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Glossary of Terms

Janadesh People's verdict'. This was the name of the 28-day 
march of 25,000 landless peasants from Gwalior to 
Delhi led by Ekta Parishad in 2007.

Jan sunwayi Public hearing

Jansatyagraha March-2012. The planned march of 100,000 people 
from Gwalior to Delhi in 2012.

Manch Forum or wing of an organization.

Morcha Demonstration or march organized to protest for a 
cause

Mutual Help 
Groups (MHG)

A group of women sharing similar views and with 
similar economic socio-cultural background, who 
meet regularly to exchange information and to interact 
with each other, usually composed of 10 to 20 local 
women. Usually, the members make small regular 
savings, when accumulated it's used for credit and also 
to start small economic activities.

National 
Land Reforms 
Council 
(NLRC) 

Indian government body, which works on unfinished 
tasks of agrarian land reform in India. The NLRC 
was constituted under the chairmanship of the Prime 
Minister to look into issues such as land reforms and 
to make specific recommendations on the policies 
related to land (ceiling on land holding, distribution 
of land to eligible persons including the landless and 
homestead landless and for ensuring their possession), 
speedier disposal of land related court cases and 
judicial forms relating to the latter.

Padayatra Footmarch or journey by foot undertaken to interact 
more closely with different parts of society and to 
galvanize supporters.

Panchayat A council (usually of 5 persons) assembled as a court 
of arbiters or jury; or as a committee of the people 
of a village, of the members of a state, to decide on 
questions interesting the body generally.

Patta A deed or document that is evidence of a person's 
legal right to a property

Satyagraha Clinging to truth'. The main philosophy and practice 
developed by Mahatma Gandhi and his followers to 
secure sociopolitical reform by non-violent, passive 
resistance and non-cooperation.
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Satyagrahi The individual following the satyagraha philosophy

Scheduled 
castes

Article 341 of the Indian Constitution allows the 
government to compile a list of castes, races, or tribes 
or parts of groups within castes, races, or tribes that 
are economically and socially disadvantaged and 
are therefore entitled to specified benefits under the 
constitution. (see also Scheduled Tribes)

Scheduled 
tribes

Article 342 of the Indian constitution includes a list 
of tribes or tribal communities that are economically 
disadvantaged and are entitled to specified benefits.

Social Change Change of social structures or practices, which affect 
people directly or indirectly.

Social 
Movement

They are a type of group action in which a large 
number of people take action simultaneously in order 
to achieve a common goal. They are large informal 
groupings of individuals and/or organizations focused 
on specific political or social issues, in other words, 
on carrying out, resisting or undoing a social change.

Systemic 
Violence

Violence that results from social, economic or political 
structures which are inequitable. This is a key concept 
in bringing about social change.

State India is a federal union of states comprising of 28 
states and 7 union territories. The state is formed 
mainly on the basis of ethnic and linguistic lands. The 
states and territories are further divided into districts 
and so on.

Swaraj Self-governance of "home-rule" or self-rule can be 
applied to many levels including the individual but 
the word usually refers to Gandhi's concept for Indian 
independence from foreign domination.

Task force Committee created by Indian government and 
composed of Government and civil society that 
focuses on special issues like land

Tribal In addition to its use as an adjective-tribal land or 
tribal customs, the word is also used as a noun to 
describe a tribesperson, tribesman, or tribeswoman.

Yatra March carried out to highlight or change a situation 
of injustice. This began with Gandhi's famous 'Salt 
March' in 1930 and has continued with such marches 
as Janadesh 2007.



T he Pedagogy of Non-Violent Social Action was an effort to 
sum up the training methodology that is used within Ekta 

Parishad, a landless people’s organization in India fighting for 
land rights. We call it a manual but it is a case study of Ekta 
Parishad techniques that have been developed over thirty years 
or so. Many groups have requested this as a way to assist them 
with their various mobilization and movement building efforts. 
Although this is a first attempt on writing this down, we are 
looking forward to more inputs from people using this or similar 
training methods.

The case manual is the work of Ekta Parishad. I merely wrote 
up what I have seen over a number of years. I was assisted by a 
number of friends, Ravi Badri, an adult educator from Canada, 
and Paul Swartzentruber, a specialist in non-violence. Special 
thanks goes to Rajagopal, for his infinite patience and reflective 
capacity on this case manual, as an outcome of work that he 
has largely authored.

Jill Carr-Harris 
Ekta Parishad, Bhopal 

September, 2010
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In this manual on non-violent action, the aim was to assist 
individuals and organizations to take up social change processes 

through non-violent social movement building. To do this, the 
manual lays out a non-violent pedagogy that provides a step-by-
step training process for people working for social change. One 
of the key objectives of such training is to capture the dynamic 
quality of a rights-based movement in which people are struggling 
at the grassroots, by having the outside catalysts or animators 
bring methods of non-violence into play that effectively shape the 
struggle’s outcomes. This allows people who, without breaking 
the law, raise their voices in groups to express dissent in a non-
threatening manner. Their pressure on the political leadership is 
based on their making them feel uncomfortable–a kind of moral 
pressure. In the process it helps marginalized people to become 
empowered by having the social spaces for carrying out struggle 
as well as dialogue, advocacy and contact building with the state 
and the status quo.

