Tiloya Dewi, o wentll-kneoran Mushar woman aclivist in Béhar, h‘.EI',_ ! rll



wp?tarethrar, 8 Scheduled Caste, are mostly located in
Bihar, Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal, Their toral
population in these three States is more than

Bihar, Musahars are widely diseributed in several dis-
Madhubani, Muzaffarpur, Darbhanga, Champaran,
5 , Sanmal Pargana, Bhagalpur, Munger, Purnes ond

tc. In 1891, Risley wrote, ‘Muzahar are an offshoot of the
i tribe of Chota Nagpur.” Deriving meaning from the word
7, some gay they signify flesh seckers or hunters (s
g flesh and here meaning secker), while others under-
e 5 Tat-tukers oF rat-eatefs (miuse meaning rat),

hars are mainly landless agriculiural labourers, Very
cultivators or work in indusiries and offices. According

sus, out of their total population in Bihar, 46,7 per
workers and among dem, 95,34 per cent are agricul-
rers. Omnly 2.32 per cent are involved in cultivation
remaming 2. 14 per cent are in other services. In Utar
42,68 per cent of their tal population is termed as
OF them, 62.04 per cent are agriculiural labourers, 13
are in cultivation, 15.79 per cent are in the household
{4 per cent are in other-thon-houschold indusiries
ing 4.53 per cent are in services. In West Bengal,
cent of the total population is termed as workers, OF
15 per cent are cultivators, 9.56 per cent are agricul-
5 amd 4267 por cént are in other-than-household

gry have largely remained on the peripherices, and have
e unnoticed so far. But this situation is changing. At
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present in North Bihar, the Lok Shakei Sengathan is orgapi:
Muzsahars, where they arce themsclves coming 1w the fi et
and raising their issues. Thus writes K. $. Singh in The Schagy
Castes, “The expansion of capitalist agrarian relations ang
tinuing population pressures helped to dissolve "L...-
patron-clisnt relationships. With this background, there 4 |
stirrings of discontent among the Musahar sharecroppers g
labourers in Bihar which led to autonomous protest move
under the leadership and organisation of militants drawn
their own community.

No Way to Employment

Musahars dig deeper and fasier. They have carried on the
skill of measuring and assessing the quality of soil for gemer-
attons. But the demand for their work is rapidly disappear-
mg. Simultancously there is also a squeese on ather forms of
employment, even in the agriculiral sector. In recent times,
both processes hate been ar work,

“We are two in one—Musahars and Min (soil). Digging soil i i
a physical exercise for us, much better than sitting or lying. Whe
we don't do it, then we feel tired,’ says Asharfi Sadai, sitting i
in his village Sirpur Musahari, 6 km east of Jhanjharpur town
morth Bihar,

Asharfi Sadai represents many thousands in the arca w
take pride in their raditonal skills. He does not need an ind
tape, any modern measuring devise or advice of an engineer. B
does not remember the large number of dams, ponds, bridgss ¢
mult-storeved buildings, where his skills and labour have bed
applied—in assessing, in digging or in measuring the soil.

But now he gets less work related with soil. Since he, 1B
many others, has no land and most of his life has passed wo i
with soil, his choices are very limited. However, always enterp®
ing and not afraid of learning new things, Asharfi has now star®
weaving baskets. But the going is tough. Says he, ‘Bamboo 0%
are not mine; they are somebody else’s, The market for baske®
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s, If somebody gives me the bamboo, 1 weave them for
=, Agharfi looks here and there for soil work.
goes 10 cities like Darbangha, Samastipur,
and sometimes ¢ven to Pama the capital of the
‘he has been experiencing there s less and less
hour like his, in spite of various on-going construc-
] see that for an activity like assesament and meas-
‘are no longer required. Further, the digging in big
i being done by the machines, he explains,
 less work, as well as Jower wages in the available
jobs, “When we get work in howse construction
‘towns, the wages are Rz, 30 to 40, which is less than
d government wages,' he complains.
traditional job market has been squeezed by some
ways, especially in recent years. In village level
work, under the Fawahar Rozgar Yolana or other
re 15 some work which is somewhere related 1o dig-
g of soil. All this work was being done by
lier, but not now,
Sadai, of Sirpur Musahari village says, “We do the
that is all. The loading, unloading and carrying of
being done by trucks and tractors, contractors and
rs. Here commission rules the game' Suryva
2i of village Bheja in Madhapur Block complains of
5, “Trolleys and contractors have wken over the
g verY less space for us)
have abways been living here without land, without
=¥ have been surviving as agricultural labourers and
8. Even women have been sharing this work. Bhola
‘Initially in the 1970s and 1980s, various family
bd together here. They could also save. More
Tequired. This is no longer the case now!
situation with floods, shifting courses of rivers,
of drainage congestions, embankments and water
2 a%e had a serious impact on the rural agricultural
~E Iegion since the early 1970s, Sonai Sada, a villager



42 MNo BoapEws
in Bakunia Engineer village of Saharsa district, has no hesitagin
in referring to embankments as ‘the dreaded Killer of our agrieg
mre and land.

In the recent past, the dispossession of Musahars from g
land and employment is 1aking new ms. Since the last four-f
years, in Bakunia fself, landlords have purchased three tracion
They now hire tractors from outside as well. One landlord rensy 3
to another for ploughing, at the rate of Rs, 150-170 per bigha,
has become easier for landlonds, as now they do not require kb
cantle or plough for a major part of their farming, says Tithar Sad

Thus now there is work available locally only for three-fog
months and that o primarily for womenfolk, Bindo Sad
another Musahar labourer in the village, confirms, *Sowing an
harvesting, and in between, some other work relited to standi .
crops, are barely enough for the womenfolk. Miusahar men o
becoming more and more unemployed. The new landlords, the

Yadavs, do not want us anymore on a long time basis. _
Musahar men and women work from 6 in the morning ol

in the afternoon. They get a breakfast of rwo rotes at 8-9 am d
their daily wages are 2-3 kg of maize or wheat, which o '
approximately Rs. 12-13. '

Earlier. there was a variety of other work available in the e
lage vicinity: making paper packets, knitring ropes, weaving bae
kets, stitching leal’ plates, husking rice and preparing c3l ]
from it. But such work has virally died down today.

‘Rice mills have opened both in the village and ar the b
tevel. Their owners are not Musahars of other poor. S0 landkns
prefer 1o go to these mills, rather than calling Musahars 1 DS
houses, or giving gear to them for manual processing, S5
Surya Narayan Sadai in Bheja village. Similarly, Ashrafi ©
ahout the problems of basket making and marketing.

