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Civil and not-so-civil  

forms of protest in West Bengal

Kenneth Bo Nielsen

Civil society has over the last more than two decades become one of 
those ‘Hurrah!’ words – along with eg democracy and human rights – 
the meaning and inherent merit of which are taken for granted and left 
unexamined. For precisely those reasons, most anthropologists – myself 
included – are of the opinion that the notion of civil society is in fact 
of little use when it comes to making sense of most forms of popular 
political mobilisation in most parts of the world. 

The notion of civil society assumes a particular kind of political subject 
– that is, the culturally equipped citizen – who makes sense of his world 
using the language of political modernity. This species of homo politicus 
thinks of himself as a rights-bearing citizen first of all – as an individual 
with the personal freedom to enter into and break alliances with other 
similar citizens in the pursuit of shared interests. In addition, the notion 
of civil society – at least in some renderings – also assumes a civic polit-
ical culture in which political actors behave like citizens and accept the 
authority of the state which, in turn, is expected to listen and be respon-
sive. Such conditions do not prevail everywhere, and as anyone with a 
sense of realism, or with any kind of field experience in a non-Western 
context will know, this is not how popular politics is conducted in most 
of the world, to paraphrase Partha Chatterjee (2004). 

With particular reference to India, Chatterjee has argued that most 
of the country’s inhabitants continue to be only tenuously, and even 
then ambiguously and contextually, rights-bearing citizens in the full 
sense (Chatterjee 2004, p 38): India’s poor do not relate to the organs 
of the state in the same manner as India’s culturally equipped and afflu-
ent middle classes do; nor do governmental agencies treat the poor as 
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proper citizens belonging to civil society. The poor make their claims on 
government, and in turn are governed, not within the framework of stable 
constitutionally defined rights and laws, but rather through temporary, 
contextual and unstable arrangements arrived at through direct negotia-
tions (Chatterjee 2008, p 57) on a political terrain where rules may be 
bent, stretched or broken. Importantly, the success of the claim-making 
of the poor seems to depend entirely on their ability to mobilise support 
to influence the implementation of governmental policy in their favour. 

In the remainder of this paper I show how the very uncivil act of 
confrontational and violent mobilisation remains an important part 
of the repertoire of claim-making deployed by the poor. I present two 
cases from the Indian state of West Bengal, where the rural poor, by 
using heated confrontations, mass mobilisation and violence to create 
spectacular public action, have managed to force the state government 
to listen to and act on its claims.

‘Hostile’ mass mobilisation: The Singur case

The first case concerns resistance to land acquisition in Singur, where 
1,000 acres of agricultural land was acquired in 2006 by the state govern-
ment for the purpose of setting up – by Indian industrial giant Tata 
Motors – a car manufacturing unit that would produce what is now the 
Tata Nano, the world’s cheapest car. A section of the project affected 
population chose to oppose the acquisition of their land and to this end 
they formed an impromptu committee, the Singur Krishi Jomi Raksha 
Committee (committee to save the farmland of Singur), complete with a 
president, joint convenors, and village-level leaders. While this committee 
in some respects behaved like a civil society organisation (eg by sending 
deputations and petitions to various government departments, and by 
filing court cases challenging the government), it was the mass mobilisa- mobilisa-
tion of thousands of people for days on end in 2008 around the factory 
site that really had an effect. This eventually made the chairman of Tata 
Motors decide to call it quits and shut the factory in Singur down. It 
was impossible, Ratan Tata said, to operate a factory under such “hostile 
local conditions.”
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Violent resistance: The Nandigram case

The second case concerns protests against the acquisition of 14,500 acres 
of land in Nandigram for a chemical hub and special economic zone. 
As rumours of the acquisition began to circulate locally, angry villagers 
expressed their opposition by staging protests. They were met with police 
fire, which injured several villagers. In turn, the villagers confronted the 
police and drove them out of the village. Subsequently they damaged roads 
and bridges, dug trenches, and blocked yet other roads with boulders and 
tree trunks to prevent the police from entering. To organise activities, the 
peasants then formed a Bhumi Ucched Pratirodh Committee (the commit-
tee to resist the destruction of the land, BUPC). Soon after, a CPM (the 
party heading the government in West Bengal) state secretariat member 
said about the BUPC that “if they want to make things difficult for us, 
we are prepared to make life hell for them.” 

Within days, BUPC and CPM supporters hurled bombs at each other 
and engaged in gun battle. With no police presence in Nandigram, CPM 
activists ‘had a field day’ riding through villages on motor bikes and 
armed with guns or rifles. But BUPC activists put up a fight: they burned 
down a CPM leader’s house and burned another alive in a haystack. In 
all, six people died in the clash. Two months later, large contingents of 
police moved into Nandigram to restore normalcy. They were joined 
by armed gangs of CPM supporters seeking revenge. When more than 
20,000 villagers stood their ground to keep out the police and the CPM 
cadre, the latter opened fire and killed 14 of them while 75 were injured. 
In addition many BUPC women were reportedly raped. 

As a result the state government was immediately criticised from all 
sides and public pressure on it mounted. Two weeks later, the chief minis-
ter relented and announced that his government would no longer pursue 
their plans for acquiring land in Nandigram, and that the chemical hub 
would be established elsewhere. In addition the state government offered 
plenty of sops for Nandigram, perhaps to make amends: in 2007 and 
2008 the state government undertook several rounds of patta distribu-
tion among Nandigram’s rural poor, who were thereby given legal title 
to and ownership of plots of agricultural land. The state government 
also increased the funds under Rural Infrastructure Development to Rs 
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1,500 crore – up from Rs 600 crore the previous year – and identified 
rural roads, irrigation and agriculture as priority areas under the new 
budget. Precisely these areas are a prime concern for Nandigram’s rural 
population. In addition, plans to build a new school and a new college 
in the area were revealed. 

Conclusion

Evidently, from the point of view of rural communities, spectacular 
public action with a distinct violent quality remains an essential and 
effective way of making claims on the government. In Singur it was a 
prolonged road block that created the ‘hostile conditions’ that osten-
sibly made Tata Motors leave, while in Nandigram it was violent and 
confrontational mobilisation against the government and its supporters 
that did the trick. Clearly, people do not need to be or even behave like 
a ‘republican citizen’ to acquire a stake, strategically and morally, in the 
process of governmental power. 

Forms of popular politics and mobilisation such as those described 
here are a far cry from the civilised world of civil society politics. As 
Partha Chatterjee notes, they 

...bring into the hallways and corridors of power some of the squalor, 
ugliness and violence of popular life.. But if one truly values the freedom 
and equality that democracy promises, then one cannot imprison it within 
the sanitized fortress of civil society. (Chatterjee 2004, p 74) 

Doing so might actually disempower the poor.
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