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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.
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