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book review

The Bauxite Mountains of Orissa

Sanjay Kak

Out of This Earth: East India Adivasis and the 
Aluminium Cartel by Felix Padel and Samarendra Das 
(New Delhi: Orient Blackswan), 2010; pp 752, Rs 895.

The forested realm of central India is 
at once the richest and poorest of 
lands.  The adivasi who lives within 

sees the abundance in its forests and its 
rivers. The world outside once saw it in 
timber, and now in the wealth of minerals 
that lies buried in its earth. The poverty 
comes from an old history of colonial ex-
traction, to which independent India has 
now added 60 years of exploitation, and a 
continuing disdain for the adivasi p eople. 
The forces that have appropriated these 
resources have long been subterranean. 
But a fierce new hunger, an appetite 
b orrowed from the gargantuan consump-
tions of the global market, has been un-
leashed. As it meets with growing resist-
ance, the violence has frequently begun to 
break to the surface, and we are already 
beginning to hear the sounds of war from 
Dantewada, Chhattisgarh.

The “East India” in the title of this new 
book by Felix Padel and Samarendra Das is 
for the most part mineral rich Orissa, across 
the border from the war zone of mineral 
rich Chhattisgarh. These artificial bounda-
ries have become somewhat brittle today, 
for the adivasis of all the states of central 
India have been pushed into what is des-
cribed as an emerging “commodity fron-
tier”. Orissa alone has a fifth of I ndia’s iron 
ore, a quarter of its coal, a third of its man-
ganese, half of its bauxite, and almost all of 
its chromite. The extraction of these is not 
new, but the resistance to it is perhaps more 
recent. Hardly a month goes by without 
fierce clashes between villagers resisting 
the takeover of their lands, and police 
d eployed to forcibly remove them. Many 
people are hurt, some die. But it is not war 
yet, like it is in Dantewada. The less visible 
struggles of Kalinganagar, K ashipur and 
N iyamgiri perhaps need to be anointed with 
more blood before Orissa earns a grudging 
place in our jaded n otions of crisis. 

It is in this moment, in the dark hour 
b efore the havoc of war fully descends on 
Orissa’s adivasis, that Out of This Earth 

makes its timely appearance. Its no slight 
intervention. With the text alone weigh-
ing in at 600 pages, and a hundred pages 
of notes and appendices to follow, the 
book is near monumental in scale and 
a mbition. Its authors carry diverse tools to 
their task – anthropology in the case of 
Padel, filmmaking and social activism for 
Das. But what shines through most in the 
book is an abiding and transparent love 
for – and understanding of – the adivasi 
culture of Orissa. There is also the dogged 
resolve to unmask the myriad, malevolent 
processes that seek to displace the adivasi 
from their lands.

So it is not just ethnography, ecology 
and developmental studies that they dex-
terously draw from. Their understanding 
is also shaped by insights from soil chemi-
stry, industrial process, international fin-
ance, the global arms trade, and the his-
tory of metal cartels. And running through 
this model of engaged scholarship, is a 
formed understanding of what Padel and 
Das see as the world’s “most dangerous 
fundamentalism”. These are the neoliberal 
economic policies imposed on country 
a fter country in the last few decades, what 
they call “neoliberal flat-earthism”. 

Out of This Earth reminds us that adivasi 
culture sees nature as more than just mat-
ter; they always see it as a matter of spirit. 
It is this insistence that gives this outstand-
ing book its wise centre. It never moves too 
far from the voices of those who see them-
selves as matiro poko, earthworms. With-
out the earth how are they to survive? This 
grounded wisdom has an added poignancy 
here, for refined and burnished, the alu-
minium at the heart of this book is the 
m aterial we know as q uintessentially mod-
ern, the metal of choice in the manufacture 

of fast cars, powerful aircraft, and the most 
incen diary of bombs. It is always seen as 
light, bright, and malleable – the material  
of the future. 

