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PREFACE
It gives me immense pleasure to be able to publish this book

based on my Ph.D. thesis titled ‘Democracy and Development in
India with respect to the Narmada Dam Controversy’. For this, I
gratefully acknowledge the cooperation of Himalaya Publishing
House Pvt. Ltd., Mumbai in arranging the publication of this work,
which I am sure will be extremely beneficial for the entire academic
fraternity as well as general readers alike.

‘The voyage of discovery lies not in seeking new landscapes,
but in having new eyes.’ My academic journey has allowed me to
explore and discover things, which have required me to look at
myriad issues with a new perspective. I have realised that the journey
of research goes beyond mere mundane tasks of data collection and
rather embarks you on an adventure to uncharted territories. My most
enchanting experience was a visit to the Narmada valley. There I
could see how the issue of development has played out into a conflict
between two ideologies: one which maintains that ends justify the
means and the other which believes that means matter as much as
ends as they have an impact on the lives of the marginalised. In due
course, I have come to conclude that our development policies are
insensitive to the plight of the displaced and have reduced them to
voiceless multitudes without a mooring for a lifetime. Publishing this
book is my antidote to apathy and impassiveness, and my way of
giving voice to the voiceless and making the invisible more visible.

I am extremely grateful for my Ph.D. Guide late Dr. Kishor
Mahabal for helping me in processing the colossal information and
presenting it in a structured form. His seasoned wisdom and research
guide aptitude have helped me to adopt a meticulous approach and
stay on track instead of getting swayed by emotional frenzy. He was
always forthcoming with his material inputs and was always
accessible for any kind of advice and help. He displayed incredible
patience in going through my thesis with a fine-tooth comb and
giving it the much-needed finesse and polish.

I especially cherish my stay with Medha Patkar during my visit
to the valley and our visit together to the 25 villages affected by the
dam. Medha Tai, a social activist par excellence and an advocate of



human rights, is prominently known for her work with people
displaced by the Narmada Valley Development Project. I was in awe
of her multifaceted personality and marveled at her insightful
understanding of crucial issues raised by the construction of dams
and the displacement that ensued. Her ability to raise a movement of
this magnitude and advocacy for the tribals, Dalits, farmers, labourers,
and women facing injustice makes her stand tall as a social activist.
I am grateful to Medha Tai for allowing me to be with her, during my
stay in the valley, as it has helped me gain sharper insights into
various intricate aspects of the issue.

On a personal front, the greatest contribution has been from my
family for giving me the time and space to put in long hours of work.
I thank my parents for their countless blessings and for all they have
done for me. Aai would come all over from Pune so that I could put
in work. Papa accompanied me to the Gokhale Institute of Politics
and Economics, Pune, and even helped me scrutinise parliamentary
debates. My soulmate, my husband Mangesh, has always been my
friend, philosopher, and guide throughout and more so, in my
academic endeavors. Despite his busy schedule, he is there for me,
always. How do I thank my bundles of joy, my wonderful daughters
Lola and Sae, who bore the brunt of all the preoccupations that the
work of this magnitude entails! They sacrificed their share of time
with me, complaining at times about the long hours that I was
spending on the computer. Thanks are due to Preeti for being a
lifeline on the domestic front.

I wish to place on record my thanks to the Hislop College
family and the Management, Hislop Education Society for providing
me with all the facilities, infrastructure, and support to pursue my
work. I wish to acknowledge the support rendered by Dr. Mohan
Kashikar (HOD, PGDT, RTMNU). I also remember the late Dr.
Bhasker Bhole, a revered scholar in the field of Political Science, for
opening my eyes to a few viewpoints that went a long way in
enriching my Ph.D. As I look back, I can’t help but feel that the
entire journey has been, on the whole, an enthralling and fulfilling
experience.