A non-violent pedagogy like this is based on the Gandhian notion 
of satyagraha or what may be loosely translated as ‘truth force’. 
Gandhi’s use of satyagraha evolved out of his experience in South 
Africa when he fought against the Black Laws, a draconian law 
meant to keep the Indian population servile without basic rights, 
and his method was to use a combination of moral power and 

Introduction
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self-sacrifice to convince the authorities of the wrongness of their 
actions. His notion of ‘soul force or truth force’ was a way of 
humanizing the other person, and applying moral pressure on the 
adversary, and getting them to listen to their conscience. After he 
returned to India, he adapted this form of resistance into a strong 
political movement, which led the Freedom Struggle against the 
British Imperial power. This was particularly evident in the Salt 
Satyagraha and Quit India Movement.

After India’s Independence satyagraha was used by some of 
the Gandhian leaders, one of whom was Rajagopal P.V., and 
he was the first to bring these techniques to the tribal poor in 
central and eastern India for mobilization on keeping their land 
and livelihood. The actual use of satyagraha as a non-violent 
mobilizing technique became visible in Rajagopal’s work only after 
he trained up a large number of youth. The padyatras of 1999-
2007 exemplify his use of satyagraha on a national level.

In contrast to Gandhi’s satyagraha, which was able to show the 
injustices of foreign British domination that prevented Indian 
self-reliance and self-governance to evolve; Rajagopal brought 
into bold relief the injustices of the Central Government that 
subsidized and allowed corrupt practices on the regulation of land 
to speculators, mining interests, industrial and corporate entities, 
as well as having the involvement of politicians, bureaucrats 
and business leaders in capturing land. The injustice at the base 
of the satyagraha, was that tribals, landless people and other 
marginalized and mainly rural communities did not have their 
land titles or the land resources, and they remained powerless 
and captive in the hands of these land grabbing interests.

The satyagraha showed clearly that, although India had become 
a modern democratic state, and the various state governments 
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and central government had passed numerous laws and policies 
that were designed to eradicate poverty and build basic human 
rights, they were not mitigating the high degree of landlessness 
and insecurity of land tenure which was central to poverty. 
In spite of the Indian Government’s efforts at creating a legal 
regime for purposes of ending landlessness and acute poverty, 
in the form of land reform laws in the 1950s and 1960s, in the 
1990s, with the liberalization and privatization of capital, land 
had become a primary commodity. This resulted in policies that 
relegated agriculture to a ‘back seat’ and industrial and urban 
development as the basis for national development.

Rajagopal created a satyagraha on these issues, using mainly 
the padyatra or foot march as a technique. It is as an account 
of and reflection on this long-term, grassroots experience that 
this manual is being written.



The non-violent training that is discussed here is based 
on youth mobilization that was developed in India after 

independence. Prime Minister Indira Gandhi who had been 
providing state-sponsored public works programs that offered 
wages or food for manual work for local people, was offering 
youth employment programs. She was working to offset the 
radical work of youth that was emerging both under J.P. Narayan 
in Bihar in the 1960s and 1970s, and by the Naxalites in West 
Bengal after 1972. Along with these public work programs, there 
were youth camps.

The 1960s and 70s was a heady time for youth in many countries 
with the U.S. civil rights movement at its height, and with the 
1968 Paris riots creating its influence in Europe, as well as 
Mao’s cultural revolution in China. In this charged atmosphere, 
Jay Prakash Narayan, who mixed Gandhian values with Marxist 
strategies was mobilizing youth in Bihar and other states for 
“a total revolution” (sampoorna granti). Mrs. Gandhi met this 
opposition with violent reprisals and rounded up and incarcerated 
a large number of Gandhian activists during a State of Emergency 
that lasted eighteen months between 1975 and 1977. In the 
aftermath of Emergency, the youth mobilization was less political 
and focused more on NGO and rural development sectors, and 
youth camps continued to be a well-used intervention especially 
by some Gandhian organizations.

History of the Pedagogy
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Youth camps carried out in the 1980s by Gandhian workers, like 
Rajagopal were a form of engagement that focused on community 
mobilization by training rural youth in leadership. The youth 
camp method had been derived from the work of his mentors, 
Prembhai and Dr. S.N. Subba Rao. Prem Bhai worked in the 
period of 1954 and 1994, using youth camps to train young 
people to take up non-violent action against tribal displacement 
in the forest areas of Uttar Pradesh and Assam. Subba Rao 
started in the 1950s holding youth camps as part of village rural 
reconstruction but gradually over the last 40 years, he has used 
youth training for building communal harmony among (mostly 
urban and middle-class) youth from different ethnic, religious 
and caste backgrounds especially in areas of the country that 
were experiencing social unrest. He was a consummate trainer 
who used non-violent communication, all religious prayer and 
singing as his pedagogical methods.

Rajagopal modified his youth camps to fit the tribal areas in 
which he was working. At the same time, he came into contact 
with some of the Freirian educational philosophy when he came 
into contact with French groups like BAM international, who 
hired him as an animator in 1980 in eastern Madhya Pradesh. 
Through a growing connection with French groups, Rajagopal 
was given exposure to liberatory techniques of Columbian 
groups. He therefore combined these Gandhian methods with 
more radical empowerment processes. The youth camp method 
became a participatory, informal training process based on values 
of service and manual work.