Aluminium continues to be celebrated 
in our times, in the new generation of 
light, “eco-friendly” cars, in our ultra-light 
laptop computers, and in its most ubiqui-
tous avatar, the aluminium-lined “Tetra-
pak” cartons that bring milk and juice to 
us: clean, green, recyclable. These popu-
lar applications have helped obscure its 
darker dimensions. Clean, light, bright… 
when did we last hear of aluminium’s con-
nection with napalm? Tested in 1945 by 
pouring a fireball of death down on Dres-
den, Germany, the use of napalm was per-
fected in the 1970s, Out of This Earth tells 
us, with the US bombing of the Vietnam-
ese countryside. Aluminium continues to 
be a key material in the making of incen-
diary bombs, and an active ingredient of 
the most powerful non-nuclear weapon 
known to humankind today: the “daisy 
cutter”, chosen weapon of terror in the US 
war on Iraq. (Before this incendiary cock-
tail of 6,800 kilograms was dropped on 
the Iraqis, paper rain filled the sky. Flee 
and live, leaflets said. Or stay and die.)

Not for nothing has it been called the 
metal of “speed, death and light”.1 

Insatiable Appetite for Energy 
But in nature, as Padel and Das tell us, in 
the soil that earthworms plough, alumini-
um is everywhere. It is on this ubiquity 
that all life depends, for aluminium alone 
can combine equally with acids and alka-
lies, allowing it to perform a unique – and 
life giving – transformation: the conversion 
of inorganic materials into organic matter. 
It is from the presence of alumi nium that 
all soil gets the ability to bond with water, 
and absorb it. Bauxite, the rock with the 
highest concentration is, in e ssence, con-
centrated clay, fertile and f ecund.

Across the world its presence is marked 
by the most abundant plant life. Cape 
York, in Australia’s northern most penin-
sulas, with its extraordinary vegetation, is 
also the site of the world’s biggest and 
p urest bauxite deposit. So too with Ghana, 
Guinea, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, Sierra 
Leone, and Surinam: every substantial 
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bauxite deposit is invariably found nes-
tling a forest. It follows that Orissa’s de-
posits of the best quality bauxite, found on 
the tops of its beautiful flat-topped malis, 
its hills, are also home to some of its rich-
est biodiversity: Baphli mali, Panchpat 
mali, the Gandhamardhan mountain, and 
today the best known of them, Niyamgiri, 
mountain of law, home to the Dongaria 
Kondh adivasi. 

The porous character of this bauxite, 
which allows it to soak up vast amounts of 
rain, not only helps hold the water, but 
when it eventually comes off the moun-
tain, also makes it exceptionally rich in 
nutrients. Which then leach out into the 
many streams and rivers that sustain 
western Orissa’s fertility. This common 
sense ecology, Padel and Das point out, 
seems opaque to those who might want to 
mine it. “The bauxite deposits of Baphli 
mali were lying idle”, the chief executive 
officer (CEO) of Utkal Alumina, one of 
O rissa’s largest aluminium companies, 
testi fies before a government commission 
of e nquiry. He was speaking of deposits 
that are about 40 million years old (How 
old is Utkal Alumina?).

As the bauxite layer on the mountain 
top is strip-mined, open cast, a layer as 
much as 40 to a 100 feet will be blasted 
and dug out, and all its trees, bushes and 
vegetation irretrievably destroyed. (In 
mining jargon, this is the “overburden”.) If 
the bauxite and vegetation that shield the 
mountain tops of Orissa are what truly 
preserve the fertility of its farmlands, at 
what price can they be sold, the book asks? 
Would $17 per tonne be good? Might a 
deal be made at $1,000 a tonne?

Out of This Earth walks us behind alu-
minium’s squeaky clean show window, to 
its mining and manufacture, a process 
that is amongst the most polluting – and 
ruthlessly exploitative – in the world. And 
if shaving off the bauxite layer from the 
mountain top produces an ecological 
tremor, refining it into alumina, then 
smelting it into aluminium, unleashes a 
second, massive cycle of material instabil-
ity. A single mechanised mine, like the one 
eating into Panchpat mali, for example, 
pulls in six million tonnes every year, a 
third of all the bauxite mined in India. 
Two tonnes of this bauxite yields a tonne 
of valuable alumina, but it also produces a 

tonne of “red mud”, a toxic, radioactive 
by-product that retains most of the desta-
bilised “heavy metals” present in bauxite, 
including gallium, titanium, and uranium. 
This process consumes enormous quanti-
ties of water, and spews out huge amounts 
of carbon and other gases. The “material 
intensity” of this production cycle in-
cludes nearly 10 tonnes of air pollution, 
and a t otal of 85 tonnes in “overburden”, 
all this for a tonne of alumina. When this 
is smelted into aluminium, the process 
again disgorges large amounts of harmful 
gases, including fluorine, carbon dioxide 
and monoxide, and a whole range of 
c hlorofluorocarbons  (CFCs). 