Dr. Anjali G. Mangesh
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The Basics in a Nutshell 3

KUNTA, the little teenage girl from Manibeli, refused to move
out of her house or get intimidated in the face of a heavy police force.
She single-handedly resisted her house being demolished for two
days. It was only on the third day, June 3, 1993, that she was arrested
and her house destroyed. In the monsoons of 1993, Manibeli in
Maharashtra, the first affected village in Maharashtra was threatened
with submergence as a result of the dam on the river Narmada. The
government had tried every weapon in their hand from oppression,
intimidation, or inducements to make the people leave their village.
The officials would threaten them that if they did not move out, then,
when the water would rise, they would have to scramble for their
lives like rats. This was the method that was employed to drive the
people out of their homes in every project and the big dams on the
river Narmada had no reason to be different. This time, however, the
people decided not to be rats. They had resolved not to move out of
their house… None of the threatened families had vacated their
houses nor had they removed their belongings, grains, or cattle
despite the submergence of Vadgam. The people of Manibeli were in
their houses shouting the slogans “doobenge par nahin hatenge” (we
will drown but not move out). Even when the water rose to the knee
level, people remained firm, children clinging to their parents’ arms
and holding tight to the wooden posts. The police came, beat the
people of Manibeli, and dragged them to higher lock-ups, where for
two days they had no food, clothes, or utensils. They could see their
entire belongings washed away in the gushing waters of the dam. The
waters submerged Manibeli, along with the famous Shoolpaneshwar
Temple in July 1993. The police could have their victory, however,
only after removing and beating Kunta, the sixteen-year-old daughter
of Keshubhai, who kept the hordes of police at bay by sheer
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determination and resisted intimidation by senior police and
administrative officers of the state. Similarly, in Domkhedi, on
August 10-11, 1999, when the river water started rising and entered
the first house; the entire team of Samarpit Dal (dedicated group) of
Sitarambhai, Devrambhai, Medhatai, and others, refused to move
from their homes even as the water reached waist and chest level.
They were neck deep in chilling waters for over 30 hours and instead
of dialogue resolution, the state responded each time with arrests,
lathi charge, forcible removal by police, and jail. The people
demonstrated their resolve by daring submergence and refusing to
move out even at the cost of their lives. From June 20, 1999,
Domkhedi (Maharashtra) and Jalsindhi (Madhya Pradesh) had
become the two centers for the voice of Satyagrah (to hold on to truth)
against the unjust submergence and displacement.

This was just the beginning of a tedious struggle by the people
of Narmada valley against submergence, displacement, and the Dam.
The struggle has been non-violent but an assertive Satyagrah (a
policy of passive political resistance, especially that advocated by
Mahatma Gandhi against British rule in India) for their rights and
justice.

It was not long ago that the tribals danced and sang merrily to
the rhythms of the mandal, a large drum, and flute, till one big plan
doomed their lives forever. The fascination for big and bigger had
paved the way for the Sardar Sarovar River Valley Project on the
river Narmada; one of the most ambitious river valley projects ever
conceived in the history of India. The Development Plan was to
comprise 2 mega-dam projects, 30 big dams, 135 medium dams, and
3,000 small dams on the Narmada and its 41 tributaries. That it was
to displace over 41,500 families from 245 villages of Madhya
Pradesh, Maharashtra and Gujarat was just a number after all. The
threatened submergence by both the projects was to take place in one
of the most fertile agricultural and richly forested areas, inhabited
mostly by the Scheduled Tribes.

River Narmada, endower of bliss, the mother for the millions
has been a home and a source of sustenance for these Adivasis
(original inhabitants or tribal, also referred to as first people) for
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hundreds of years. Legend has it that the river originated from the
sweat of Lord Shiva while he was performing the tandav nritya. He is
said to have dwelt in the mountains, by the side of gurgling rivers and
streams, living a carefree and idyllic life among the Adivasis, animals,
and snakes. These Adivasis have always had a pantheistic view
where they could see God in all aspects of Nature, be it a mountain or
a pebble (har kankkar me Shankar). The Adivasis are the people
who have lived all their lives deep in the forest with virtually no
contact with the modern world. Forests provided them with
everything they needed — food, fuel, fodder, rope, gum, tobacco,
medicinal herbs, housing material, and everything. People of the
Baiga, Gond, Korku, Bhil, and Bhilala tribes have been cultivating
the valley and banks of the Narmada; growing all the necessary
grains, pulses, vegetables, and allied crops complemented by shrubs,
fruits, fish, and meat from the forest and the river. The non-tribal
rural population in the fertile plains on the banks of Narmada is a
major influx from Gujarat or North India of Jats, Patidars, Yadavs,
Gujjars, and Bharuds. These communities developed agriculture and
settled large villages on the bank of the river making the area
prosperous; harvesting wheat, paddy, sugarcane, papaya, banana,
oranges, chilies, guava, tuvar dal, mung, cotton, and urad which are
famous in the far-off markets of Delhi and Jalgoan.

