubious. There is 
enough good land available for redistribution among the landless, whether Adivasis or 
non-Adivasis. Lack of land for redistribution is a lame excuse to protect the large 
plantations, which have encroached into the forests lands. An effective resurvey will 
expose such encroachments. For example, the Tata tea estates in Munnar doubled the 
land legally under occupation by grabbing tens of thousands of hectares. The Tatas are 
the biggest landlords in the State and the government is reluctant to hurt the interests of 
these corporates. There are many other examples in Wayanad too. In the land reform 
measures undertaken in the past plantations were excluded with the excuse that they 
were industries and not agriculture, thus adversely affecting the plantation workers and 
Adivasis. Even if the excess and illegally occupied land is taken from the present owners 
and redistributed among the landless the land question can be easily solved without 
harming the small and medium settler farmers. 

 
The Adivasis in the State number around 1 percent of the total population, a very 

insignificant vote bank unlike the settlers. In the case of the big plantation owners it is 
their money power that matters to the rulers. Furthermore, an organizational unity of all 
Adivasis may not be immediately posible because they too, like the Dalits, are divided 
into many political parties. The social and economic balance at present is certainly 



against the Adivasis, but being an expropriated people among whom many sub-groups 
are even facing extinction, social justice is on their side. 

 
 

FARMERS’ MOVEMENT 
 

The farmers’ movement that started in Wayanad during the mid-1990s is the product of 
the developing crisis in the market conditions facing the small and medium 
agriculturists. The pioneers of non-party farmers’ organizations are the church-based 
INFAM, and Farmers’ Relief Forum (FRF), an organization with a consistent history of 
militant agitations to improve the conditions of small and medium farmers. Now with 
the crisis becoming all-round most of the political parties have formed their own 
farmers’ organizations though the front organizations remain the non-party 
organizations FRF and INFAM. Both these organizations have been on the scene since 
the beginning of the crisis and work in tandem with other organizations with similar 
perspectives. Unity is issue based and no common front or alliance is in place. 
Organizationally, the farmers’ movement in Wayanad is disparate even when one finds 
issue-based unity at specific points of time. Of late, the militant left groups also have 
entered the scene and have recovered land and other property that had been confiscated 
by usurers for defaulting on their loans. 
 

Originally, it was the recovery proceedings initiated by the banks and intimidatory 
tactics adopted by the usurers that sparked this movement. The large number of suicides 
of farmers unable to meet debt obligations and the drastic downward swings during 
times of price crashes and drought were found totally unjustifiable by the farmers, and 
the struggle developed on these issues. At the same time, organizations like FRF started 
giving serious attention to larger developmental issues and could rope in writers and 
intellectuals outside the farming circuit to give broader legitimacy to their just cause. 
FRF at one point of time even brought out an alternative development strategy, to 
alleviate the misery of the farmers while enhancing the state income. One such 
interesting attempted intervention was the campaign about the possibility of tapping and 
marketing of sweet toddy tapped from coconut palm trees. 

 
Neera or fresh sweet toddy is considered a health drink and was once an integral part 

of the food basket of the average Malayalee. With colonialism toddy and arrack were 
converted into taxable commodities. Since 1947, the economic and political power of the 
abkari contractors (liquor contractors) has grown phenomenally and auctioning of 
liquor shops including toddy shops, has become a significant component of state 
revenue. With every passing year the economic, political clout of the liquor lobby is 
increasing enormously alongside state income from liquor. On the other hand, the 
coconut farmers are marginalized and earn only a pittance. In Karnataka tapping and 
sale of neera has been legalized as a result of farmers’ agitations and the FRF is 
demanding the same in Kerala. Interestingly, the agitation of farmers in Karnataka led 
by Prof Nanjunda Swamy, which succeeded in wresting the right to tap and sell toddy, 
began after he had heard about the same demand raised by the FRF! 

 
However, the legalization of neera on its own has on the whole not proved an 

unqualified success in Karnataka. What is actually needed is total rights over the tree. 
That is, the right to also add value to sweet toddy, capable of producing a wide variety of 
products like fenny, gur, vinegar etc, as well as the right to market them either 
individually or on a cooperative basis. Though FRF is able to campaign effectively 



against the excesses committed by the banking system it is not able to evolve a 
comprehensive strategy against the price distortions or project a consistent approach 
towards the rights of the cultivators over what they produce. But a positive aspect of the 
activities of organizations like FRF is that they now recognize the importance of at least 
issue-based unity with the other deprived sections, the agricultural workers and 
Adivasis. 