Gandhian thought had a strong influence on every aspect of 
Ekta Parishad’s organizational character. In keeping with 

Gandhian thought, Rajagopal had internalized Gandhian values and 
modelled them, which was a crucial component of training. He 
used all his social actions as way of strengthening his inner self, 
and in controlling his fears, and egocentric tendencies as a way 
to become inherently non-violent, and then to demonstrate this to 
others. Even though Ekta Parishad workers may not necessarily 
explicitly work on strengthening their inner self, their continued 
engagement with Ekta Parishad can be seen as implicit process 
of acquiring spiritual and moral strength necessary to be an 
effective satyagrahi. Ekta Parishad workers are intentionally paid 
a nominal stipend for their work that is barely sufficient to meet 
the everyday expenses of their families. The pay is kept low for 
a number of reasons. Firstly, it enables the worker to understand 
the struggles of the population s/he works with. Secondly, this 
makes the worker focus on minimizing their needs and living 
within what is necessary for them. There is a constant process 
of ethical decision-making and self-sacrifice for the worker as 
s/he has to learn to limit their wants. Thirdly, it reduces the gap 
between the worker, who is an external animator (activist) on the 
one hand, and the target community and community leaders on the 
others. As the movement is not led by middle-class individuals, 
this ensures that communities that are affected by structural 

Foundation for Non-violent Action
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violence are the leaders and that they have a crucial role in the 
movement. Fourthly, each day is a reaffirmation of the worker’s 
commitment to the cause of the society over pursuing individual 
interests. The self-transformation and learning that occurs is 
that working for minimal pay strengthens the voluntary spirit, 
which is the foundation on which the leadership of the worker is 
developed. It is important to recognize that the process of self-
transformation which is a foundation for leadership development 
of the worker is not to be seen as a sequential process. Rather 
it is seen as a cyclical process of self-transformation which 
leads to leadership development and in turn to a social-action. 
Thus there is a self-reinforcing cycle of learning: the learning 
from each social-action strengthens the resolve to walk on this 
path of satyagraha and thus strengthens self-transformationand 
leadership ability.

The main question for people that carry out non-violent action 
is: who should be targeted when and how, for achieving what?

Who should be targeted? When EP workers first started working 
in a village, the ‘who’ emerges from discussion on local issues 
and it is usually the village elite that has encroached on people’s 
lands and/or animals, or a contractor who does not pay fair wages, 
or a government official who wields enormous power in the lives 
of villagers and is often disrespectful when they approach him/
her for services. The process of refining their critical analysis is 
a learning process that often culminates in the state being one 
of the target audiences for non-violent action.

Non-violent action or dialogue is not used to polarize the opposition 
force as a way to prove the rightness of one’s claims. Rather, 
non-violent action refuses to recognize the perpetuator (in the 
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case of Ekta Parishad, it is the state) and its legitimacy to rule, 
and therefore continuously pursues non-cooperation tactics that 
are disruptive without being anarchical. Since the perpetuator is 
controlling the conditions of social and economic power through 
force (that is, brute force, money power, partisanship, etc.), the 
main strategy is to build non-violent resistance at the root of 
the violent structure. Throughout the non-violent struggle, Ekta 
Parishad draws attention to the state’s gradual takeover of the 
land and livelihood resources (also water and forest) on which 
the majority of poor depend. This is at the heart of the power 
relations. As India is rapidly industrializing, cheap labour is 
needed to produce goods and services. This is the basis on which 
the non-violent action is galvanized.

When, why and how should the non-violent action be carried 
out? The worker is always evaluating the current socio-political 
context to identify key moments of communication and dialogue 
when the who is either is either most likely willing to engage or 
is needed to be brought to the discussion table. For purposes of 
clarification, it is useful to sight an example. In May 2000 Ekta 
Parishad staged a ‘sit-in’ (dharna) against the State Government 
pointing out that land grievances were not being adjudicated by 
the state administration. This sit-in was called while a longer 
foot-march was going on in another part of the state. Since the 
foot-march had not got sufficient media coverage in the state 
capital after four months, a method was needed to bring the issue 
to the attention of the political decision-makers and the public. On 
a searing hot day at 43 degrees centigrade in mid-summer, 500 
hundred people came together in a sit-in with black umbrellas on 
which they wrote their slogans in white ink and then proceeded 
to block the main thoroughfare of the city throughout the day. 
This was very captivating for the media and the general public 
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and as a result a lot of attention was given to it in the print 
and the electronic media. So in spite of a foot-march travelling 
across the state with relatively no media coverage, this one-day 
sit-in caught the imagination of the political leaders immediately. 
This tactic of using the “umbrella dharna” meant that the issues 
“were seen and therefore were heard” and this was instrumental 
for the government later to set up a Task Force to review all the 
land claims six months later.

The question of how is addressed by making the state feel 
constantly uncomfortable through protest and persuasion. This 
has to be strategically interspersed with the willingness to use 
extreme non-violent action. The question for what or why this is 
being done, needs to be constantly reinforced that is, the people 
have basic democratic rights, and the state’s responsibility is not 
to obstruct people’s rights, but realize them.