All was well for these forty-five million people, both the tribals
deep in the forest and the non-tribals thriving on the banks of the
river, till the life-changing decision to construct 3,200 dams on the
river was taken. These dams were to displace about two lakh people
from their habitat. At its final height of 455 feet, additional 2.5 lakh
people in 245 villages and 33,000 families would be displaced. Since
then, life in the valley has been reduced to an endless journey faced
with confusion, challenge, and uncertainty.

The resettlement story is one of the most horrendous stories of
callousness and broken promises. The governments of Maharashtra
and Madhya Pradesh were totally inconsiderate in their dealing with
the displaced. The Government of Gujarat came up with the most
glamorous rehabilitation policy, which unfortunately remained only
on paper. The rehabilitation package promised land for those
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displaced from Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh, with the
resettlement sites to have schools, hospitals, five acres of land, roads,
and gardens for children, drinking water wells, panchayat ghars, and
sundry other promises. However, the Government of Gujarat has not
even managed to rehabilitate people from its own 19 villages, let
alone 226 villages in the other two states. The inhabitants of these
19 villages have been scattered to 175 separate rehabilitation sites.
Their social community life has been completely shattered and these
people have been impoverished for a lifetime. Some of the families
were prepared to go to Gujarat. Some got the land while others did
not. In the face of the tall promises made and in hope of a better life,
the ones who got the land were ready to relocate to Gujarat. But
much to their horror, they realised that the land they got was not only
waterlogged but also salinised and uncultivable. It would not grow
anything! No crops, no food, not even fodder for the cattle. After
days of starvation and struggle for survival, they again moved back to
the banks of the river. When they came back, they were faced with
the bitter reality that what was till recently their entire world and
home, had now become an alien land with a huge reservoir there.
Left with no choice, they had to move uphill to the top of the
mountain head. One has to survive anyway. In other resettlement
sites, people were dumped in tin sheds, with their sick children
combating diseases like malaria and diarrhea. Suddenly, they found
themselves left with the option of either starving to death or walking
miles searching for a job as a daily wage labourer. The tribal
communities have never been beggars before, but due to the
submergence of their livelihoods, they were reduced to being beggars.
Increased unemployment, insecurity, and poverty after displacement
in the valley had resulted in a rise in alcoholism among the displaced
population. Having affected the lives of 25 million and impoverished
200 thousand people for a lifetime, the Sardar Sarovar Project on the
river Narmada has become one of the most horrific man-made
catastrophes in the Indian history.

The Dreams After Hard-earned Independence
At the stroke of midnight of August 15, 1947, the then Prime

Minister Jawaharlal Nehru proclaimed Independence as the nation’s
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“Tryst with destiny”, and embarked upon a path to build a modern
and prosperous nation. The famous speech promised commitment by
the leaders of India to secure peace and prosperity for the newly born
nation that had just thrown off the clutches of a foreign rule that had
lasted for more than 200 years. Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, delivering
his “Tryst with destiny” promised hope for the people of India. “The
service of India means the service of the millions who suffer. It
means the ending of poverty, ignorance, disease and inequality of
opportunity. The ambition of the greatest men of our generation has
been to wipe every tear from every eye. That may be beyond us, but
as long as there are tears and suffering, so long our work will not be
over. To the people of India, whose representatives we are, we appeal
to join us with faith and confidence in this great adventure. We have
to build the noble mansion of free India where all her children may
dwell.”