There are a number of individual responses in the TeE
among the Musahars. They are rickshaw pullers in large num== :
in Jhanjharpur, Madhubani and other places. Some have W
to vending here and there and sell on piece rate basis what
they can get from shop owners and retailers, etc. In Kheri
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block, Mahakant has been running a cyvele/rickshaw
gince 1994, ‘T was a sharecropper before. But that
ing well,” he says. Similarly, in Bakunia Bichali vil-
Mandal is a wailor today with a sewing machine of
s he, In 198889, T first went to Punjab and contin-
for some years. But it was proving 1o be really dif-
w1 managed o purchase a sewing maching in
nee then, this is my work, MNormally T get work for
a month and am able wo carn Rs, 800-900, Some

cash. But [ do not want o go o Punjab.’
d did not belong to them, as such the Musahars did
 soil. However, their talent to work with the soil, as a skill
in equipment, was their very own. And this inter-relation-
s an integral part of the use of land here. This phase is
mg not only a replacement of that equipment by a new
rollies and ractors, but even the control of these is not
5, These new equipments do not require the skills of
worked on the land for generations. This could also be
p new hazards for land here.

ew Course of Migration
ale migranion of Musahars has @ recent history,
e largely from the early 19905 Villages are now
totally deserted of voung male members during most
e agricultural season., This enables Musahars to sur-
b8, but it makes moneylenders more accumulative and
W0itative. It also releases Musahars ' sense of deep humil-
n and refleces the changes thar are taking place beteveen
tiddle caste landotoners and Scheduled Caste agri-
gl labosrers.

¥ 1998, there is onc sight strikingly common in all
¥illages. You see women, voung and old, children of all
_': old men, but young/middle aged men are hardly 1o be
00se visible, can be counted instanty by the villagers. The
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unseen ones, everybody knows, are somewhere in Gurds
Barala, Pathankoth, Chandigarh, Panipat, Sonipat, Deg
in Punjab and Haryana States. J

Bakunia Bichali is a Musahar village of 60 homes,
MNavahatha block of Saharsa district. The journey off the emban),
ment to Bakunia is difficult, as it comes between the two o,
bankments on Kosi river, No transport reaches these villages fop
several kms, even during the dry season. Only country boars cag
be used for four-five months in the riny season 0 move to and
from the village. And one has tw wade through knee-deep mud
within the village. There are two-three families of father and song,
living in one house, Bur presently there are only five voung meq
in the village. Nearby is Bakunia Purabi, a village of 42 Musahar
homes, where the counting of young/middle aged men goes il g
maxamue of ten,

"Dikhia Prrjab Kharthe (those who are in pain, labour in
Punjab) is a local saving, savs Sita, whose three sons are now
labouring somewhere in Punjab, ‘But it is also true that if we
don't go out for labour, we will jurn into street beggars, she adds
in the same breath.

Every vear, in December-January, they start moving out i
Punjab, Haryana or Unar Pradesh, They do wheat harvesting
and rice sowing there. By June end, they come back and go again
in Seprember. Then they do rice harvesting. They get wages 8
the rate of Rs. 40 to 50 per day. Thus they work primarily as agri-
cultural labourers for six-seven months in a year, But some of
them like Domi Sadai of village Partaha, work in the rice mills of
Chandigarh. He also takes some villagers with him for working
in the same mills. Then there is Hard, who works as a night
watchman in a farm in Gurdaspur.

They go in much larger numbers now, which was net the
case a few vears ago. Mallu Sadai, Rameshwar Sadai and others
in Bakunia Bichali village recollect thar some 10=12 years 289
only three or four men from the village went to Punjak for labouf
and the rest were doing labour in and around the village. B
now, only a few remain in the village here in the working seasof:
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‘Sadai of Bakunia FI‘U.I!‘ihi village iz a father of
= adult sons have been working in Punjab since
“He savs, “They used to work here as agnicul-
sharecroppers before, Now they come, stay for
and go back again. They send us money from there
bes or bank drafis. Their families are our responsi-
of them, their wives now work in the fields for

fai, brother of Subodh Sadai, has been fishing in
more than 30 vears, His two sons used to fish along
not any longer. ‘One son has been going to Punjab
ir years, The ather 15 sittng idle and he s also
aut of here, The reason is lesser and lesser catch,
v sustain our three families, savs Shankar,
Hves in Barhara village of Navahatha block,
eight-nine years, he has been going off and on 1o
Haryana and Umar Pradesh, ‘T go out for fowr
1n a year depending on changing circumstances.
for sharecropping, I first compler: my farme-
on to Punpab, Whenever one goes during the
able 1o get work in the fields, The work lass

and sleep. Sometimes, some enjoy a little liquor, as
¥ amy other outlet or interaction outside the work

rer in a nearby village, as her three sons have
Punjab and their earnings are not enough to take
milies left behind.

E= migration helps in meeting basic survival
3ot enough to counter the blood-sucking money=

EY go, they normally have o take loans from the
YHETS, arned moneylenders, at the rate of 10 o 12
00 per month. Mohan Ram takes a loan of Rs. 600
hﬂﬂsﬂ-lfhl:pm back this amount within three
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months, he pays an interest of 10 per cent. I he does py
the interest amount gets integrated into the Mmain Aty gg
pays interest on that main. ‘Ne, we have never had any g
We are always forood to take loans for our mav ;
Meohan,
Domi Sadal has more biter experiences 0 narmte, Ty
1997, T had tken a loan of Rs. 11,000 from the local landoy
because [ had te take 20 villagers along with me. Till date 1 jy
paid back Rs.30,000. Bur the Inndowner is asking for Rs ]2
more 1o clear off the loan. T will have 1o pay. Otherwise b
we be able to approach the moneylender again and then how
we go 10 Punjab® Even after five-seven years of workin
Punjab and other States, Domi and the athers with him hae
heen able to earn enough to enable them 16 save somME MAnegS
that they can travel on ther own, or for their families to s
themselves during lean days. Jo Ramama, 5o kkana, ko o .
(Whatever we earn, is barely enough to ear. Is all this wart
{4 the domimant feeling prevalent in the anea,
Migration and moneylending are deeply intertwined in
arca and have appropriated the earnings of Mugakars in mi
ways: The interest rates on loans, which were 4-6 per cent il
vears back, have now been inceeased tremendously
Musahars have started earming in cash. The ;
often own the local shops as well and exploit the depenGees
families further by charging higher prices for things nocs
for thelr dav-to-day needs. The migrant labourers serd me
by cheques or drafts, made in the name of landowncTHTE
lenders, as they have bank accounts and they easily take
tage of this sifuation.
This new course of migration among Musghars 15 B0
continue. Hari Maravan Harsh, a known activist of i
characterises this trend s one with contradietory imp 1
‘i the ome hand it involves tremendous pain which & &5
Iike & running sore—of constant separation, of increasing !
an women, of new exploitative mechaniems. On the
provides Musshar with some hargaining power, §V
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- families and has led to changing relatons in
they are pelatively able to escape the constant

inflicted on them locally. Degradation is 'rl'mt

outside their society, which cannot be “seen”.