These are all poisonous, causing serious 
wasting diseases in crops and trees, in 
ani mals and humans. But at least these 
are visible. The next cycle of instability 
has a concealed trigger. It lies in the smelt-
er, where science plays god, at the point of 
fission, as Al2O3 is made to cede aluminium 
and oxygen. Aggressively snatching it 
back from its natural state calls for such 
intensity of energy use that aluminium 
has been described as “clay plus electri-
city”. Having made visible this insatiable 
appetite for energy, Out of This Earth is 
able to unravel the invisible connections 
between aluminium factories and the big 
dams that generate this power, their una-
shamed dependence on huge subsidies, 
and most insidious of all, what binds them 
all to war. Welcome to a world where costs 
disappear from the balance sheets of the 
mining companies, and are made obscure. 
As “externalities” that can be passed on to 
someone else.

The first big dams built in Europe and 
America were meant only for smelters, 
Out of This Earth tells us, and aluminium 
has been the force behind the building of 
some of the biggest dams in the world. At 
the turn of the 20th century, the James 
Bay dam in Canada was already powering 
the first smelter for Alcan (as Alcoa, the US 
aluminium giant was known here). This 
involved the flooding out of 11,000 square 
kilometres, and the devastation of a life-
style built over 5,000 years by the Cree, 
Inuit and Mohawk Indians of this region. 
But for the newly emerging aluminium 
cartel it was not enough to dam the rivers, 
take away the power generated, and pol-
lute what was left of the waters. Since 

e nergy costs take up anything between 
20% and 30% of the total cost of produc-
tion, they also wanted it cheap. Like 
a dvocates of “free enterprise” and market-
capitalism all over the world, they wanted 
the power subsidised. 

What made this hustle possible was alu-
minium’s unholy alliance with militarism. 
The first world war of 1914-18 had brought 
E urope to the brink of disaster, but with 
90% of the accelerated wartime produc-
tion of aluminium going into military sup-
plies, “War was good for Alcoa”. So closely 
did the fortunes of aluminium become 
tied together with munitions, that each 
time a war ended, the business went into  
a slump. More than any other modern 
i ndustry, the “strategic importance” of the 
metal became the force that allowed it  
to command subsidies. The expansion of 
both production and consumption became 
permanently tied in with government 
poli cies, and it inaugurated aluminium’s 
“revolving door”. Andrew Mellon, chief 
executive of Alcoa became the US treasury 
secretary in 1921. In his 11 years in the job, 
Alcoa consolidated itself as the world’s 
first real multinational, and nothing could 
hold it back. (Not even the Great Depres-
sion of 1929, which Alcoa used to vigor-
ously expand its dam building.) By the 
time M ellon quit his driver’s seat in the US 
economy, the agenda of war was once 
more secure on the horizon: the Ameri-
cans had joined the British in a massive  
r e-armament programme against Hitler. 
When second world war ended, another 
was ready: the Korean war of 1950. Viet-
nam followed. The business has not 
looked back. The US government’s com-
mitment to a perpetual programme of war 
has carried us through to the present, to 
Iraq, A fghanistan, and the numerous 
o ther wars that are supplied and fuelled 
by the armaments industry. Although ex-
act calculations are hard to make, as much 
as 30% of aluminium output currently 
goes directly into the arms industry. 