Soon after Independence, the Constituent Assembly was set up
and the Indian people gave to themselves their Constitution on
November 26, 1950. The provision of the Constitution promised the
welfare of the people and human rights for all. Indian Constitution
not only guaranteed Fundamental Rights to its citizens but through
Directive Principles, directed the state to promote the welfare of the
people by promoting social justice. It gave the deprived communities,
the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes a special status to protect
them from all forms of exploitation and social injustice. The goal
envisaged by the Constitution, therefore, is that of a ‘welfare state’
and the one that protects the human rights of all, especially the
weaker sections of the society and wherein adequate safeguards shall
be provided for minorities, backward and tribal areas, and depressed
and other backward classes.

Democracy and development were made an integral and non-
negotiable part of the modernising project of the Indian state. India’s
economy had suffered a long period of stagnation under British rule.
The government wanted to give a ‘big push’ to the standstill
economy to break the long spell of stagnation. After gaining
Independence, we had a choice of five models of development: The
Free Market or the ‘Laissez-faire’ model of the U.K., the Capitalistic
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economic model of the U.S., the Communist Socialist model of the
U.S.S.R., Indigenous Gandhian Model and Nehruvian model of
economic development. Nehru came up with the mixed economic
model of development for India, taking heavily from all the western
models of development with its emphasis on heavy industries, big
dams and river valley projects, with the state playing a central role
via its ownership and control of the economy to bring about
development. The Indian model sought to bring about development
through a mixed economic model of socialism along with a
capitalistic model with industries and large infrastructure.
Industrialisation was seen as a solution for reducing the dependence
on an agricultural economy and rapid economic growth. It had been
assumed that the gains of economic growth would ‘trickle-down’, i.e.,
percolate downwards to the last mile and thus inequalities would
decline, and poverty and associated problems would automatically be
solved. This democratic developmental model was to bring about
justice and equality – socio-economic and political. It was intended
to bring newly Independent India on the path of rapid development,
ensuring the welfare of its citizens.

Years of colonial history had left India pauperised, and the
inherited social and economic problems from the colonial past kept
coming to the fore again and again, even after Independence. Also,
India was confronted by several problems caused by the partition of
the country into India and Pakistan. The fact that most of the major
rivers and irrigated land went to Pakistan was another blow for the
nation. Rice and Wheat that needed irrigated land had replaced the
native staple of millets that could grow in arid soil. As a result of
overdependence on these crops, the country suffered from an acute
food shortage and had to depend upon the import of foodgrains to
feed the starving population of 350 million. The country had to
accommodate the growing population in the production basket of
food. But as a result of fluctuations and instability in crop output,
Indian agriculture was called a ‘gamble’ in monsoons. The lack of
irrigation facilities was one of the major reasons for this dependence
on rains. There was a need for electricity to be produced through
cheaper means to meet the requirement of both agriculture and
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industry. Thermal electricity generated from coal was expensive as
compared to hydroelectricity. Moreover, it caused a lot of pollution.
In fact, hydroelectric projects were the most preferred form of
electricity all over the world because they were cheap and pollution-
free. Moreover, India had a huge untapped potential for natural
resources which could be used to solve the above problem. It would
also provide water and electricity for industrialisation.
Industrialisation was seen as a solution for reducing the dependence
on agriculture and it was seen as an answer to our need for rapid
economic growth. Most of the European countries and particularly
countries like Japan, Canada, Russia and America were utilising their
hydroelectric capacities to the fullest. India’s electricity production
was very less as compared to other countries. River valley projects
had made a valuable contribution to the development of the western
countries. Jawaharlal Nehru firmly believed that harnessing the water
resources of the country by building dams would enable the use of
water for development projects which was going waste into the sea.