w rtes of agricultieral labourers here never
inmiinn toage rates, Uron fnterventions in this
' phm::rmmn, are also nor based on any refer-
Sttaiment of minintom wages. The wndon fnter-
:Iur limits imposed by the power of traditional
manifested in the authority of the enplayer, caste
s labourer, overall dependency relations and the
of the area. When the labour faces the threa afl
or brutal elintination, the complex natre of
and bargaining in pushing twage rates and the
by them in such struggles are both going to be

al labourers of this village faced the wrath of
landowners for almost a vear in 1994=95,We
anly 1.5 kg paddy husk for day-long work. But
ed ourselves, demanded a livde more and called
landowners retaliated like this,’ says Rameshwar
al labourer of Hashauli village in Madhapur
bani district, revealing a new, unfolding situation
5. Mot only Hashauli, but other villages in the

Rahuwa Sapgram and Bheja Fakirana are wit-
t time a major dispute over payment of mini-

time ago many Musakar labourers received
ing letters, Nasiblal Sadai reads out one
ﬂie lauu time has arrived. This is our final state-
1 will take place. You have reached your las
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Though it all started in Madhapur with the formation of 4
Lok Shaky Sanpathan, n mass organisation working primagy
among the Musakars, the socio-political scenarm dominageg |
the Lalso Yadav regime seems to be a constant reference pg
for the confending partes. The Musthars have hopes, sy
faded, from the government, though it has not done anything g
enforce the Minimum Wages Act or 10 resolve the conflice,
the lnndowners hold the Laloo Yaday government to be primg
responsible for creating these types of disturbances,

Hashauli is a rermote Musahar villoge, almost 4 km away frog
any road or regular transport. All the 50 familes in the village oy
totally landless and dependent on sgriculmul work available
Bhagwanpuir village. This village i dominated by forward cas
landowners who own a vast amount of agriculum] kxnd = b
area. Ondy one adult Musaher is skiled in carpet weaving and b
recently comie back from Varmnasi. The male workers do the m
agricubmral work Hke ploughing, sowing and harvestng and
female workers do supplementary work ke carrying the cng
load, making care of the crop and ceaming the field, e, 1o
alleged that in 1978 and 1981, alwogether 24 Miwakar famil
were given pattes of land but they ane not in a position 1o ke poes
session of thar lnd even today. The common and go i
and in the village & under the control of landowners.

Kaushalva Trevi and other women complain thar they B
been beaten up and humilioted a number of times bY
landowmers. The villagers allege that the landowners murder
one young Thamalo Yadav, who fried 1o organise the Mus
and other backward commiinitses in the 19808,

The payment of minimum wages 1o agriculnarl workers 54
burning issue in this region. The Bihar government has fived &
daly minimum wage of agricultural lsbourers at Rs. 24.50.F
they used to get 1.5 kg of paddy husk, wheat or maize W
came to only Ra. § 10 8 The sgricultural labourers and ¥
organsations were not demanding the government wags
and were only asking for & daily wage of 3 kg of paddy 5
wheat or maize. An sctivist says, "The rationale for this dem*=
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e the specific stuation of the area. Every vear fioods
pat of the crop. Thus the landewners are also suffering.
uation, there should be s workable rate of minkeum

which agriculnural labourers can susvive and landown-

I ETE Were not ready 1o accept even the workable
pomplain abour carclessness, lethargy and limited work-

of agricultural labourers, Chandrakant ha, the minkiia
npur village, says, "We cannot bear this burden, and
the Musahar workers are working for very few hours.,
pot delivering the goods.

ili and the surrounding villages were in a comstant
n and trauma. When the Samgathan asked for an
minimum wages and threatened a bamdh, the

ssively decided on a total boveorr of local
landowners hired labourers from ouside.
also being threatened in many ways and the

i imposed various restrictions, The cantle belong-
were not allowed to go in the open fields and the

wmiers. They were nof allowed 1o use some of the
which passed near the houses of the landowners.

5 and wells was also heavily restricted. Some

s ook plice between the landowners and
but they were controlled within a shost

agriculiural workers and their Samgarkan suc-
b & protest. Facing o bavoon fram landowners
- but the labourers continued with their strug-
s they went out 1o find some casual work
Hhated similar protests in the nearby Musaher

Alscant development lay in the fact that the agri-
fromn the neartry villages did not work in the felds
o Some cases, they actively joined the protest of
Tpur village refused 1o work in the fields of
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landowners. Ehell, rckiva of Bhagwanpur Mallaha ol and [
Yadav, meckhia of Yaday sl jointly asserted their solidariy.

The struggle ended with a sober gain when the landowms
started giving 2.5 kg of grain, costing berween Bs, 12 1o 15 A
the gain of one village became the gain of many other nearhy
lages in the area,

A Contradictory Picture of Power and Powerlessne
Musahiar wormen are mocs quile visble in the fald, in the mil
dage, in she Labour market and in the labour erganisation,
They are percerting and kandling their gt in droerss
seerye. This appears to alio be affecting the dyaamics of social
foermation, espectatly fn thase cazes where tomen ane faking
a lead in ressting oppressioe strnctierad forces. Therr i
gy 65 offen paet with extreme reprecsion, ewith lerle giecr-
aritee thar 7 would make a significant dest.

Tilava Devi and her Khairi village wimessed an armed ansd
mid-199%, something they had never experienced in their
time on such a scale. Around 40-50 Yadavs of the same vil
came one day and after the amack left in an hour. HBur T
Devi, even after a month of the incident, is unable 1o come b
to her village, Her family members and other Musakars of
village look completely shocked and shamered.