Little of this makes it into our under-
standing of what is behind the search for 
bauxite. When the giant mining company 
Vedanta lays siege to the gentle contours 
of Niyamgiri in western Orissa, what we 
minimally see in the cross hairs of their 
sights are the much-photographed “primi-
tive” Dongaria Kondh tribe. A concerted 
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campaign that has drawn in local acti-
vists, environmentalists, lawyers, inter-
national non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), and literally hundreds of individu-
als the world over has also helped unravel 
parts of the complex of environmental 
dangers the mining poses. (Padel and Das 
are themselves actively involved in these 
campaigns.) But in Out of This Earth they 
perform the uncharted task of patiently 
connecting the Dongaria Kondh to the 
global reach of the aluminium cartel, its 
links with armaments and war, and even-
tually to the vast new power structures of 
global finance capital. In this they offer an 
important contrast to mainstream forms 
of “modern” knowledge, compartmental-
ised into discrete specialised disciplines. 
Why do ecologists need to know about 
stock-market derivatives, it would be said, 
or activists in Orissa about the war in 
A fghanistan. Out of This Earth suggests 
the form of tribal knowledge to us, which 
comes from a continuum of experience, 
and it is this quality of inter- connectedness 
that the authors seek.

Alchemy of Ignored Externalities
The energy intensity of the smelting pro-
cess, and its high, uneconomic, costs, for 
example, become feasible only when you 
can ignore “externalities”. This is the dia-
bolic talisman the aluminium industry 
wave when they want to banish the costs 
of production from the books of its pro-
ducers and consumers, and have them 
transported onto the poorest parts of the 
rest of the world. So that unviable dams, 
destroyed rivers, subsidised energy costs, 
the resulting ecological damage, all can 
be moved offshore. It is the silent alchemy 
of ignored externalities that has allowed 
the aluminium cartel to travel light, scour-
ing the earth for the mineral, carrying 
only a heavy bludgeon that ensures that 
deals can be sealed quickly. The essence of 
this cartel, Padel and Das point out, is that 
it glides seamlessly between governments, 
banks, and industry, and prevents a “free 
market” in the mineral.

Ghana, Guinea, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, 
Sierra Leone, Surinam – each bauxite rich 
country eventually became exposed to un-
precedented levels of exploitation. Oppo-
sition was always difficult, for the compa-
nies were prepared to create political 

t urmoil to get what they wanted. In 
G uyana, for example, an attempt was 
made in the 1950s to correct the extremely 
unequal terms set for mining concessions 
granted during second world war. The 
possibility of nationalisation promptly led 
to a Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)- 
backed coup, and the toppling of the pop-
ularly elected socialist government of 
Cheddi Jagan. (Thirty years of “internal 
colonialism” were to follow.) In the early 
1970s, when a newly independent Jamaica 
tried to break free of two decades of ex-
ploitation, the example of Pinochet’s 
bloody coup against Allende in Chile was 
still fresh in the air. The US ambassador’s 
blunt threat to Jamaica’s socialist prime 
minister settled the matter. With 60% of 
Haiti’s bauxite mined between 1957 and 
1980, the island’s environment was left 
ravaged, its finances and politics in tat-
ters. In Surinam, denuded of most of its 
mountains and forests by this hunger for 
bauxite, it led to what is remembered as 
the “aluminium war”, and ended in 1980, 
with an army coup.

Does this history of “corporate imperi-
alism” ring a bell for us in India?

Running through this history is a ruthless 
ability to push costs onto pliant host coun-
tries. Withdraw the “embedded subsidy”, 
as happened in Scotland in the 1980s, and 
the smelters just shutdown. One estimate 
for the “externality cost” of aluminium 
quoted by the book is $2,000 per tonne, 
which is more than the price it is usually 
sold for. This huge subsidy is what has al-
lowed the metal to move from a precious 
metal – Emperor Napoleon is said to have 
dined only on aluminium – to a cheap met-
al that Indians associate with substandard 
wiring and the cooking vessels of the poor. 

With oil, aluminium emerges at the 
centre of the world economy, with the 
biggest banks its biggest investors. The 
big difference with oil, one might add to 
the arguments of Padel and Das, is the 
much lower level of capitalisation in the 
mining business. Mining calls for lower 
levels of investment, creates hardly any 
employment, and offers huge profits to 
the cartels. (Compare the capitalisation 
of the big names in mining – Alcoa, BHP 
Billiton, Rio Tinto – with Exxon, or even 
Microsoft and Walmart, and the pattern 
becomes clear.) Put in very little, and 
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take  out a lot: that maxim helps to ex-
plain the scale of the emerging “robber 
barons”, for example, in the recent scan-
dal in Bellary, Karnataka.