The guiding philosophy behind the training of Ekta Parishad 
workers is to support the worker in becoming a trainer-

leader. The worker will have a dual role while working at 
the field level. S/he will need to be an educator who educates 
people on a range of topics, including: literacy of land-related 
policies, and procedures, attitudes, behaviours and on claiming a 
worldview that is in keeping with their empowerment. These are 
necessary inputs to help prepare people to become part of a social 
movement. In a typical Freirian style, Ekta Parishad embodies 
these principles in all actions, recognizing people’s strengths 
and limitations and how their strengths can be leveraged for 
their own benefit, to nudge a wider segment of society towards 
a just society. Because many in the movement are agricultural 
labourers, one of the key assets is their ability to work hard with 
minimal food under extreme weather conditions, and the capacity 
to walk long distances. These strengths have been appropriately 
channelled through padyatras (marches), as they apply moral 
pressure on government officials and other sections of society 
that are oblivious to their plight. Ekta Parishad understands that 
a people’s movement depends on people’s ongoing commitment 
to the movement and that poor people have very limited ability 
to take risks and engage in activities that do not directly benefit 
them or result in any change. Hence it is extremely important that 
poor farmers who for a long period of time saw themselves as 

Strengthening the Practice of 
Non-violent Action



Strengthening the Practice of Non-violent Action  17

helpless individuals suffering because of fate and having limited 
agency in changing their situation, that they start recognizing the 
strength in numbers and develop the skills to work with others 
in fighting for their rights.

This is the context in which an Ekta Parishad worker finds himself/
herself. The role of the worker is in educating the villager to 
facilitate such changes and also to provide leadership at critical 
junctures. The education that the Ekta Parishad worker carries on 
with the community can strengthen the formation of a community 
organization. However forming disparate community organizations 
alone will not lead to the development of pro-poor policies and a 
just society. The strength of these community organizations will 
have to be pooled for collective non-violent action to apply the 
desired moral pressure. While village-level leadership will be able 
to mobilize themselves and keep their organizations strong, they 
may not be able to lead the non-violent action, they may not be 
able to take appropriate strategic political decisions. The worker 
over a period of time develops the capacity to think strategically 
and politically for the benefit of ‘the sub-altern’ (translated as 
‘underclass’ or what Gandhi referred to as ‘the antodaya’ or last 
man/woman) and puts this capacity in the service of the people. 
The worker will have to provide leadership at such moments to 
guide the movement.



The different trainings are generally broken into 2 broad 
categories – Youth Camps and Cadre-Building and these 

have the following sub-components:

A. Youth Camps

1. Confidence-Building

2. Manual Labour

3. Social Analysis

4. Communicative Arts

5. Carrying out a village-based survey

B. Cadre Training

1. Community Training

2. Tactics for galvanizing smaller campaigns into larger 
campaigns; and

3. Strategies for building a social movement;

4. Dialogue or Advocacy Tools.

A. Youth Camps

Youth Camp Training enables young people, that is men and 
women between the ages of 18-50, to understand the elements 

Methods of Training



Methods of Training  19

required for leadership development, and the relevance of 
leadership in carrying out non-violent social action but also 
through a bottom-up democratic process.

Ekta Parishad workers who are already working in villages 
identify and nominate youth who have the potential to be an 
Ekta Parishad worker. The worker looks for one or more of 
these characteristics while nominating the youth: oratory skills, 
demonstrated leadership skills, mobilizing skills, interpersonal 
skills, skilled in the arts (such as music, dance, theater etc), 
ability to articulate issues.

The youth camps are made up of five elements: 1) confidence 
building techniques; 2) manual labour; 3) social analysis in 
classroom (often open-air) settings; 4) communicative arts 
such as learning songs, slogans, and theatre techniques; and 
5) planning and carrying out a village-based survey. These are 
given in detail below.

1.  Confidence-building: This is one of the first focus areas of the 
training. People will introduce themselves and locate themselves 
in the group. They are encouraged to have good presentations 
skills and show their comfort level of giving information and 
performing functions in a group setting. Throughout the workshop, 
people take different responsibilities in simulating the role of 
community organizer. Gradually their capacities and interests 
are grounded in a relation in the group interest.

The group is encouraged to be respectful of all people. There 
is no distinction made between castes. Many people who are 
semi-literate are made to feel comfortable even if they do not 
have literacy skills. Public speaking is continually practiced 
throughout the training. This confidence building is also to get 
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people to see that they are not socially defined by religion, by 
caste or by any power structure.

Before workers can work at a societal level, they are encouraged 
to undergo personal transformation. Being a country with a long 
history of feudal and patriarchal relations, the workers have 
a steep learning curve in their own self-transformation. The 
youth camp is the first space for many where there is no gender 
bias. The trainees are put in situations where traditionally held 
worldviews are challenged. So both women and men learn the 
value of gender equality. The youth camps may also be the first 
time for some participants to engage with people from different 
locations in the social hierarchy and maintain the value of equality 
in their relationships. Their worldviews on untouchability, class 
and caste hierarchy and differences are challenged.

