The Organisation of the toiling Adivasis (Shramik Adivasi Sangathan)

A report by Ronald L. Rebello*

A crowd of Adivasi people walks down from the main market square to the office of the Superintendent of Police, Betul.  Adivasis from various parts of the district have gathered with the following complaints: their local police station doesn’t register their cases, one police station just picked up an Adivasi overnight and forced him to clean the entire police station free of charge or else he would be put behind bars for “committing dacoity”, policemen not giving the requisite case papers, police filing false cases against the villagers for questioning the Sarpanch’s arbitrariness and so on.  The policemen along with guns, lathis and helmets secure on their head accompany the procession to the SP office in the scorching mid-summer MP heat.  

Procession stays put in the SP office compound and sends word to meet the SP.    The SP sends his orderly to bring a few representatives inside the office. The Adivasis refuse saying that there are no representatives or few leaders and all of them would like to meet the SP. The SP then calls all of them inside to “see the police station” and “the Adivasis can be in the AC”.  The Adivasis refuse again and remark “What prevents the SP to come out in the open and be with us in this heat for 10 minutes, when we have walked now for over an hour”.  

The newly appointed SP emerging from his office unenthusiastically to meet the Adivasis, realises that this group of people are no ordinary ones, they mean business.  Soon the Adivasis submit to him their written complaints and offer explanations. As Vasant, an Adivasi, stood and talked in front of the Superintendent of Police, facilitating Adivasi fellowmen/women, there was something that was clearly visible in his expression – confidence, conviction, fearlessness and empowerment.  Very unlikely of the Adivasis who have faced oppression and exploitation since centuries and who still bear the onslaught of the so called development and the government.  
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Vasant who was an erstwhile ordinary, fearful and trembling Adivasi in front of policemen (his own words) was now standing courageously shoulder to shoulder with the Superintendent of Police and addressing him. The SP passes on the complaints to the orderly, summons a few policemen from the “Harijan cell” and directs them to register a statement of the person forced to clean the police station. He assures action. on each complaint after conducting enquiry.  

Scene II: 

The Adivasis now proceed in the same manner to the District Magistrate’s (Collector’s) office.  It is around 3:30 p.m, and on a hungry stomach they request an audience with the DM.  DM doesn’t pay heed to their request and after half an hour says that he is busy and can’t meet.  Immediately the Adivasis proceed to a sit-in (dharna) outside the DM’s campus on the road demanding an audience. The policemen form a human wall outside the DM’s campus gate.  Meanwhile a contribution of Rs. 2 is collected from each Adivasi and kichdi is prepared side by side the dharna for hungry stomachs. Finally the DM agrees to meet the unrelenting Adivasis and by 4:45 pm they enter his “court”.  Submitting written grievances, they complain : schools don’t have teachers, a couple of sterilization operations have failed because of the negligence of the government hospital, the Patwari is demanding money to issue necessary land papers, tendu patta wages are measly, etc. 
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With every grievance they make it clear: the administration is failing and it needs to sit up.  The DM at every stage in a defensive manner tells them “Arre tum log padho-likho, phir ye sab nahi hoga” parking the blame of corruption, negligence and other problems wholly on illiteracy.  Mangal Singh, a semi-literate Adivasi immediately rebukes the IAS officer by saying “there should be functional schools in the first place to enable us to receive proper education.”  The DM offers assurances, comments on each letter and says he shall personally redress the grievances. 

The above instances are not scenes from a Hindi movie. Vasant and Mangal Singh are not the only ones who stood out with conviction, confidence, fearlessness and a sign of empowerment before the very officials from whom they would distance themselves.  They are part of a larger movement for justice and empowerment of the marginalized communities all over India.  In this region it is Shramik Adivasi Sangathan (Organisation of the toiling masses). 

Started in the late 90s, the decade when the human rights movements in India was picking up due to the onslaught of liberalisation, Shramik Adivasi Sangathan is one of the numerous people’s movements that began championing the cause of the Adivasis, the very much neglected populace of the country.  Initiated by Adv. Shamim and Anurag Modi, who were earlier involved in a struggle for the rehabilitation of Bargi Dam oustees, they mobilised and built the Shramik Adivasi Sangathan. Its effect is visible in Shahpur, Ghoda dongri, Chicholi, Bhimpur block of Betul district and Timarni and Khikiya block of Harda district and parts of Khandwa block in Khandwa district. 

In what may seem to be a “developed country” like India where achievements in “development” are flaunted, the dark side to these achievements is the utter neglect, disregard and alienation of Adivasis living in the interiors of the country.  Keeping this in mind, the organisation has taken up anything or everything affecting the lives of Adivasis.  It could be fighting for the rightful land of the people which is encroached upon by the government, or demanding 5 acres land for every Adivasi above the age of 18 years, or agitating against the measly wages available for the tendu workers, or campaigning for the rights of Adivasis to access forests, the problems being deep-rooted and not as simple as they seem.  With wide socio-political ramifications, fighting an unjust system and challenging the status-quo, domination and centralization of power, the Sangathan’s aim is to bring about justice, equality and dignity towards the Adivasis.  