Khairi, a village of 100 and 70 houses of Yadavs and Hums
respectively s barely 12 km away from Jhanjharpur oem
Madhubani district. Musahars live in small thatched huts i
comer of the village. Tin roofs are an exception. These huts 55
been built an a streich of land that appeaned o few years ago 8
under the floodwaters. All around the houses of the Musah=® &
vast fields of rice that do not belang to them. ‘It was around #
when Yadavs came with pharsas, sickies and spades and 50
beating everyone=—women and children, young and okl 1SS
dmmg:duu:mmuhumm.m:mﬂmmdmlwhﬂm.ﬂrﬂd
grain, took mway all the valuables, even cows, oxen and b Bl
Th:y-nmwdfuwaly&mmudngmmuchmdﬁmr“
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SO Wm}mm, l‘l'iﬂhﬂhﬂl, .;".mﬂ].iﬂ, L_i.l.‘_hiﬁ
ani Devi and many others of the village. Somc

iscriminate in their attack, but were specifi-
Tilaya Devi. When they found out that she and
bers were out of the village, not only did they
completely, they also took away o buffalo of hers.
» they declared their intentions of giving further les-
2 if she continued to defy and agitate against them.
age Lichia asks in anger, “Why do they want to kil
when we are the ones who work in their fields? Other
have Musahar labourers and Yadav landowners, but
 landowners here acting in this manner® She further
the Yadavs have boycotied their labour this vear and
ave been forced 1o go to other villages for work.
. has taken shelter in the office of the fok Shakn
and Samajik Vikas Kendra in Balbhadrapur village.
d and pale, she prays for more rain and darkness, so
g0 to her village someday to see for herself the con-
er house. For months she had been fearing amacks
V. One day she even went to the local Lakhnaur police
g but the police neither recorded her statement, nor lodged
iplaint. Instead, she was humiliated.
il built and simply dressed in a sari, Tilaya calls herself a
aFand names her husband as Naval Sadai. She works eon-
¥ sometimes as an agricultural labourer and sometimes
iaker and seller of leaf packets in the local market. She is
¥ell-known activist of Musahars, She has been working in
= #nce her childhood. She got married at an early age
Eone to a school. "Nobody in the COMMUNITY was
chool, nobody was realising at my time the importance
800 and also the rich and the powerful were ot willing
It education to us, says she,
# for the first time Musahars ried 1o take control over
HMazarug (ceiling surplus or public commons) land for
ing, the deep-rooted unwillingniess of the rich 1o share
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any resources with Musahars came w the fore and Made s
realise the threat of artacks from the landlords of the vill.
whole land area surrounding Khairi, approximately |gp
bighas, is owned by Lokpati Singh, alias Babu Safib of | abe.
The land is of different kinds—ceiling, bhoodani, g
but he is the owner of all and the Musahars used 10 do shasee
pirrgmmis-%ljﬂmaﬂmallmm:rinﬂruﬂn;gemduﬂ, .
ing it hard 10 accommodate our growing families there. T
decided 1o build our houses in a small plot of 13 bighas, whiche
garrmazarua land. A year ago, we built our houses there, andg
entirely changed the attitude of landowners,’ she analvses,
Everybody in the village listens to Tilaya, and follows
their leader. She was the one who wok the infuatve in
control of the land. She led the Musahars of her village. T g
hrcnwurkingmthcﬁddssincclung,hutﬂmmnmﬁu
with so0 many other Musahar women. Now more and mg
women work, because of increasing economic pressiire
migration of the menfolk to Punjab and Haryana. We hawe
bear 0 many burdens now. We have to decide things for
houses," says she regarding her involvement in the work of
Organisation.
Tilaya's involvement in organisational work started 2 i
years ago when the idea of a Gram Kosh came to the region 3
started collecting five rupees per family, in spite of the res
mient shown by the males. Once her husband beat her up o
lessly but women were very supportive, especially Pagia I
Slowly Gram Kosh became a success and it was the malks W
got the much-needed support from the Kosh at the time of
going to Punjab, Then Tilaya got acceptance among the B
members. She started moving to other villages as well i
Sanpathan activists. The Sangathan became stronger and vibe
in Khairi and its annual conference took place there in M
1998. More than 2,000 Musahars of the region gathered thel
give the organisation more strength. 3
With all these activities, Tilaya was getting confident about!
ﬂlﬂdﬂh:mdi:strmgmnfﬂumga:ﬁsamn_%mafﬂ' -
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e of Khairi village offered her some land as a bribe to
and aloof she not only refused bur also thought
ication of her thinking. Bur now, the brumal attack

e of the m-:xpms&adsnmgmnt'mr Musahars?

of milk a day for saler Will she be able 1o survive
isartion able to withstand the pressure?

pour: Return and Exile

presence of child labour, together with their disper-
g, i3 mrod et i Musahar eillages, What &5 new
now expanded irformal sector outside the region
child labour from these villaper oy well az the
telrich has been withdraren from the ill-famons

ge of the Scheduled Caste community in the
block of Saharsa district in Bihar is known for child
Jnly a few years ago, 24 children of the village were
ing in the carpet factories in Bhadohi, Uttar Pradesh.
them, only one works there, but the rest are also
They are all in Punjab.
middle-aged woman in the village, gets scared
=88%s the name, age and work of her child. "My son is
oW and he is working in some farm along with the
age. He was in Bhadohi before. But here there is
4, 0o school,’ she savs in a hush-hush manner.
case of | 2-vear-old Sikander Sadai. He too was
i, but since the last two years, he has been going
fab to work in the rice and paddy fields for at
Iths every Vear,
It 5000 becomes clear, does not want 1o apen its
this regard. Incidentally, we meet 12-vear-old
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Brahmadev, who had returned from Punjab only ten diys got
He went to school only for a few months at the age of 7-g Veard
Unable te read and write, he has now learnt how 10 Sign. Sayy he
T gor either 1o Punjab or o Dedhi, work in the rice mills wherai
lift sacks full of rice."
Thmmmn}rﬂlh:rvmmaﬁhcﬂﬂsumina UMt
which aceounts for the largest number of child labourers in gy
world. Aceording o the latest 1991 CEMEUs, some 1128 milfa
of a total of 250 million children in the 5 1o 14 years age groyy
are engaged in child labour in India, However, other estimarey 5 ;
child labour in the country range from some 40 million 10 o
100 mallion,
As the problem continues to persist in multiple ways govern.
MENts, trade unions, non-gevernmental sections and others try.
to find out fresh and effective ways for their campaigns
actions. Thus, for the first time, 16 UN Organisations active i
the country came together recently to forge a consensus and
ommon approach for eradicating child labayr.
Releasing their commuon *UN System in India: Position Paper

on Child Labour' and the "Background Document 10 the N
System in India: Position Paper on Child Labour” in Octod
1998, UNDE, FAO, ILO, UNAIDS, UNESCO, UNICEE WHO.
and others underlined, “While the UN system has its limitati
nnddﬂhnn:hqwa]!m:mm'cnsmlhnpmh]muhhild abolif,
& joint strategy enables it to play an Important supgportng and
fa:ﬁﬁmﬁmrukhﬂngningmdfumﬂ?umhyuugm
local institutions and NGOs, the social partners and the comass
nity to combar child labouwr. Furthermore, i joint strategy on child
labour enables it to realize 2 comprehensive view of the prob
make more effective use of the specialized but complement ;
nature of the agencies within the UN svstem in this regard, and
ultimately have a greaser mpact on the problem.” 4
The joint UN SYSLEM strategy aims as its first priority to sboe

ish the most exploitative and intolerable forms of child labe
These include child prostitution and trafficking, employment -
very young children, child labour in hazardous occupations 48



