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The Naxalite movement derives its name from a  small village Naxalbari on the tri-junction of India, Nepal and what was then East Pakistan, where tribals took up arms against the oppression of the landlords in 1967. The movement spread like wildfire to different parts of the country. Some of the finest brains and the cream of India’s youth in certain areas left their homes and colleges to chase the dream of a new world, a new social order. Two decades had passed since the dawn of independence and yet large segments of the Indian population – peasants, workers and tribals – continued to suffer the worst forms of exploitation. The peaceful political process, it was felt, would not be able to bring about the necessary change because vested interests controlled the levers of power, regulated the wheels of industry and had a feudal stranglehold over the predominantly agrarian economy. An armed struggle was the only way out, they thought.

Genesis

The Santhal tribals of Naxalbari, armed with bows and arrows, forcibly occupied the land of the kulaks and ploughed them to establish their ownership. Demonstrations were organized against persons holding paddy in their godowns.  In many cases, the entire stocks were lifted and distributed or sold locally at cheaper rates.  There were violent clashes.  Between March and May 1967, nearly a hundred incidents were reported to the police. The situation progressively deteriorated. After some dithering, the West Bengal government ordered the police to take action.  The movement was squashed, but “Naxalbari exploded many a myth”.

The extremists, following Mao’s dictum that “if there is to be revolution, there must be a revolutionary party”, formed, on April 22, 1969, the Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist).  It was declared that “the first and foremost task of our Party is to rouse the peasant masses in the countryside to wage guerilla war, unfold agrarian revolution, build rural base, use the countryside to encircle the cities and finally to capture the cities and to liberate the whole country”. 

The Chinese Communist Party welcomed the formation of the CPI(ML). The Marxist-Leninist groups of other countries like UK, Albania and Sri Lanka also extended their recognition.  

The Rise

The Naxalite movement, drawing inspiration from the Maoist ideology, had a meteoric phase for about two years from the formation of the party till the end of June 1971. The ripples starting from Naxalbari spread in ever-widening circles to practically all parts of the country.  The only areas which remained untouched were the north-eastern states and the Union Territories of Goa, Pondicherry and Andaman & Nicobar Islands.  The dominant strand of the movement was the annihilation of class enemies.  It was was viewed as a “higher form of class struggle and the beginning of guerilla war”.  Charu’s assessment was that “every corner of India is like a volcano” about to erupt, that “there is the possibility of a tremendous upsurge in India”, and he therefore called upon the cadres to start as many points of armed struggle as possible.  “Expand anywhere and everywhere” was his message.  Such expansions were particularly noticeable in Srikakulam in Andhra Pradesh, Debra-Gopiballavpur in West Bengal, Mushahari in Bihar and Palia in Lakhimpur district of UP.

The Naxalite violence was at a peak from about the middle of 1970 to the middle of 1971. It is estimated that there were a total of about 4,000 incidents in the country from the middle of 1970 to the middle of 1971.  The bulk of these were from West Bengal (3,500) followed by Bihar (220) and Andhra Pradesh (70). 

 The political parties realized the emergence of a new force. The government became conscious of a new threat not only to law and order but to the very existence of the democratic structure of the country.

 The Decline

The Government of India organized joint operations by the army and the police in the bordering districts of West Bengal, Bihar and Orissa which were particularly affected by Naxalite depredations. The operations were undertaken from July 1 to August 15, 1971 and were code-named Operation Steeplechase.  The broad strategy of the Security Forces was to surround as large an area as possible and seal the routes of entry and exit.  The Army formed the outer cordon and the CRPF the inner ring.  The local police, which was generally accompanied by a magistrate, carried out thorough search of the area.  Suspected Naxalites were arrested, illicit weapons, ammunition and explosives seized.  Wherever possible, simultaneous action was taken in the neighbouring area also so that the Naxalites sneaking out were caught while attempting to escape. These operations covered Midnapur, Purulia, Burdwan and Birbhum districts of West Bengal; Singhbhum, Dhanbad and Santhal Parganas of Bihar, and Mayurbhanj of Orissa.  