Taking up the basic elements of Jal, Jangal and Jamin, (Water, Forest and Land)  as issues of survival of the Adivasis, the organisation has numerous agitations, demonstrations and litigations to its credit in fighting for their rights.  From agitating at the local district level, it has even participated in national movements and also taken up Public Interest Litigations (PIL) to defend the rights of Adivasis.  For instance in one block named Bhandarpani in Betul District, the forest officials burnt the houses of 23 families, beat them and threw them out of the forest overnight.  SAS besides the regular morchas and dharnas, undertook a Public Interest Petition in the Jabalpur High Court.  During the proceedings, the Sangathan was successful in summoning and putting the Collector of the district in the dock, which is very rare and humiliating for a sitting collector, besides obtaining an order for rehabilitation of the evicted Adivasis.  This sent the message across to the authorities and showed the Adivasis that even a top official can be called to court and is answerable. 

Among the various issues affecting Adivasis, their right to access forests is one of the major issues the Sangathan has taken up in the past and is currently pursuing. As Betul district primarily consists of Korku and Gond Adivasis, who live in forests, they heavily depend on it for their survival by collecting fire wood for cooking, or the basic mango they use in their daily food, or collection of tendu leaves for sale in the summer months, when both food and employment is scarce.  Therefore, in this region the issue of ‘right to access forest’ and live in it harmoniously with nature is the key issue being fought by the Sangathan.  The Sanghatan in this course has also protested against inconsiderate laws such as the Wildlife Protection Act, 1972 which bans the hunting of wild boars. It is averred, that due to this unjust prohibition imposed by the law, wild boars have multiplied and have been destroying the crops of the Adivasis and creating havoc in their lives in this region.  Herds of wild boar, which are not in the least danger of extinction, rampage crops overnight, even at times digging up the seeds with their tusks and consuming them.   Since killing boars is not permitted, the boars multiply each year and give sleepless nights to the Adivasis.  Prohibiting the hunting of these boars also deprives the Adivasis of required protein intake which they get from consuming their meat, in the absence of a fair public distribution system. Ironically, on the other hand, the said law and the authorities remain silent when hunting of wild boars is “permitted” for foreigners and wealthy Indians as in Hotel Lake Palace - Shikarbadi, Udaipur !

Due to the residence of Adivasis in remote jungles, bereft of basic facilities, health is another major issue among them. Despite the right to health being recognised as a fundamental right, a majority of the Adivasi population remains unattended to.  Malaria is quite frequent in the hamlets, in addition to the usual ailments and there is complete neglect by the administration which has been fought against and brought to light by the Sangathan. The MP human rights commission has been petitioned and authorities pressurized to work, visit villages and do free tests and give free medicines. Despite this, the dampening reality is that health of the people is seen by the government only as a means to provide medicines and not in terms of basic nutrition or promote Adivasi medicines and allow them access to forests to take care of their nutritional needs.  

When questioned about these issues being the conflict between the state and the absence of conflicts between Adivasis and Zamindars, Anurag says, “Unlike Maharashtra, here oppression from zamindars, big farmers is almost absent, but in Betul district, the problem is the government and the irresponsible administration”. Nevertheless, there are a few cases of atrocities on Adivasis by individuals who are socially powerful or who do not like Adivasis entering into political fields such as the Panchayati Raj system.  While dealing with cases of atrocities on Adivasis here, the Sangathan doesn’t stop at helping the affected person fight it, but ensures that the villagers support the victim of atrocity.  This is a strategy to ensure that the case is not withdrawn under police pressure, as the victim is supported by the entire village and the powerful system may not succeed in tormenting an entire village.  Using such strategies, the idea of the Sangathan is to build a people’s mass movement and not address individual cases in isolation to the broader picture of oppression carried out by status quoits. 

While agitations continue at the local level, the Sangathan has always been supportive of national movements and yatras addressing the issues of the marginalised sections of society.  At the end of May, it took part actively in the National Employment Guarantee Yatra that passed through Betul district.  It is also a part of the present campaign to lobby the government to enact the forest recognition of tribal Rights bill prepared by the UPA government, among various other campaigns and alliances. 

The Sangathan, besides leading a movement of the Adivasi and oppressed people for justice, dignity and equality also has focused its attention to these issues from a political goal.  It feels that people cannot end at abusing politicians only for the deteriorating problems.  Therefore the Sangathan decided to push its members and dedicated persons to stand for election with two objectives in mind;- to express dissatisfaction of existing leaders and parties and to take a more pro-active role in democracy rather than only criticizing.  One such person whom the Sangathan motivated to stand for Vidhan Sabha elections was Mangal Singh, an effective leader.  The Samajwadi Jan Parishad, a people’s party supported by grassroot people’s movements and primarily consisting of 60 % Adivasis, Dalits and labourers, fielded Mangal Singh in his quest. 