Tnota: Tee UstoucwasiE PRESERT 55

any form of child labour under abusive and
. For this, it cutlines its strategies in various
. working with the government, awancness
I sector, research and documentation and admin-
qpency working group woutld be set up w coor-
trategy and this group would be led by ILO.
UN system also asks the Indian government to
kly w0 a positon where it can ratify [LO
p concerning minimum age for admission w
apted in 1973 and the proposed new ILED
the most intolerable forms of child labour.
erament is rambling and drifting on all the fronts.
de child labour survey; conducted by the
3 India, seems to be the most hilarious exercise of
B The Supreme Court in its directive of 11 December
d the Union government to conduct a nationwide sur-
abour employed in hazardous occupatons. As per
Srate government had to submit a compliance
preme Court regarding the stamus of child labour,
governments came up with gross underestima-
kabour in their respective States, The Orissa gov-
eted its survey within o month. The survey found
dren working in hazardous establishments. The
than showed that there were only E000 child
Stare, Uttar Pradesh has put a figure of 32,000,
1 are shown as working in hazardous industries,
reported only 15,000, West Bengal dentified
in the State of which 254 were employed
pations,
Court had also ruled that an emplover found
id labour in contravention of the Child Labour Act,
Pay Rs. 20,000 in respect of each child wowards
Iy while the appropriste government was to deposn
Bch child in case it failed to provide employment
e family. The total sum of Rs. 25,000 was to be
"Chﬂd Labour Rehabilitation-cum-Welfare Fund'.
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The income from this was 1o be used for the benefit of chijjg s
released from emplovers engaging them in hazardous indyseg
But this scheme has not been implemented so far.
Children continue to work in many hazardous indyggge
Deepak Bharti, secretary, Samajik Shathshamb Vikas Kengde
social organisation working in the villages of north Bihar, g
details of a survey conducted in November 1997 by his orge
sation on the status of child labour in NMavahatta Mock of Sahare
district; 10-year-old Dhukhi Sadai, son of Kamal Sadai of Bajg
Purabi village, was working in a carpel weaving unip g
Allahabad, He died there, but his father docs not know mug
regarding this. His second son, 13-14 vear old Surindra Sady
continues o work In 4 carpet=-weaving unit at Bhit Bang
Allahabad. Three more of his children—Bijali Sadai, Ramu Sadg
and Ghuran Sadai—had gone to a village in Allahabad in cah
1997 to work in the carpet sector and a middleman Suraj Yads
gave Bs. 1,500 as an advance to them.
The survey identifies a total of 1,704 cases of child labos
in 20 villages of Navahatta block, out of which 650 are fems
child labour. The need for repayment of debt 1o landowners 8
moneylenders is the main reason for the prevalence of chi¥
labour. _
In village Sohrai, block Lakhnaur, district Madhubani V8
Fulia. She had sent her 10-vear-old child Dadu to work in ame
mill in Harvana in Wovember 1997, *From here, a large nuis
of children, aged between 6 1o 12 years, are going to Fun
Harvana and Delhi. Nobody goes to Bhadohi any longer, &
firms Somani Devi, another woman from the village, !
In the Bakunia Bichali village, some cases of child &
who had gone to work in the carpet-weaving units of AllaRSS
district, but have been missing since the last few years 0O
light. Bindo Sadai is the father of 10-year-old Gugali. "My #
went to work in the Allshabad district in 1996, but now e
no information about him,’ narrates the worried father. AME
father Bhannu Sadai says the same thing, His 9-¥ ;
Manoj Kumar went to Bhadohi in 1994-95 but sinee then =
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=tk his son. The local middieman, through whom the
4 been taken from the village, has disappeared and
don't know what to do in this situation.

chadohi and other places of Untar Pradesh, to villages
+d Haryana, it seems the same hard life for hundreds
of Scheduled Caste villages, They have been sent
one place, to get exiled in another. Those who have
et are planning to leave soon. Twelve-year-old Chandra
ar of Partaha village has made up his mind. Sayvs he,
school till Class 4. Then [ left. Now I will go w
twill I do otherwise? Whart will I car?

n social activist [akshmi Sadai finds it hard today 1o con-
‘her child’s education. ‘It 15 difficult. My child was

i 5" orgarisations have devited an alternaiive, in an
o mske lending ‘work’, Their 400 wiilages wowe have
sram Kosh fedlage fund), so thar they do not continue
eoled to moneyvienders whe charge exorbitant rates of
5 or to become invoived in exploitative relationghips

wdiords, Simultaneously, this brolding a sense of
among the villagers and providing a forum for
g and solving their problems. Orpanisations make
'1'- teorkable and i turn, the village fund faeil-
Srgamisations and political mobilisarion. Thus both
are complementary,

o go 1o Punjab,’ was the urgent plea of Mohan
“ultural labourer of small means to Haria Devi the
Gram Kosh in Badhahara village of Saharsa district.
¥ears ago,

; ;-lmhu been going to Punjab for several vears. Every
— 10 88k the favour of landowners or monevienders who
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readily gave him the money but at exorbitant mites of inme;
10 o 12 per cent per month. 4
Having listened 10 Mohan's plea, the Gram Kosh decigen

the Kowh and returns it in the stipulated time.

Heaving a sigh of relief, middle-aged widow Katorig g
Partaha village, says, ‘“Thank God! My son is saved.' Emoga
chokes her voice., Raising her folded arms, she expresces pra
tude to the representative of Gram Kosh, seated near her i
commuonplace of the village.

Katoria has to mke care of her 10-member family of g
sons, who are away most of the tme in Punjab, Harvans o
Delhi. She has to work in the fields to be able to feed the family
Crne day when a grandchild got il suddenly, there was nota
gle penny with her. She approached the Gram Kosh, where the
person in charge, convinced of the urgency, immediately decide
to grant Rs. 1,165, The members of the Kosh are sympathet
and supportive in many other ways also, i

Muesahars"debt crisis persists chronically, so much 2o that Bads
Rajak of Barhara village had taken a loan of only Rs. 60, Ten yean
ago, he paid back Rs. 50 and then last vear he had to give his onlf
bigha of land as the final payment. Or Suli received a bank notice I
the beginning of 1998 to pay back a loan of Bs. 5,000 taken for
purchase of a pump set, whereas he had neither applied nor BED
any loan from the bank, Owerall, the loan and the interest rabes
a crushing burden for thousands of Muwsahar families. |

But now the (Gram Kosh offers at least one remedy of B
own in around 400 Musahor villages of Madhubani, Darondfiss
Saharsa and Supole districts, While the so-called principal actS%
in the banking field—government, bankers, officials of the 1=
tilateral agencies and donors—are tomlly absent in the aréd: ==
Mugahars are initisting and managing their own fund overets
ing impossible odds. Several developments have placed ®
prime burden of looking after the family on wormen, [n S8
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ot e e that most of the Grame Koshs are mit-
ed by women.