Most training(s) are used to build confidence especially among 
marginalized peoples who have few learning opportunities and 
little mobility. People that use rights-based approaches distinguish 
themselves from those giving charity. Rights-based community 
development generally means that people’s capacities are built 
to demand more services from the government welfare and other 
socio-economic programs, and to use their power as a citizen 
to gain benefits.

2.  Manual  labour: One of the first learning objectives in the 
youth camps comes from the second tenet of Gandhian philosophy 
of sarvodaya, which means “well-being” for all. This has been 
operationalized in the training by making manual labour an 
integral part of youth camps. The leaders of the camp teach 
this principle by living it (i.e., he/she would undertake the least 
preferable task such as the cleaning of a toilet or digging of a 
trench). This breaks down the mental barrier of dignity of labour 
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of in the minds of trainees and they are willing to take up any 
job that is necessary for the welfare of all. Manual labour is 
used for instilling disciplined action. It is geared to the principles 
of learning that had been developed by Gandhi under nai talim 
(new education). This manual labour made it easier later for the 
training to be geared to demanding social action, like fasting 
and foot-marches. These methods were used as a way to learn, 
and was fitting for people whose lives were based on agriculture 
with varying degree of literacy.

The manual labour often means sweeping or clearing debris in 
a village, or the construction of new village roads, repair of the 
existing ones, cleaning up the water tank, building canals, etc. 
This built inner resilience through physical strengthening.

The second learning for the trainees is the principle of teaching 
and learning by doing. When EP workers start their initiative in 
a new village, it is invariably through the process of shramdhan 
(volunteer labour). It not only opens up spaces for conversation 
but is also an opportunity to educate the villagers on the principle 
of ‘doing what they can to improve their lives’. The worker also 
understands that people learn better by doing than by being told 
what they need to do. This principle is applied when workers 
have to work for the eradication of social ills like untouchability. 
So rather than engaging in rational discussions on caste and 
class, the workers create situations in which people have to 
break through their socialized barriers of class and caste and 
learn values of equality.

3.  Social analysis: This is the primary activity of the training. It 
is broken into a first round of plenary and sub-group discussions 
that question whether the government has adhered to their 
Constitutional obligations since Independence. This then gives 
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people a sense of the state is not providing basic rights to all 
people, and more importantly are favouring one group (minority) 
over the other (majority). The discrimination is happening on 
the basis of class, caste, gender, and can be clearly seen with 
regard to land relations.

In the second round there is discussion with regard to the problems 
in the village Problem-posing techniques are used to have people 
analyze and challenge those forces in society that kept them 
passive. This is part of a conscientization of their inner power 
and to build resistance to the kind of cooption that was carried 
out by their oppressors. People generally begin to think beyond 
their individual grievances and to see things collectively. These 
problems may be lack of water, high number of landlessness, 
because there is a mining operation nearby or whatever factor 
that is making their community poor. In fact it soon becomes 
clear that most of the problems relate to a structural violence, 
with the appropriation natural resources through nefarious ways, 
which means that people lose their forest, land and water. It 
also becomes clear that people are allowing this gradual loss of 
control and are not opposing the structural violence

In the third round, the training stresses not only on people’s rights 
but also their responsibilities. This is to loosen the dependence 
on the state so people can determine a development direction 
that is more just and equitable, and creatively use their own 
capacities to build themselves up as self-reliant communities. 
One of the main goal of this part of the analysis is to build the 
faculties for communicating their situation to communities which 
they will begin to mobilize after the training.

Non-violent resistance was a way of “reconstructing reality” 
outside the power interests. The past struggles like the Janadesh 
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march are a good example of this. This is satyagraha (and is 
comparable to acts of non-cooperation) that have worked where 
large populations of empowered poor have been able to de-
legitimize the democratic state through active resistance.

4.  Communicative Arts: Songs, slogans, and theatre techniques 
as forms of communication is common in Ekta Parishad’s youth 
camps. For people that are illiterate, these are very important 
tools. Songs give people a way to communicate issues, produce 
and re-produce knowledge, slogans are very important for helping 
communities to be conscientized. Theatre is also another media 
for helping people to communicate issues to semi-literate and 
illiterate societies.

Within Ekta Parishad there is a group of artists that are folk 
singers and veterans of street theatre that work in a group called 
Ekta Kala Lok Manch (meaning “one artists group front”) and 
that offer training in youth camps on songs adapted to the land 
issues songs that are enchanting and inspiring to villagers to 
take up collective action. There are 2000 or more slogans for 
people to recite while undertaking social actions. The slogans 
are like “Zameen Apne Aap Ki, Nahin Kisi Sarkar Ki” (“The 
land belongs to us, not to any government.”) and “Kala Kanoon 
Toregen, Jungal, Zameen Jotegen” (We shall break the black laws, 
shall plough the land and forest). Slogans provide high voltage 
transmission of messages; and the plays mirror the forced land 
alienation and exploitation of adivasi community by influential 
and monied classes.  