The operation achieved the desired results, though not to the extent anticipated by the administration.  The organizational apparatus of the Naxalites in the aforesaid districts was thrown out of gear and the party activists fled from their known hideouts to other places in search of safety.  Violence registered a drop.  Incidents of arms-snatching fell down.  Above all, it restored the confidence of the people in the strength of the administration.  Charu Mazumdar was also arrested by the Calcutta Police detectives on July 16, 1972. A few days later, he died. Charu’s death marked the end of a phase in the Naxalite movement. The period following his death witnessed divisions and fragmentations in the movement. 

The Revival

The formation of People’s War Group in Andhra Pradesh subsequently in 1980 under the leadership of Kondapalli Seetharamaiah gave a new lease of life to the movement. The PWG’s program included : 

· redistribution of land

· enforcing payment of minimum wages to the farm labour

· imposing taxes and penalties

· holding people’s courts

· destroying government property

· kidnapping government functionaries

· attacking policemen, and

· enforcing a social code

The PWG is believed to have redistributed nearly half a million acres of land across Andhra Pradesh.  Its activists also insisted on a hike in the daily minimum wages and the annual fee for jeetagadu (year-long labour).  The poorer sections found that what the politicians had been talking about and the government promising year after year could be translated into a reality only with the intervention of Naxalites.  Gorakala doras (Lord of the Bushes) is how the Naxalites came to be known in the interior areas. Kidnappings to secure the release of its own cadres was frequently resorted to by the PWG activists.  The cause celebre was the kidnapping of six IAS officers including a Principal Secretary of the state government and Collector of East Godavari district on December 27, 1987 while they were returning from a tribal welfare meeting at Pulimatu in the district.  The state government decided to play safe and released the eight Naxalites in Rajahmundry jail. The PWG got tremendous propaganda mileage out of the incident.  

The revolutionary writers of the Jana Natya Mandali, the cultural front of the PWG, greatly helped in preparing the environment in which the Naxalite ideology found ready acceptance.  Its moving spirit was Gummadi Vittal Rao, better known as Gaddar.   He  was  a  balladeer  who  fought the establishment with the power of his songs. The People’s War Group gradually spread its organizational network to the coastal and Rayalaseema districts in the state.  It extended its tentacles to the adjoining areas of Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh and Orissa and made a dent even in the bordering districts of Karnataka and certain pockets of Tamilnadu. 

The Andhra Pradesh government banned the PWG and its six front organizations in 1992. At the same time, the state police, assisted by the central paramilitary forces, undertook well-organized counterinsurgency operations. As a result, 248 Naxalites were liquidated and 3,434 activists were apprehended in 1992.  The arrest of Kondapally Seetharamaiah and other important leaders meant further setback to the PWG. There was demoralization among the ranks and about 8,500 Naxals surrendered before the authorities. 

In Bihar, the Maoist Communist Centre, another major Naxalite formation, perpetrated acts of violence.  Its organizational network extended to most of the Central Bihar districts.  During the six year period from 1987 to 1992, there were eight major incidents in Gaya, Chatra and Aurangabad districts in which 42 Rajputs, 40 bhumihars, 5 Muslims, 1 BJP MP and 3 policemen among others were killed.  What began as a fight for social and economic justice actually degenerated into a caste conflict with a veneer of class struggle.  The MCC ran virtually a parallel judicial system in certain pockets.  These were described as Jan Adalat or People’s Court where they would even shorten an accused by six inches – behead him, in other words!
Present State of Movement

The present phase – we could also call it the third phase - of the movement  commenced with the holding of the Ninth Congress of the People’s War Group in 2001, when it was decided to militarise the armed component of the party by giving more sophisticated weapons to the People’s Guerilla Army. The total number of incidents of violence and resultant deaths in the country during the last five years have been as follows :


Total incidents
Deaths
2001
1,208
564

2002
1,465
482

2003
1,597
515

2004
1,533
566

2005
1,594
669

Violence was thus at a peak in 2005 when 1,594 incidents took place in which 669 persons were killed, though 2003 had registered a slightly higher number of incidents.