[ Gram Kosh goes back to January 1993, when it
0 Musahar dominated villages. Now it has spread
Every village has some saving from Rs. 3,000 o
oad estimate says that together they now have a
. Re. 2 million,
- of Grnn Kosh is quite simple. In every village
ributes 50 paise 8 day or 15 rupees o month,
each village pointly ke the responsibility of the
an acoount in the nearby post office or bank.
Iv gets its own pass book, And when the need
dlv can ke a loan for one vear, six or three
per cent monthly interest rate. The message i
t Change life by yvour own resources. Make vour

n. Save 50 pazse cvervday,

o up tank and then breeding fishes in it for some
on. The required money for it came from the
d *when the fish sale will fetch money, not only will
aid, but also a portion of the income generated
li\tl'l w0 the Grame Koch,' says Somani.
ih Sadai, a landless agricultural labourer, asserts,
“hm'i my knees before the landowner any longes
“'PEH 3 buy raibway tckets. Ope also does nm feel
of working in their fields”
Pass books of individual members of the Kosh in
5 clear thar families have 1aken loans for mar-
8%, house construction and for train tckets to
Tegularly deposit their contributions, mestly on a
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monthly basis and also, in a majority of the cases, the g
return is imely and there is not a single defaulter. Garvi Tae
Sirpur Musahari village even claims that she deposits mogey
the stipulated money and thus she is entitled to more beg &
There are some other villages like Sohral, which have sger
using the income generated by the Kesh for their collective s
gle. A government tank was under the control of landowrnes
Sirpur Musahari village, which was taken back by the M -
in the course of a long struggle. "W have started fish breedis
the tank, through a loan from the Kosh,' says CGrarvi, express
her confidence regarding the furure of the Kesh. Similad ]
Khari village they are using the Kesh for fighting a legal b
over the issue of Mheodant land. :
Deepak Bharti of Lok Shakn Sanpathan, the inspiration by

the Kash, does not pretend that the battle is won. But he &
believe that the experiences of improving the lives of the rural p
are like seeds. If they are sown widely cnough, they can ake 0
fields. Deeply rooted and using the familiar landscapes
region he says, “There is darkness, clouds, rains and gloomy
tions. But there are silver linings too, even in the storm ¢l ik

Namaskar Bhaijee!
Puring the past fetw vears, there has been a rioticeable grosit
of different forms of collective action among the Musahark
These developments are largely outside the mainstreant i
sutions of politics and the State and they raise (mporist
guestions about the distribution and legiimacy af pot
relatioss in mary spheres. But they do more than this. THE
express gricvances and uncertainties about everyday life &8
awell as challenge the deeg, but less visible posser relarion<His
crystallised in their shared comventions and e of ™ ]
malcy, This also shoses the multiple ways i golrich MOE
ménts contribute to greater expressions of individualt.

Namaskar Bhaijee is the word of greeting one hears i 4
Dalit villages and tolas from all ages of people. The¥ do =



Inoia: THE UstoucHasie Present 61

not bend their bodies. They do not call any-
or Sir. But they are very prompt with their
kecps getting repeated in village after village

simple greeting. It is a movement. [t did not
it had to be fought strongly—1to see to it that
and subordination, continuing since ages, are
asciousness of Dalits. The use of words like
reflect a state of mind, a sitvation of being, the
unity. They make them recline in sleep, in
sakriess. The essence of history lies in the pro-
tion of these [yrannous, dminating, irratonal
down from the past, cxplains Decpak Bharu, a
political activist, who has been working among
years risking his life several umes.

4 Mallahs not only say Nawmaskar Bhaiiee, They
when they go to government afficials 1o peti-
They cat in the same utensils. This was not the
980s and stll is not the case where their organ-
present. These are key words and key expres-
._'Ihnr use and spread mark the distinctive chan-

ar new energy, faith and thought. Such key words
have symbolic values, which exert much influ-
re and direction of Musafars’emancipation,’ he

Shakti Sangathan was formed in Balbhadrapur
pur, onn 11 October 1992, the birthday of Jai
y 18 initiator Deepak Bhart had very linde idea
which needed to be taken up, except his own
he had himself been subject to endless exploita-
moneylenders. Having taken only Rs. 70 from a
0 10 pay back hundreds of rupees for a number
income earned from selling 1ea and spices in a
Cormered in this, The 1974 siudents’ movement
AT hid a deep impact on him 0 his voung days.
to several facets of exploitation of Dalits as
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a journalist, working and writing in newspapers on issues
to therm. Thus came the vision of Crram Kosh. _
“The exploitation of Dalits has many dimensions, rejge.
with land, water, indebtedness, bonded work and gender, :
of land exists, but they have none. The whole region is fagae
for a large number of tanks, but the poor have no right
them. There are various hidden forms of bonded labour e,
ing in the region, where if you take a loan and don't pay it reg.
ularly, vou are obliged to do some work free. Or the poor d
get loans unless they do some work free for the landlord, By
the most severe form of exploitation is taking loans from mogs
evlenders, when it takes generations to repay them,' explain
Bhart.
Gram Kosh gives a breathing space. Tt gives some relief an
confidence, But unless the Dalits get land and water in the
region, they will remain in poverty and misery. With this w g
standing, Lok Shakei Sangathan launched a series of struggles og
issues of Dialit rights over land, tanks and fish resources, Ank
now they have spread over 500 villages in Madhubani, Sahars
Darbangha and Supaul districts. .
“The government programmes and policies must be caf
tested and reconstructed. They give goats and cattle, but whered
Dialits have the land to feed their goats? Their goats and catie o

between the landowners and the landless. They give some reset
the time of drought and floods, but they hardly give any prodi
tive assets, or capital or resources, on which the Dalits can

their lives, without the fear of day-to-day survival,' says L
Bharti, Both he and the Samgathan have had many bi ""_:':'
ences with the government and its machinery over all these § "_;;'
Even this vear when they rightfully claimed the ownersty
hhoodani land in Khari village, the police and the local 36075
tration made Deepak Bharti, Tilaya Devi and other main 2
of the organisation their targer. Khari has suffered #
from landowners continuously and these activists 87° T
charges/warrants in several cases lodged by the landoWn=
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iy bad tme, when some of them have been abscond-
police repression and arreses.