 
The name ‘Kerala’ is derived from the name of the coconut tree. In early 1980s 

scientists in Kerala identified more than 600 possible products that can be generated 
from this tree. The first industry that developed in Kerala, the coir industry, is coconut 
tree based. This traditional industry is in doldrums since the last several decades with no 
attempt to diversify the uses of the ‘Golden Tree’. Besides, toddy is strongly in the 
clutches of the big, anti-social liquor lobby. How the Goans are successfully able to make 
use of toddy itself for value added products like coconut fenny and the example of tequila 
in Mexico ought to be seriously studied and emulated. Today, however, these trees are 
being attacked by diseases with no effective research to combat it, and the periodic 
crashes in the prices of coconuts and copra is resulting in heavy losses of revenue for the 
growers. Coconut prices are very much dependent on the import of other edible cheaper 
oils like palm oil and the monopoly demand for this oil by corporate firms like Tata Oils. 

 
The dimensions of the agrarian crisis are such that all political parties are compelled 

to take a pro-farmer stand as the farmers are an important vote bank. At the same time, 
all these political parties are at one time or other collaborators in state power who 
seldom did anything concrete for the farmers. 

 
Both the FRF and AGM are now parliamentary groups and the trend is that at the 

local level both of them will be able to make entries into the local bodies. Same is the case 
with some of the militant left groups like factions of the Red Flag group. How far such a 
development will enable empowerment of the farmers and Adivasis in Wayanad and 
other hill areas is something that has to be tested out on the ground. But there is the 
example of the Perumatti Panchayat in Plachimada of Palakkad district where the 
Adivasis along with the Panchayat elected bodies are sustaining their agitation against 
the soft drink giant Coca Cola. This agitation has now captured nation-wide and world-
wide exposure and is being launched on different levels. Maybe this is a pointer of things 
to come in some areas of Wayanad also. Incidentally, Plachimada puts into sharp focus 
the great desirability of replacing poisonous cola soft drinks with coconut tree based soft 
drinks. 

 
Notes : 
 

1. As a political stream, the Naxalite movement remains an important one in many 
States of the country as well as in other South Asian countries like Nepal and 
Bangladesh. A revolt which started in a small village in North West Bengal has 
actually become a phenomenon of the subcontinent. The radicals who split away 
from the social-democratic Left movement in India gave rise to this violent 
movement, which rejected parliamentary democracy and upheld Maoism. What 
started as a peasant movement against the relics of feudalism very fast became 
urban-centered too. This movement was splintered during the second half of the 
1970s partially due to severe state repression. Thousands of youth as well as 
peasants were cold bloodedly killed by the state organs and it is a continuing 
phenomenon. Over the last four decades, the term “Naxalite” has become 



established in the Indian political vocabulary and is even being elevated to the 
position of an ‘ism’. Presently, this stream has both parliamentary and non-
parliamentary sub-streams. However, the main thrust of the movement is still 
non-parliamentary and violent. 

 
 
2. The foco theory of revolution was mainly inspired by Che Guevara, the legendary 

Argentinean revolutionary who fought in Cuba and Bolivia where the CIA killed 
him. The essence of this approach was that where the objective conditions for 
change are ripe it is even possible for a small band of dedicated revolutionaries to 
overturn the system and bring in a new society. Conventional Communists 
including Maoists rejected this approach as romanticist, unscientific and 
infantile, though Che became an icon for radical youth across the globe. 

 
3. “Encounter killings” is a phrase that originated with the Naxalite movement and 

became especially notorious in the States of Andhra Pradesh, West Bengal, Bihar, 
Punjab and Tamil Nadu. Numerous civil and human rights reports, especially 
conducted in Andhra Pradesh, substantiated that the so-called encounters were 
mostly fake and that the deaths were caused by coldblooded murders after arrest. The 
killing of Varghese in Wayanad was one such “encounter.” Such encounters are a 
continuing phenomenon in the country. ???

 
 