5.  Planning and  carrying  out  a  village-based  survey: At the 
end of the youth camp is a selection process in which those 
with the strongest leadership potential are selected for Ekta 
Parishad worker positions. The youth that is selected as workers 
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go through one-month field training in which they go into a new 
village and conduct a survey. The survey is the first significant 
learning opportunity for the worker. Looking at the context 
within which the survey is operationalized will help understand 
its importance. Before the youth camp, the worker was a youth 
without a highly developed critical analysis of poverty in his/
her village. Reflecting on the socio-economic-political aspects of 
village life at the youth camp, the youth takes the first step to 
develop a critical understanding of the structure of society and 
the impact of this structure on poverty. This understanding is 
partly conceptual until the worker is able to look at the structure 
of a typical Indian village, its demographic profile and deepen 
his/her understanding of structural causes of poverty. During the 
one-month field training, the worker is also mentored on other 
aspects of the work. The worker develops skills of communicating 
with government bureaucracy, intricacies of bureaucratic processes 
connected with land-entitlement, and capacity to connect with 
and earn the trust of villagers.

B. Cadre Building Training

At the end of the youth camp is a selection process in which 
those with the strongest leadership potential are selected for Ekta 
Parishad worker or cadre positions in the movement. The cadre 
training were the same as youth camps, however they tend to be 
with youth or women who have had considerable experience in 
the field and are coming back for “refresher” inputs that were 
opportunities to reflect on the community leadership development. 
Ekta Parishad uses the facilities of its numerous institutions (such 
as Mazgauma near Katni, CESCI nearMadurai, or Pryog in Tilda 
as a space for reflection, and rejunevation of its workers, and 
for cross-pollination of ideas and promoting dialogue among 
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the workers. Besides these institutional facilities, Ekta Parishad 
workers participate in numerous conferences, training workshops, 
and meetings. These are spaces for workers to discuss with their 
colleagues on the challenges they face; they also derive inspiration 
from new perspectives in keeping their work going.

The ongoing cadre-building training camps included some of the 
following components in the training:

1. Community Training

2. Tactics for galvanizing smaller campaigns into larger 
campaigns; and

3. Strategies for building a social movement;

4. Dialogue or Advocacy Tools.

1. Community Training

There are four learning objectives for a community training. 
These include:

1) To create a self-discipline and awareness about the harmful 
effects of alcohol, dowry, money lending, and other harmful 
practices, and understanding that a community leader should 
abstain from these habits.

2) To realize the importance of land-rights and the process of 
land acquisition requiring consultation with local communities. 
Since most of the government and industrial interests are not 
consulting people, this translates into resistance to those that are 
trying to forcible acquire land for mining, dams, roads, factories 
and other interests.

3) To create initiatives for improving the standard of living, and 
quality of life. A number of individual and collaborative efforts to 
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improve productivity of land such as construction of soil bunds 
to prevent fertile soil run-off and water run-off, improvement of 
fertility of the soil, development of kitchen gardens as a way for 
the family to have nutritious food and save money on vegetables, 
seed bank and grain bank to preserve seed varieties and avoiding 
money/seed lenders debt trap, engaging in organic farming,

4) To combine one village interest with the interest of other 
villages that are like-minded to draw strength in numbers. This 
means that village leaders take on greater leadership role at their 
village, block, district, levels and help people to come together 
to improve their lives and support them in the process.

To reach these objectives, there are six learning stages that 
villagers need to go through in readying themselves for non-
violent action. They need to:

• Decide to believe in their free agency, that they can change 
their situation and not be made to feel fear.

• Decide to come out of negative self-images.

• Stand up publicly for resistance in spite of reprisals.

• Work to combine their grievances with those of a larger 
group.

• Take on larger leadership functions (in social movement, or 
in society)

• Take up non-violence internally and externally.

These learning stages help the villagers in the community to feel 
that it is not providence that has made them poor. The cadre/
worker has to provide support so they do not feel continuous fear. 
Through the discussions, it emerges what forces make people fear 
the most. The worker then sets out to educate the community 
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about the power of collective action by working with them in 
solving their problem. For example, it is a common experience 
for many poor people in the village not receive a government 
service or benefit from a government scheme because of an 
unresponsive, corrupt government official. The government official 
is usually disrespectful when the villagers approaches him/her 
individually; invariably they are virtually thrown out of the office. 
The villagers feel insulted approaching the government officials 
even for other services and schemes.

The task for the cadre/worker in such a situation is to mobilize 
a group of 20 villagers and approach the government officials 
with collective grievances from the people and then try to get it 
resolved by applying pressure. This is a process of learning by 
doing. Its purpose is to rid the villagers from their fear and enable 
them to learn to strengthen people’s cause through collective 
action. This is one of the cornerstones of the training. It is often 
a transformational experience for villagers who were having been 
treated poorly up until then are now treated with respect and 
have their grievances addressed. This experience is also a way 
for the worker to earn their trust and respect. This is the central 
work within community organizing. The community organization 
is strengthened by constructive action like the development of 
a grain bank, and the community gradually builds up collective 
resources. Villagers deposited a share of their produce with the 
grain bank, from where grain was given to the needy villagers 
at 20% interest. This helped them to repay the loan taken from 
the landlord. This collective endeavour is a tool for freeing the 
labourer and the family from debt, but also a method of social 
mobilization.