e consciousness; to build pressure; to snatch our

op such strength that without the intervention and

jon of Dalits, it becomes impossible to do things in the

'-:-. aim,’ concludes Deepak Bharti in a remote village

's Sacrifice is Ours

hars” social and cultural landscapes, with uses of their

afs and idioms, have hitherto been imvisible and
. However, today they are trying to evolpe diverse
fo sirenigthen processes of social guestioming and are
offering parallel siructures to the past and present
er. Within this socio-cultural milien le the con-
contradictions and dichatmmies of Musahars, The
endiich it &5 revealing tiself in datly lves and direct-
eontexs of cultire and association is a reflection of
g location and distribution af potwer in society,

aha village of Madhubani district, Brahmins, Rajputs,
irs and Yadavs are in a majority; and Chamars, Mallahs,
W Mrcsafiars are few, around 30, in number, All Dalits are
iFal, migrant or construction labourers. At the same time,
¥illage, they have also been doing some work tradition-
= 4 cattle dies in the village, it is the duty of a Chamar
body and throw it away outside the village. If there
AL the time of a marriage or the last rites have to be per-
e Doms clean up the mess after every shift of food.
=it occurred a few vears ago regarding this tradi-
villager remembers. A Brahmin was constructing
he asked a Chamar to come for a day's work. That
. had to go to some other village to see his rela-
=Apressed his inability. The Brahmin got furious and
teting of all Brahmins of the village on the same
ing took three decisions: Chamars will not be given
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any work; their carle will not be allowed in Brahmin f ks
their women will not be allowed 1o cut grass or 1o ey ¥
leaves in the fields and land of Brahmins.

Chamars got quite scared with this course of deve
They were also facing several day-to-day difficulties, Incid o
a Brahmin’s buffalo died in the village. The Chamars then refu
o throw it outside the village, and nobody else in the wj
ready to perform the work, This was seen as a crisis Imnng
village elders and thus a meeting of the villagers was called 8
that time, the feeling that they would suffer immensely if g
were scattered was gaining momentum among the [ralits, ang
the meeting they all said in one vaice that Brahmins' w
decision 1o boycott Chamars was unjust and the traditional
of village living, where one person needs another, should
restored again. Whether the Brahmins got scared, or they Iud
urgent need, or some of them thought that the death of 3 buffa
was Giod's punishment for a wrong decision, the meeting dec %
o lift the boveon on Chamars.

Bur this was not the end. Some time after this eprode o
the elections. This time also, the Brahmins and Rhw
started capturing polling booths, However, they were met wi
some resistance from a few of the rich among the Backwa
Castes. There were violent clashes, where both sides seemed pre
pared with arms and ammunition. The Brahmins and Bhumiha
left the scene, but before leaving some of their vouth blaste
bomb, though without any damage. The police came and
Brahmins lodged complaints against the Dalits, with the purp
of creating terror, ;

Some youth of the Backward Castes came forward in
port of the Dalits, They assured the Dalits that the village Wl
collectively fight for their cases. For this purpose, they .
formed a Nav Nirman Kalvan Samiri for collection of funds ¥
Samiti collected funds and started taking up some other 58
like installing rube wells for drinking water and hiring U :
ployed youth 1o impart education to village children, €6 *
Samiti also started organising Hindu festivals and ceremons
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Ebmins and Bhumihars got restive on seeing the
e Sanriti and decided on their part to construct a
“le. The construction began with a ceremony, but
a dearth of funds. They approached the Samar
oo in the building of the temple, with the promise
s of the Samrtr would be displayed in the temple.
pecepted this and supported the construction.

sl was built. The statue of Hanuman was installed.
e of the Samiti was not displaved. The Dalits say that
pir repeated requests, the Brahmins alwavs evaded
‘cheated and sharp differences surfaced within the
the future course of action, The Samerr also got

s of various castes and communines are bemng nego-
ultiple ways in this village, depending on social and
pneeds. ‘Harijans have always been considered impure,
ins would not like 1o be touched even by their shad-
fins n local villager. But then 1 saw a Brahmin
ing the body of a Chamar while having a con-
fith him in the same village. 1 asked the Brahmin,
igs changed here?” He replied, “Now there is no
ind in the village. Evervbody goes our, If 1 behave like
. happy and only then do they come to work.”
3 Dalit of the same village says that he would never
Sjob being done by his father, ic. to lift and throw
I:mdh‘.ﬂ of cattle, The old father contests him and
oild have 1o do it after his death. Otherwise from
otld he get Bs. 150-200 for work like this? The son
OWs his clear disapproval and emphasises that he
SEE 10 go o Patna or Muzzafarpur to pull a rickshaw.

under Lakhanaur police station stands shat-
d Yadav landlords antacked Musahars, ransacked

and Yadavs, both lodged police complaint
y alleging provocation and attack by the other
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The police did not take action in spite of Musahars'
fears of being attacked. Mow there iz a police camp in the vill
bt thecy are arresting people from hoth sides and there has bes
no recovery of looted cattle or other goods. i
One hears contradiciory voaces from the Musahars, Cha
Sncai, who was seriously injured in the attnck, soys in A
cioned tone that it was the people of the Lok Shaksi Sangath
and not the police, wihvo took the injured Darbhanga hospn
and arranged food and necessary things for them. At the an
time, & local BETEVIsT Comments, ‘Police came and they are
camping here. They have lodged our complaunt. All this i h
pening because of Lakoo Yadav's regime. Otherwise we
have got a worse deal, us was happening in the previous re
He gets wide nods from other villugers gathered there.
Bakunia Bichali village is 10 Saharsa district and is farm
from Khairi. But the Musahars in this village kv bt |
Khari incident and would cermainly take part in the Torthe
profest Programmes of Musahars, In one of theit
organised in the village, they are sithing under two fiags, ho
0 tn.mlmgbunhnua.'l‘h: twio flags symbaolise their two o
Deena and Bhadri, who were hrothers. The two Musaher b
ers sacrificed their lives far the cause of ther comd n
ancient imes. Every YEar in Jumne, we remember Deena-Bh
In small groups, we go from honse-to=house; village-io ap
collect rice or paddy, so that their memory is keep alive. T
remembered becatise they suffered and sacrificed. They uré
only Gods. Their cacrifice is ours. The suffering of Khai

ours, says Domi Sadai in a forthright MAnner.



A Dalit Organisation in the Making

ow long is 5 seconds? Long enough for o woman
farm labourer of FKhari village, in the Madbhuhani
district of Bihar, to be bearen up so brutally that her
ken head bleeds profusely. How long is 60 minutes? Long
ough for a village of 60 families of lindless farm kabmurers o
e razed to the ground and their belongings destroved in q day-
light amack by armed groups, How lomg is 24 hours? Long
epough for a displaced and terrorised village to know that the
tackers would nor be arrested, and the law and sdministration
ould nor come forward 10 save them. How long is 7 days? Laong
h for the landless farm labourers of Khari and of the whole
1, tor respond to the amack and w pursue the agendn set by
organisation, which we now know as the [ok Shaky
than. How long is 9 months¥ Long enough to see that the
e of this region can not only survive but olso gain strengih
:r' igh the fervour and struggle of their arganisation.