When Mangal Singh stood for elections, there were many difficulties. Big parties lured voters with bidis, liquor, money; even small packets of salt were given. On the other hand, Mangal Singh visited villagers by walking and cycling. Sometimes he used a bus or jeep with supporters and at times went alone.  However Mangal Singh could not make it.   

Nevertheless, Mangal Singh hasn’t lost his spirit and offers an insight and critique when it comes to the present political system. Coming down heavily upon the Gramsabha (the primary unit of governance) he says that collectors mainly try and control the agenda and “send” issues for discussion, while the average village folk see the Gramsabha only as a medium to pass yojnas for one or two families, with which the rest of the villagers are unconcerned. Mangal Singh feels that there is a greater need to mobilise people to take active part in the political system to remove the rot. However, while expressing his anguish that some vested elements are instigating people against joining movements saying that these make people sing and dance and nothing else, he also sarcastically avers “what about the government and the exploitative system which make people dance?”   

Like Mangal Singh, other karyakartas, Munji and his brother Rambharos were very much dissatisfied with the way things were going on in his village, Sukhaldhana.  Munji could not even avail of one scheme that was rightful to him, because of the Sarpanches’ demand for bribe. Besides corruption, the Sarpanch was powerful and put everybody under his thumb.  Despite Munji’s repetitive efforts, the Sarpanch appeared a tough nut to crack and the frustrated brothers decided to  fight the arbitrary Sarpanch by contesting the next local panchayat elections against him.  With zeal, Munji and Rambharos stood for elections and mobilised likeminded people to stand.  The result was that out of 13 seats, 4 seats were won with the backing of the Sangathan.  The remaining 9 seats were of elected leaders who were under the thumb of the Sarpanch and were unhappy with him. Munji even won over these disgruntled supporters and started working for the village.  This invited the wrath of the ex-up-Sarpanch, who went on a spree of filing false cases under serious charges such as child labour, dacoity etc to keep Munji and Rambharos occupied.  But Munji and his brother Rambharose, who went to jail for no fault of theirs, fought all these cases successfully and are still fighting some.  He admits that though these cases have taken time, he is very satisfied that he is able to serve the people today by being in the seat of power.  Munji and Rambharose aver that by joining the Sangathan they got a companion who shares their discontent. 

In the light of the above statement, one of the key karyakartas of the Sangathan, Alok Sagar remarks “Many times people don’t join movements because of fear of authorities. Fear is deep-rooted and instilled since childhood. E.g. A mother telling a child to behave or else the police or forest guard would take him away.” Alok feels: “those who join people’s movements do so because they anyway have angry blood.  They need a likeminded companion.  

At a later discussion, Shamim speaking about the political realizations of the Sangathan says, “As we are getting politically stronger, threats and opposition is increasing.  Success means support/votes of the people which are perceived as a threat by major political parties.  These major political parties get involved in lobbying and pressurizing Collectors, SDMs, and Police Superintendents into not doing the work of the Sangathans.  There is a deliberate attempt to de-stabilise the work and reduce the success rate.”  

Still, the Sanghatan which is also a part of Jan Sangharsh Morcha, an umbrella organisation of people’s organisations working in Madhya Pradesh and Chattisgarh continues to work for the empowerment of the Adivasis and the oppressed groups for their right to life with dignity and equality.  

In its final quest for empowerment of the Adivasis the Sangathan also prints a unique monthly paper titled “barabari ka jamana” (An era of Equality) which covers news and views about the Adivasis and their lives, basically providing information only on the struggles of Adivasis, atrocities or policy decisions primarily of the MP government affecting Adivasis in the region.  The intention of printing such a 4 page modest paper is to create the desired awareness among the Adivasis and the general public.  Sold at a price of Rs. 1, approx. 1,500 copies are sold or circulated by hand among people’s organisations and adivasi villagers in Adivasi areas surrounding Betul, Khandwa and Hoshangabad district.  

In short, the Sangathan stands for Justice, Equality and Dignity for the Adivasis.  

Contact details: 

Shramik Adivasi Sanghatan

Add 1: Near Bohra Masjid, Kothi Bazaar, Betul.

Add 2: Gurudev Parisar, behind Govt. Rest house, Harda.

Tel: 07577-225514

Anurag Modi: 94250 41624

Shamim Modi: 94250 41622

95250 2345381
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Pic: Vasant with scroll of paper in hand and on right Superintendent of Police in civil dress. 








Pic: Karyakartas of Shramik Adivasi Sangathan in the District Magistrates office putting their grievances before him. Vasant on the left, with hand on podium. 





The Sangathan is meant to fight for equality of work and resources.  Why some have thousands of acres and some have nothing?. It is not only a question of only proper implementation of Yojnas (Government schemes) but the root cause is inequitable distribution of resources and the Sangathan fights for equitable distribution of resources. 


	- Mangal Singh