Jawaharlal Nehru saw these dams as “Temples of Modern
India”. Thus, came the dream of a series of large dams on many
Indian rivers. Major irrigation projects were taken up like Bhakra
Nangal Project, Damoder Valley Project, Hirakud Dam Project,
Chambal Project, Nagarjuna Sagar Project, etc. The rationale was
‘Irrigation reduces dependence on monsoons, increases food
production, raises productivity and assists the cause of the green
revolution. The faster we go on this path of damming the rivers, the
better assured we shall be about food security and keeping poverty
and hunger at bay, improving the quality of life and energising the
wheels of industries. Thus, large dams and multipurpose projects
were expected to tackle the problem of irrigation as well as bring
about agricultural and industrial development. The success story of
Bhakra Nangal gave further impetus to the need of harnessing the
waters of major rivers of our country with a chain of large
multipurpose projects and creating more Bhakra Nangals and more
Hirakuds. Mega multipurpose river valley projects were considered
as magic wands as they could irrigate the land, prevent floods,
produce hydroelectric power, prevent malaria and other diseases,
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solve the problem of urbanisation, tackle underdevelopment and
generally produce conditions for the rapid development of industries
and the modernisation of agriculture. In the first five-year plan,
medium and big irrigation projects received an investment of about
` 380 crores. In the sixth five-year plan, this amount was ` 7,369
crores and in the seventh five-year plan, this amount reached
` 11,555 crores. Today, India ranks third globally with more than
5334 large dams in operation, next only to China and the U.S. The
large dams and multipurpose river valley projects provided food
security to India at a crucial period. The irrigation potential, which
was only 19.5 million hectares in the years immediately following
Independence, increased to 95 million hectares by 1999-2000. Water
stored in dams was also to benefit the green revolution. The nation’s
food production increased fourfold and helped attain self-sufficiency
in food.

Soon after, big dams became the symbol of development and
prosperity for the nation. A conclusion that was drawn was that big
dams are not only useful but also a symbol of modernisation and the
strength of the nation. They are a ‘must’ for a nation, especially if
you want to catch up with the west. No dams would mean no food
security, no drinking water, no industries, and , no development.

Capturing this large volume of seasonal monsoon run-off in
storage reservoirs and making economic use of the same during the
rest of the year was looked upon by visionary planners and managers
as the magic wand for poverty alleviation, prosperity and
development of the nation.

The Other Side of the Story
After the initial euphoria about big dams and large projects,

people along with social activists began to see the other side of the
story. The socio-economic costs of building dams far outweigh the
benefits that are derived from them. According to Himanshu
Thakkar’s study, the additional irrigation from all large surface
water-based schemes together (not just large dams) account for less
than 10 per cent of India’s total foodgrain production. Most
development projects suffer from cost overruns, inordinate delays,
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and massive corruption. Most significantly, large dams displaced
people from their habitat. More than 16.4 million people in India
have been displaced by dams alone. Taking into account other
development projects like industrial development, mines, wildlife
sanctuaries, and national parks, the number is more than 50 million
according to a study conducted in 2011 by IIT, Roorkee and the
number is increasing every year. Of the total number of people
displaced, 38 per cent have been tribals, and only 41 lakhs, i.e., 25
per cent could be resettled or given any compensation. But because
of the dominant and prevailing pattern of so-called ‘development’, it
was out of the question to raise any doubts about the efficacy of such
projects. Those affected by the projects were only mute victims of
displacement, suffering in the periphery for ‘public purpose’ or
‘national interest’. They had no sympathy, no support… In the lust
for more and more development, the interest of these people of the
lesser god was lost sight of.

Whether the dam should be constructed on the river Narmada
was studied by the First Irrigation Commission set up by the
Britishers in 1901. Interestingly, its report of 1901 clearly stated that
the black alluvial soil was not considered right for flow irrigation,
even from the view of investment. But this fact was lost soon with
the thrust for having ‘something big ‘on the river Narmada in wake
of the Development policy. Dreams of harnessing the Narmada
waters through dams were taken up by the political leaders of Gujarat,
projecting it as the lifeline of Gujarat. The dream syndrome started
becoming so prominent that the reality that Adivasis and the farmers
on the bank of the river have the first right to it was lost in oblivion.