It was 4 July 2000 when the amack cume. Since then, 15 long

oaths have passed, but Khard, a village of Scheduled Caste

iliess [abourers, still lives in those mortucus days. They were

ered in minutes so that their journey of AUEmPLEE [0 cstb-

h legal rights in land through their organisation could be halted.

dous struggles intertwined ot once: These o ensure the sur-

M of their lives; those 1o save the organisation and its UCTivises;

pse [0 establish the legitimacy of a need for house and land:

e 10 imterpret how that need can continue 1o be sutisfhied

inst all odds and those to secure the gains of their struggles.

questions had to be confronted: What are the micro-macro

marics thit o rural labour ergandsation has 1o contend with in

empi 10 organise and to claim a picee of lnnd? What forms

191
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of organisation and struggle can help establish land]ess Inbonk |'.__.:
effective command over the land? Is organisation ar a[ Possibly i
the face of brutal repression? How can a local and smyg 3
sation get support from oumsider What would suspagy
strengthen a rural labour organisation in its endeavour 1 bargain =
with the landowners, the local administration and the Stages
Khari is a village of Musahars, Chamars and Yadavs. Thers
are B0 houses of Musahars, five of Chamars and 100 of Yadavy,
The houses of Musahars and Chamars are located in a comer of
the village. Yadavs are the new landowners of this region and in
the lust decade or so they have either purchased or forcibly ceey-
pied a vast tract of agricultural land, Musashars and Chamars
have been working as agricultural labourers or sharecroppers inj=
tially in the ficlds of Bhumihars and now in the ficlds of Yaday
landowners. In recent vears, however, there has been a visible
change in their economic status in that they have lost whatever
land they got under some governmental prograrmmes, f-l::t:il.t
them to migrate in large numbers 1o Punjab and Haryana,
Traditionally, the Musahars had not been organised in any
mass organisation or trade union. However, with the formation.
of the Lok Shakti Samgarhan in the late 1980s, they were
mobilised 10 an extent over issues of iniquitous land holdings,
money lending and social injustice, and things began 1o change. -
"We are Musahars, People also say: You are Musarm‘ﬂ'lmﬂl_!_-'
vou speak about? Dig the soil, live in the soil and contmuc &
sleep there, Whatever you get. vou eat, Even if you don’t get any= .
thing, vou lie down silently. Give service to the world, but dan’t
ever think that the world is going to give vou anything in @1
It is a sin vo expect anything in life, But now our ristake ﬁ
ply that we have refused to think like that and have sturted DK
ing in new ways, We have started saving to ourselves: We b
been landless since generations, but why can we not
house? Not a house of our dreams, but just a house of MUEE
thatched roof, where we can just sit and slecp reasonffiy
says Tilava Devi, an activist of the village who was the A :
get of attack by the landowners. Fortunately she was 0Ut 885
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g at that time attending o meeting of the Sampariuen gnd s

15 lund, and more land in and around Khari village.
; is private land, ceiling, surplus or public common lamd
fivodan land. Whatever be its status, the owners are few and
be counted on the fingers of one hand. But they own all the
dreds and thousands of acres of land. *All this land belongs
Lokpati Singh of Lakhnaur village; it is almost 1,300 bighas,
; willager, pointing towards the vast land surrounding the
which stretches for as long as we can see. and beviond,
ati Singh has been abie o keep all his surplus land by UENE
Bous names. He has given some land in Ahoodar, bur has
g allowed the alloted person to come on i, There are others

1,300, but only 13 Mehas of land has become the bone
tion between the landless and the landiowners, Lokpati
% 13 bighas of Moodani land had been under witer for sev-
5, but in the floods of 1987 it came up and became fit
wtion. Though this plor of land was very close to the
of Musahars and Chamars, wo powerful Yadavs of
ukhi Yadav and Yogendra Yadwv—caprured i1,
sahars and their organisation decided 1o claim this land,
b any case had been due 1o them and in Ocrober 1997, all
Efamilies came and built their houses on it Why houses?
ilies have cxpanded, but the howses have not. We did nioy
tgh space w sleep in our old houses. We have no land
else to build new houses, That is why we decided o
B8 land.’ explains Bachla Sadai, who has o 12 member fame-
W0 s0ns living in 2 small house,
a8 government i good for nothing and is unable 1o give
P land. Our representatives are totally oblivicus o our
" lives. The officials are so caught up in their world of
they do not see our harsh realities, What does one do
8 2 situation? Why should we refrain from even the minis
@ssertion—1o Earner our strength and plough the land,
crops, build our houses and somehow “Hue” Those
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responsible for giving us the legal papers should fulfil theje gy
and do so. How many doors will we knock on®’ asks Py
Bharti, Convener of Lok Shakui Sangathan,
There are other villages of Yadavs, Brahmins, Musahy; '
Chamars. But nowhere else have the labourers faced :
brutal physical attack, nor have the lancdowners reacted fn o
extremely aggressive manner. Everyone present in the he
women and children, young and old—were
newly built houses, utensils and other fems were damy
Their valuable belongings, even cows, oxen and buffaloes
taken away. They were threatened with murder, if they sndd
organisation continued with the agitation and occupati
land. Later, after the attack, all the main activists of the
sation—11 of them—were implicated in several cases und
120, 147, 148, 323 and 384, However, when the Musaly
to the police station 1o Jodge complaints aganst thee
only some MINOT CAEes WETS registered. The main attac
not arrested, nor the forcibly taken away valuables of th
recoversd,
What has becn recovered in these 15 months th
serics of memorandums, demonstrations, rollies, Jefr
hunger strikes in the district is that the Musahars have I
their houses on the same land and it has remained i INEFE
pation. The administration has now been forced @
determine the legal sutus of these 13 highas, The oTEE .
articulating many other legal demands of the rural poot af I
and of the other villages in the region: The land covel ed o
the Cefling Act and Boodan should be disrributed and
possession should be established; the poor and land
be given plots for housing; public common tand and ge
cal land should be made free from the clatches of lar
and the embankments on Kamala river should be de '
Even though it faces huge risks, this organisation &
poor has been moving in several different arcnas—ihe vl
region, the law and the State—and across the lines 58
class, caste, culture and so on, What is alsa certain i €
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pon 1% there to LI "Howw long and how much mss w e
that the floars of social justce or social co O maEy
-'.u.u;s M -;Ill:l."r We have now decided fet 1o wait. Nobody
s pote of us on their own,' reads a pamphlet of the
ey, &sseTiEOg that it will force others to listen 1o them,