Similarly mutual help group was a way that women built 
resources collective to protect each other in difficult times or at 
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times when campaigns are ongoing. Giving women the power 
over resources is essential for any development to take place. 
This is lieu of the fact that women are the mainstay in farming 
and yet they have no decision-making power. Through mutual 
help groups (MHGs), there is a method of organizing the energy, 
contribution and activeness of grassroots women. The MHGs 
are developed around activities such as developing a grain bank 
or taking up a tree planting program. Two short case examples 
given below.

Case Study: Cooperative Tree Planting

In Bhalapur a village some 84 km from the block office of Mohla in 
the Rajanandgaon district of Chattisgarh, there is a unique community 
participation is forest preservation and it began here with modest 
resources and aims. On a 12 hectare land plot that was barren with 
felled tress, the women have now planted a dense green cover. The 
turnaround has been achieved by the determination and organization 
of the village women.

A women’s collective was formed at the village level, in order to ensure 
that they are able to engage in economic activities that would enable 
them to be financially independent. Constituted as a group with a 
maximum membership of 20 and a minimum of 10, the group aims at 
leadership development, awareness among women on issues pertaining 
to health, family land and other concerns.

A small sum has been deposited with the group from the income 
generated from the profit of the sale of forest produce in addition to 
which the women provide a small amount weekly. This has created a 
savings, which is given as loan to members of the group to meet their 
contingencies.

There are many such groups organized at the village levels. No bank 
account is needed for the members, as this is an independent initiative 
of Ekta Parishad and hence do not take help from the government. 
These women are learning how to connect this economic activity to 
the overall advocacy for land rights. (Singh 2004)
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Some of the other strategies brought into the community training 
reinvigorated the traditional leadership to include women. Unlike 
the local village governments (panchyats) formed at the village 
level, the traditional decision-making committee has existed in 
villages over centuries and it commands considerable influence 
over the life of the tribal population. The decisions taken by the 
village headmen at the village meetings are considered binding 
on the tribal people with spatial and moral force. Ekta Parishad 
has used this as a tool in so far as it works on leadership through 
and with the village. It has made one modification by proposing 
to have female leaders as well.

2. Tactics for galvanizing smaller campaigns into larger 
campaigns

People learn how to campaign by carrying out a small actions in 
the village (like a protest in front of a liquor shop) and taking on 
larger actions in the block or district (such as the opposition to 
the construction of a dam that had displaced numerous villages) 
as the skills are picked up and used in different actions.

Ekta Parishad has used various tools, for non-violent campaigning 
which include for example a) padyatras; b) blockades (such as 
roads or rail-line); c) surrounding politicians (known as “gheroing”) 
to have them agree to do some policy change; sit-ins (“dharnas”) 
in front of senior government people’s offices, residences, or 
else the legislative building, to name a few. In fact there is a 
whole history on these tactics that came from India’s Freedom 
struggle and thereafter.

The capacity to carry out larger actions is directly related to the 
capacity of the leaders. They have to develop the judgement to 
know how far to take an action so that people are not unnecessarily 



30  A Pedagogy of Non-Violent Social Action

hurt and where it can be sustained by the people. Attention is 
given in the cadre training to give emphasis to ‘the means’ and 
not simply ‘to the end’ –a principle that was laid down by Gandhi 
and followed in this non-violent work. By having a sense of 
detachment to the outcome, it does not become a personal battle 
for any single leader. There are numerous such heuristics that 
guide the formation of the judgements of the leaders. These are 
learnt by engaging in different non-violent actions in different 
capacities, by observing the decision-making process of leaders 
responsible for those action and results in a slow process of social 
transformation. It may not be possible to learn these principles 
formally in a classroom. This process of experiencing a social 
transformation and have it simultaneously effect a change at a 
personal level is the foundation for the cadre training.

3. Strategies for Building a Social Movement

It is very important for many villages to begin to link together 
into a formation for purposes of strengthening the group against 
opposing forces at an economical, political and social level. 
Galvanizing campaigns into state and national actions is an 
important step in social movement building. Social movements 
get created so that vested interests cannot undermine people’s 
satyagraha (resistance) through cooption and manipulation.

When the people have earned sufficient trust, and people are 
convinced of the power of the collective, then the social movement 
grows. The people within a social movement are uniting around 
a vision that touches on certain relevant issues. In the case of 
Ekta Parishad, it is land and livelihood rights, or more specifically 
the control over water (jal), forest (jungle) and land (jamin). 
Resisting the take-over of these resources that are the base of 
livelihood, is a long, drawn-out process that not only involves 
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conscientization but also people standing up to policy makers, 
political representative and bureaucrats. The objective of the 
conscientization process is to make the connection between land 
grabbing and poverty; and natural resources (appropriated) and 
livelihood rights (maintained for survival). The social movement 
is a process of pressuring the system on land as a crucial asset 
for those without land or secure land tenure.

Some of the specific tools that are:

(i) Jan Sanwai (People’s hearings): This is an important tool 
because a people’s court listens to people’s grievances, and 
they create testimonies and documents that can be used in 
advocating with the state administration. It is a fact that 
many people have sent their grievances to the government 
at various given times without any response. Moreover the 
courts do not dispose of these grievances because powerful 
interests subvert the law by continuous stay orders.