Several disputes arose between the three states of Madhya
Pradesh, Maharashtra, and Gujarat that were involved regarding the
sharing of waters culminated in assigning the dispute to a Tribunal
namely Narmada Water Dispute Tribunal (NWDT) to resolve the
tangle. Meanwhile, the Khosla Committee (1964) was constituted by
the Government of India which revised the projections. It
recommended a 500-feet high dam instead. This fitted in with the
vision of Gujarat to carry the Narmada basin water to the remote
Saurashtra and Kutch regions in the State to irrigate the parched
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lands there and solve the perennial drinking water problem of those
areas. This was unacceptable to Madhya Pradesh because the
grandiose vision was to be fulfilled entirely at its cost. It was so
because the main submergence, and consequently, the larger
displacement were to take place in Madhya Pradesh. The threatened
submergence by both projects was to take place in one of the most
fertile agricultural and rich forest areas, mostly inhabited by the
Scheduled Tribes. In the case of Madhya Pradesh was that a
comparable lowering of the height of the Sardar Sarovar Dam, and
consequently, that of the Indira Sagar as well, from 455 feet to 436
feet would save 10,000 hectares of land and 40,000 people from
displacement. This would result in minimal submergence and human
displacement. The reduction in the height according to the M.P.
government would not affect irrigation potential but would reduce
the area of submergence and displacement. The trauma of
displacement within the State would be reduced by over 33.74 per
cent by the reduction of the height.

However, in 1979, the NWDT (Narmada Water Dispute
Tribunal) declared its award. NWDT raised the height to 455 feet. As
per the award, the Narmada Valley Development Plan was to
comprise 30 big dams, 135 medium dams, and 3,000 small dams on
the Narmada and its 41 tributaries. Of the 30 big dams, the Sardar
Sarovar Project (SSP) in the state of Gujarat and the Narmada Sagar
Project (NSP) in the state of Madhya Pradesh were to be mega-dams.
It was an integrated project encompassing 43,038.6 km of canals,
branches, and distributaries meant to service a command area of
1,792 m ha of cultivable land in Gujarat, and produce hydel power,
besides providing industrial and municipal water requirements in the
rich central districts.

The World Bank agreed to finance the project even before the
formal sanction of the Government of India through its MoEF,
(Ministry of Environment and Forests) while all the conditions, major
studies, and plans of the MoEF and Planning Commission were
unfulfilled. The MoEF is the nodal agency in the administrative
structure of the Central Government for planning, promotion,
coordination, and overseeing the implementation of India’s
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environmental and forestry policies and programmes. The
displacement of Maharashtra and Gujarat oustees started in the 1980-
1983 period before the formal approval or the fulfillment of
conditions of MoEF.

As is the case of all development projects in India, the human,
environmental and social costs have been underestimated in this
project as well; while the economic benefits were inflated. Following
a writ petition in May 1994, the Supreme Court stayed the dam
construction on May 5, 1995. An interim order in February 1999,
allowed the height of the dam to be raised to 88 meters from 81.5
meters. On October 18, 2000, the Court delivered a verdict allowing
the Project to go ahead in principle, but in stages with the
rehabilitation of the displaced going hand in hand. The Supreme
Court mandated that the riparian states ensure compliance with the
Narmada Water Dispute Tribunal Award’s (NWDTA) rehabilitation
norms and the clearance conditions set by the Union Ministry of
Environment and Forest (MoEF).

But, amidst all the disputes, debates, and politics, what was lost
sight of was the people, who were to be displaced by the dam!
Democracies are based on the principles of popular sovereignty and
political participation. However, nowhere in the whole process were
the people involved or their consent taken. In the tribal villages of
Akkalkua and Akrani tehsils in Maharashtra, the villagers knew that
a dam was coming up but did not know what would happen to them.
The political juggernaut would bulldoze on these people and they
were neither informed nor their opinion or consent taken. It was
indeed ironic that in one of the largest democracies of the world, the
majority were paying for the interests of a selected few. The
governments of Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh seemed to have set
their minds on satisfying the short-term gains and aspirations of the
people in the economically better off central plains of Baroda, Kheda,
Ahmedabad, and Surendranagar, knowing well that 2,00,000 less
privileged tribals may be permanently consigned to an inhospitable
and alien relocation site devoid of the forest or any other familiar
dependable base for economic survival. It is almost assumed that
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their situation will improve and they will develop once they are
displaced.

The villagers of Jalsindhi, the first village in Madhya Pradesh to
be submerged by the Sardar Sarovar Dam, decided to drown
themselves, but not move from their village.