The Ministry of Home Affairs, Government of India, admits the spread of Naxalite movement to 76 districts in 9 states of the Union, namely, Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Orissa, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal. It further concedes that the People’s War and the MCCI are trying to increase their influence and operations in some parts of the states of Tamilnadu, Karnataka and Kerala and also in some new areas of the states already affected.

The disturbing features of the movement are

· Spread over a large geographical area

· Increase in potential for violence

· Unification of PW and MCCI

· Plan to have a Red Corridor 

· Nexus with NE insurgents and Nepalese Maoists

The Government of India have already expressed concern over the spread of the Naxalite movement over a huge geographical area. The Prime Minister has described Naxalite movement as the single biggest threat to the internal security of the country.  According to the Institute for Conflict Management, the movement has actually spread over 165 districts in 14 states and that the Home Ministry’s assessment in this regard is an understatement.  The Naxals’ potential for violence has increased substantially with their acquisition of sophisticated weapons and expertise in the use of improvised explosive devices (IEDs).  They are said to be in possession of at least 6,500 regular weapons including AK 47 rifles and SLRs.

The movement got a tremendous boost when its two major components, the People’s War (PW) and the Maoist Communist Centre of India (MCCI), decided to merge on March 21, 2004, though a formal announcement was made on October 14, 2004 only.  The unified party was called the Communist Party of India (Maoist).  The merger, apart from augmenting the support base of the movement, has given it the character of a pan-Indian revolutionary group.  The Naxals’ plan to have a Compact Revolutionary Zone stretching from Indo-Nepal border to the Dandakaranya Region is likely to get a fillip with the unification of their ranks.   

The Naxalite groups’ nexus with the other extremist organizations has added to the complexity of the problem.  There are indications that the PWG cadres received training in the handling of weapons and IEDs from some ex-LTTE cadres.  They have also some understanding with the National Socialist Council of Nagaland(I-M) for supporting each others’ cause. Some batches of CPML-Party Unity also appear to have received arms training under the guidance of United Liberation Front of Assam.  The Communist Party of India (Maoist) has also worked out a strategic alliance with the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist).  
Situation in States

Andhra Pradesh

Andhra Pradesh has gradually emerged as the epicenter of left-wing extremism in the country.  The PWG set up a People’s Guerilla Army in December 2000 “to strengthen the political power of the people and to defeat the efforts of the State and the Central Governments to check the (revolutionary) movement”.

The most audacious attack by the PWG took place on October 1, 2003, when they tried to assassinate the Chief Minister of Andhra Pradesh, N.Chandrababu Naidu, on a forest road between Tirupati and Tirumala in Chittoor district while he was proceeding to attend the Brahmotsavam celebrations. Claymore mines hit the car of the chief minister; the bulletproof armour over the car however saved him. Four others including the State’s Information Technology minister, B.Gopalakrishna Reddy, sustained serious injuries. The PW claimed responsibility for the attack, saying that it was “to eliminate a person who has been perpetuating state sponsored violence”. 

Peace talks were held between the People’s War Group and the state government of Andhra Pradesh during June-July 2002 at the initiative of ‘Committee of Concerned Citizens’.  Three rounds of talks were held but unfortunately there was no agreement on the substantive issues.  The PWG called off the talks in July 2002 in protest against the allegedly killing of their cadres in ‘fake encounters’.   A second round of peace talks were held from October 15 to 18, 2004 at Hyderabad, but there were no fruitful discussions.  The government took strong exception to the Naxals moving about with arms in towns and cities.  The Naxalites’ annihilation of Narsi Reddy, Congress MLA, and eight others in a major attack on August 15, 2005 in Mehboobnagar proved to be the proverbial last straw.   The peace process ended abruptly, and government reimposed the ban on the Communist Party of India (Maoist) and its front organizations.  