(ii) Using the Foot-March as a technique: In any small campaign 
on any issue such as land or forest, the powerful interests can 
subvert any result. This is the reason why a movement has 
to continuously counter this and enlarge its scale of action. 
Rajagopal was able to undertake satyagraha through the use 
a march at the state and national levels.

The actual use of satyagraha as a non-violent mobilizing technique 
became visible in Rajagopal’s work only after he trained up a 
large number of youth. The padyatras of 1999-2007 exemplify 
his use of satyagraha on a national level.

4. Dialogue or Advocacy Tools

The leader has to take into consideration the socio-political context 
and frame an objective that not only inspires people and that is 
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also achievable. While selecting an objective that is beyond the 
capacity of the government official to respond risks alienating 
them from dialogue; whereas selecting an objective that does 
not reflect the people’s aspirations can result in the cadre/worker 
loosing their connection with their community base.

There is a generic difference between mobilization- and advocacy-
related tools. Some of the advocacy tools are dialogue tools but 
some of the advocacy tools back up the mobilization making it 
more credible like the aforementioned “umbrella sit-in” during 
the Madhya Pradesh yatra in 2000 mentioned above.

Advocating that the state should distribute or regularize land 
for the poor is done through identification of actual cases. In 
the meantime if public opinion is built up as a pressure point, 
this creates more incentive for the government to act. If the 
government does not act, then there is a legitimate role for 
people to advocate either through the political or administrative 
structures or through the courts. If there is no response after due 
process, then civil disobedience is the acceptable alternative. 
(Carr-Harris 2002)

Some of the tools that Ekta Parishad has developed to take up 
advocacy are:

Media advocacy: Gaining the attention of the media in building 
public opinion: Working with the media is essential for public 
opinion making. The manner in which that was addressed in the 
different land rights movements is to:

• Produce press releases and press briefings/conferences 
especially with the victims themselves.

• Interact with local journalists in a manner that you 
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are also interacting with state and national journalists 
simultaneously.

• Network continuously with the journalists through exposure 
visits, and provide them with good stories.

• Ensure that actions get into the print media.

• Prepare films of the issues and on the techniques/tools 
used

• Work to educate editors

• Maintain a log of press clippings so that analysis after events 
can be used in planning future media events.

Governmental advocacy: Collecting grievances, petitions and 
giving them to the proper authorities, as well as keeping copies for 
follow up advocacy. Unless concrete cases are exhibited in front 
of the administration or courts, there is no veracity in the claims. 
Many of the tribal communities do not have any documentation 
of their claims as they have ancestoral rights. This therefore 
requires different legal approaches. Another strategy is dialoguing 
with the state with the help of social leaders and conducting 
awareness raising workshops or consultative processes.

Building up public opinion/communication capacities to influence 
people nationally and internationally: The importance of 
networking cannot be understated, from building synergies, to 
getting information disseminated, to having people from outside 
of India raise various issues. This is easier as the internet and 
web-sites have provided a larger network visibly on the land 
movement.

Creating a Mechanism so the Government can Act – The Task 
Force: One of the tools that Ekta Parishad helped to catalyze 
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through the MP Government was the Task Force. This is a 
committee formed by the state governments (Madhya Pradesh, 
Chhattisgarh, Bihar, and Orissa) at the district, sub-district (tehsil) 
and state levels to address the issue of land redistribution and 
regularization. The creation of a Task force is not an end in 
itself, it is only a means towards the realization of the objectives 
raised by the land movement. The Task Force is a permanent 
arrangement made for the possibility of a dialogue between Ekta 
Parishad and the Government. Initially the first Task Force was 
set up in Madhya Pradesh, but gradually the four other important 
states were also included.

Conducting Conferences, Seminars, at State, National and 
International Level: There are many kinds of conferences that 
are called at various levels to give voice to the poor communities 
and to legitimize their land rights. These are tools to “voice 
people’s problems” which are outside of middle class people’s 
perceptions; but also to create alliances at many levels. Land is 
a very basic building block for national development and must 
be seen in terms of the political economy of the country. The 
conducting of conferences is a way to link land rights back to 
livelihood and human rights.



Returning to the issue of what is the main learning that comes 
out of the youth camp and cadre training. This is linking 

macro policies with the people. For this to happen, poor people 
themselves have to take up the satyagraha. This means they have 
to demonstrate their capability to endure difficult conditions. This 
has to be seen as moral power or that which is more important 
than money power or brute force. Another important feature 
in the tool of using long marches (padyatras) is that it is non-
violent. Non-violence means that while struggling, the struggle 
itself should never be an end in itself. One is enduring struggle 
to “disarm” the opposition, not to “destroy” it. This is born out 
of the notion that social relations are constantly dynamic and that 
the struggle is never one-time. Moreover the struggle is facing 
a system, not a set of individuals. The objective of struggle is 
not replacing one group of people with another, rather it is about 
“changing the political culture” in toto.

Reflecting on  the Movement



The non-violent training that Rajagopal and 
Ekta Parishad carries out is satyagraha, and 
its aim is used to build capacity of people to 
stand up to a violent system and promote a 
rights-based approach on land issues. The 
learning objectives, methods and tools in 
this training have been reviewed keeping in 
mind that this method can be used by other 
organizations.

Conclusion
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