‘If it were true that our situation will improve in Gujarat, then
why aren’t all of us ready to go there?' asked Bava Mahalia in a letter
in Bhiladi of Jalsindhi village, Alirajpur Tehsil, District Jhabua,
addressed to Chief Minister of Madhya Pradesh, Shri Digvijay Singh.
‘The government has been offering us the money as well as beating
us up to oust us. Then why are we refusing to move and resisting the
might of the state? You tell us to go to Gujarat and that our situation
will improve there. Our relatives from other villages spent all the
years labouring in Surat and Navsari. They have to build tall
buildings and they themselves sleep on the roadside. This is
becoming the state of Adivasis everywhere. You think that we are
poor, but we are not poor. We are farmers. Our agriculture prospers
here. We cultivate in order to eat. We have some tilted land and some
forest fields. We construct our own houses where we live. When we
go to Gujarat, the big landowners, the Bania and Patidar – will crush
us. If they took away the land of the Adivasis who lived there, then
won’t they take away ours? Then who will give us other land? This is
the land of our forefathers. We have a right to it. If this is lost, then
we get only spades and pickaxes nothing else. We were born in this
village. Our umbilical cords are buried here — it is as if we sprang
from this earth. Our village gods are all here. Our ancestors’
memorial stones are all here. We worship Kalo Rano, Raja Panto and
Indi Raja. We also worship Aai Khada and Khedu Bai. Our great
devi is Rani Kajal. Her and Kumbai and Kundu Rano’s mountain is
in Mathvad. If we leave all of them, then where will we get our new
gods from? People come from all over to celebrate our festivals –
Indal, Divasa and Divali. For Bhangoria, all of us go to the market
where our youth choose their own spouses. We are very satisfied
with living in this area on the banks of Narmada with our lands and
forests. You sit in Bhopal-Delhi-Ahmedabad and decide our life and
death. Don’t you think that we Adivasis are humans too!!’
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The real question here is – Whose land is it? To whom do these
rivers belong? Whose waters are we talking about? Aren’t the people
who were being displaced by the dam, not the same people we have
been talking about in Abraham Lincoln’s definition of democracy “of
the people, by the people and for the people”? What is that logic that
allows the state to take away everything from them and allow them
no share in the benefits? Is this the same ‘Justice’ that we talked
about as our ideal in the Preamble of India? Here were the people
who were not willing to leave their villages and forests but then did
they have a choice? Ranya Bhau asked whether the government had
enough land for all the villages on the banks of Narmada, including
their keeda-mungi (ants and insects) and dev-daani (gods and
demons). Hundreds of Adivasi families in Akrani tehsil did not have
land documents and were declared as encroachers on their own land.
They would ask ‘For what are we being ousted’? When the answer of
the officials would be ‘sacrifice for the larger national interest’, the
next question would be ‘whose larger’ and 'whose interest’. Outraged
by these developments, many of the experienced villagers involved in
earlier struggles along with Medha Patkar formed the ‘Narmada
Dharangrasta Samiti’ and questioned the propriety of the dam itself.

The first dam that was completed on the river Narmada was the
Bargi Project near Jabalpur in 1989. The Bargi Project displaced over
1,00,000 people from 162 villages, in the prosperous Narmada banks.
The people were left without any rehabilitation and resettlement. The
once proud and prosperous farmers became destitute and many were
reduced to pulling rickshaws. It was supposed to have irrigated
40,000 hectares of land, while the actual irrigation provided was only
8000 hectares. That too is now waterlogged. The other projects
completed on the river like Tawa, Sukta, Barna, and Kolar; not even
a fraction of the displaced have been resettled. The oustees struggle
for survival these days. “Why didn’t they just poison us? Then we
wouldn’t have to live in this shit hole and the government could have
survived along its precious dam all to itself” lamented Rama Bai,
whose village was submerged when the Bargi Dam was built on
Narmada. She now lives in the slums of Jabalpur.
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While the government was busy studying how much electricity,
how much water and how much benefit was being accrued, Medha
Patkar was traveling through the villages that were to be submerged,
asking people whether they had any idea of the plan of the
government. Initially, her chief concern was that the displaced
villages should be resettled in a just and human way. But, soon the
reality that the talk about resettlement and rehabilitation was just a
mirage became clear to her. Meanwhile, support groups for the
struggle in the Narmada valley and various people and organisations
coalesced into a single organisation and the Narmada Bachao
Andolan – NBA – the historic people’s movement was born. What
was till now just a parochial issue soon became an issue of national
interest. Soon, the people’s movement gained momentum and caught
the attention of the people – doctors, lawyers, activists, academicians
and economists from all over the country and the world over. This
surge of awareness at the national and international level along with
the contribution of the people in the valley led to an evolution of a
mass movement against the unsustainable projects and policies. The
entire valley was filled with the echo of the slogan ‘Vikas chahiya,
Vinash nahin’ (we want development and not destruction).