Bihar & Jharkhand

The Naxalite movement in Bihar is bogged down in caste based jealousies and rivalries.  On January 5, 2005, the Naxalite killed the Superintendent of Police, Munger by blowing up his jeep.  Six other policemen were also killed.  Lately, the Maoist Communist Centre has shifted its focus to the Jharkhand region, which was carved out of Bihar on November 15, 2000.  The Naxalites are said to be active in 15 out of the 22 districts of Jharkhand.  They have been particularly targeting the police and the paramilitary personnel.  

Madhya Pradesh & Chhattisgarh
In Madhya Pradesh, following the bifurcation of the state in November 2000, Naxalite violence is now confined to Balaghat, Mandla, Dindori, and Sidhi districts only. The Madhya Pradesh Transport Minister, Lakhiram Kavre, was annihilated on December 15, 1999 in retaliation to the killing of four top PWG leaders

In Chhattisgarh, Naxalite violence is concentrated mainly in the Bastar area and in Rajnandgaon, Jashpur and Sarguja districts.  The state government has been trying to mobilize the tribals through  ‘Salwa Judum’ (peace mission).  This is being vehemently opposed by the Naxalites, and they have been recklessly killing the Judum activists. The latest carnage took place on July 16, 2006 when Maoists slaughtered 27 tribals in a relief camp in Dantewada district.   

West Bengal

Naxalite violence in West Bengal is at a low pitch compared to the other states. This is to be attributed to the success of Operation Barga under which sharecroppers were registered and given permanent and inheritable rights on cultivation of their plots covering a total area of 11 lac acres.  Besides, 1.37 lac acres of ceiling surplus and benami lands were acquired by the state government and distributed among 25 lac landless and marginal cultivators.  The land reforms have seen the emergence of a new class loosely termed ‘rural rich’ and weakened the social and political power enjoyed by the landlords in the countryside. There is some Naxalite activity nevertheless in Midnapur, Bankura and Purulia districts.

Other States

Orissa witnessed a qualitative increase in Naxalite violence during 2000 and 2001.  The MCC has established its presence in the northern districts while the PWG has consolidated its hold over the southern districts.  The formation of Andhra-Orissa Border Special Zonal Committee gave fillip to Left Wing Extremism in the State. 

Uttar Pradesh has witnessed stirrings of Naxalite activities in the eastern belt in Sonbhadra, Gorakhpur, Ghaziapur, Ballia, Chandauli and Mirzapur districts. On November 20, 2004 Naxalites blew up a police jeep in the forests of Chandauli with a landmine, killing 13 PAC and 4 police personnel

In Maharashtra, Gadchiroli is particularly affected, though there are incidents in Bhandara, Chandrapur, Gondia and Nanded districts also. 

In Karnataka, Naxalites have been active in the Kudremukh area following government’s move to evict the tribals from the forests. On Feb. 11, 2005, Naxalites killed 6 policemen of the Karnataka State Reseve Police in Tumkur district.

Prospects

The factors which gave rise to Naxalism in the country are, unfortunately, very much present today also. The extent of poverty in the country continues to be abysmal. Land reforms remain a neglected area. Unemployment figures are high.  Tribals have been getting a raw deal. Governance, particularly in remote areas, is poor.

Government have prepared a comprehensive 14-Point Plan to deal with the problem. There is special emphasis on the socio-economic development of the affected areas, and the state governments have been asked to ensure speedy implementation of land reforms. Infrastructure is being developed and there are plans to provide employment to the youth in the remote, backward areas. The National Tribal Policy seeks to protect the rights of tribals. How far these measures produce the intended results, however, remains to be seen.
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