For the first time since Independence, the Narmada dam has
raised fundamental questions not only about the prevailing model of
development but also about democracy. Democracy earlier was
studied from a formal, institutional and parliamentary point of view.
Narmada dam has re-raised questions in terms of ‘democratic rights’
and ‘development for the welfare of its citizens'. The Narmada
project has prominently raised and brought into sharp focus the
questions of the rights of the displaced people, their rights over
natural resources, the questions of equity and justice towards the
weak and marginalised tribes, of people’s involvement and
participation in the decision-making process, and the whole issue of
undemocratic development. It has forced us to rethink the entire
pattern, process, direction as well as concept of development. Till
now, development was considered as sacred and outside the domain
of questioning. Narmada dam has made us reconsider development in
terms of ‘Development for whom?’ ‘At what cost?’ ‘For whose
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benefit’? For the first time since Independence, the Narmada dam has
brought into sharp focus the question of people’s involvement and
participation in issues that directly affect their livelihood and of their
participation in the decision-making process. The model of
development is being seen from a different perspective, i.e.,
development in a democratic set-up. The Narmada dam controversy
has made it obligatory upon us to rethink development not merely in
the economic aspect alone, but in terms of people’s participation in
decision-making, and the democratic rights of the people along with
issues of equity and justice. The entire content and concept of
development and democracy have to be reviewed as the lives of lakhs
of people are at stake every year. Narmada dam is also significant
and unique from another perspective. For the first time in history, the
Narmada dam witnessed resistance of this magnitude from those who
were to be displaced by the NBA. This is significant as it shows the
maturity of Indian democracy. NBA as a people’s movement not
only gave a critique of the present paradigm of development but also
helped in evolving an alternative model of development.

The whole issue of the Narmada dam controversy is important
not merely to take a stance for or against the dam but for the whole
future prospect of our species. It has raised vital issues closely related
with our lives and has offered us an opportunity to take stock of how
democratically we have marched in our pursuit of development and
progress. This is so because our hopes and promises of the coming
generations are inextricably linked up with this stance. We cannot
forget that today’s problems are yesterday’s short-sighted decisions.
It is important to take cognizance of the direction of our future course
and the Narmada project offers us this opportunity. It has become the
fountainhead of questions and thoughts related to the whole of human
responsibility and human goals. Through Narmada, we are beginning
to see the course we have opted, for the future of the whole of
humanity. Several social and political issues, such as the survival
rights of tribal societies, the impossibility of relocating people who
are unable to compete in the modern world, the need to and the
means of truly democratising the decision-making, the issue of
involving people in the development process, and the question of our



18 Dreams and Death of Democracy on the Banks of Narmada

right to destroy cultures and old civilisations were being brought up
by the raging controversy over Narmada dam. It questions the
appropriateness of the developmental model which is politically less
than democratic in its denial of the rights of equal citizenship. It
brings into sharp focus our right to displace faceless multitudes that
are less assertive of their privileges and their rights for the benefit of
the strong few. The Narmada brings into the spotlight the whole
injustice inherent in the thinking of modern man, and epitomised in
the concept of big dams.

Against this backdrop, it highlights an urgent need to evolve a
new paradigm of democratic development that is sustainable,
indigenous, humane, and based on just principles prioritizing the
equitable distribution of resources, beyond the narrow interests of the
class, caste and narrow understanding of the concept of development
itself!
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