Saving Niyamgiri’s Adivasis
Having taken us through the savage depths 
of what they call “moneylender c olo-
nialism”, Padel and Das are able to walk us 
more easily through the bauxite moun-
tains of Orissa. Knowledge of these depo-
sits is not new. By 1932 the colonial regime 
had already surveyed the region, identi-
fied the Korlapat bauxite reserve, l ocated 
possible sites for hydroelectric power, and 
visualised a harbour at Vishakhapatnam 
to carry the alumina away. But the pace 
quickened sharply only in the early 1980s, 
after the Survey of India released the find-
ings of the East Coast Bauxite Project, pro-
viding the aluminium industry a target in 
the fertile, well-watered lands marked off 
as the Kalahandi-Bolangir- Koraput (KBK) 
region. Drawn without volition into the 
emerging “resource frontier”, KBK is the 
landscape on which Out of This Earth ma-
terialises the complex – often i nvisible – 
array of ground forces that go into the 
a rsenal of the aluminium cartel.

In a terrible twist, this land, tradition-
ally fertile with the nutrients that flow 
down its many bauxite rich malis, became 
emblematic of the endemic poverty of 
Orissa. There is of course real poverty, 
real starvation, in the deceptively lush 
countryside of KBK, and there have been 
terrible famines since the 1960s. But its 
causes were not organic to the ecology of 
KBK, only the outcome of exploitative 
s ocial and economic structures, which 
had traditionally kept a vast majority of 
people in extreme poverty. (Even in the 
1980s, “famine” in KBK saw trains coming 
in with foodgrain for “relief”, only to 
r eturn with the bumper rice harvests 
p roduced by its immiserised peasantry.) 
Predictably, i nstead of addressing the 
structures that produced these conditions, 
what began to pour in from above were a 
whole slew of “poverty alleviation” sche-
mes. A landmark tour by Prime Minister 
Rajiv Gandhi in 1987 flagged many of 
these off, with most doomed to fail, en-
gendering only the familiar corruption 
that has come to be a ssociated with this 
mode of “develoment”. 

What Padel and Das add to this familiar 
story is an unmasking of this insidious 
emphasis on KBK’s poverty. By the early 
1990s, as the conquistadors of the new 
economic policy arrived on the shores of 
Orissa, they were welcomed by other 
drum beaters of neoliberal reforms, who 
had already been washed ashore. The 
spearhead was the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development (IFAD), which 
had arrived with a plan, miraculously, just 
a few months after Rajiv Gandhi’s famous 
visit. Organisations like the British gov-
ernment’s Department for International 
Development (DFID) followed, pushing 
their fundamentalist assumption that 
i ncreasing the GDP can only reduce pover-
ty. Since the growth rate in agriculture 
was sluggish, they came to an unsurpris-
ing set of conclusions: Orissa is rich in 
minerals. It has the potential for massive 
industrialisation. People need to get off 
the land. This trajectory, Padel and Das 
point out, was spelt out by capitalist theo-
reticians from as early as the 19th century, 
when they theorised the colonial process 
of a ppropriating people’s lands.

Underlying DFID’s programmes of pov-
erty elimination were the less transparent 
neoliberal reforms of administration, 
fi nance, electricity and water, preparing 
the ground for a series of takeovers by 
power, telecom, insurance, engineering, 
as well as mining companies. This was a 
Structural Adjustment Programme in all 
but the name, and the World Bank inevita-
bly played a major role. It has since relent-
lessly promoted the mining industry in 
Orissa, a practice spelt out in its influen-
tial report “Towards Mineral Intensive 
Growth in Orissa: Managing Environmen-
tal and Social Impacts” (2007). 

Pushing alongside for reduced spheres 
for government were the large, well- 
funded NGOs, many ostensibly criticising 
the exploitation – while their own role was 
defined and controlled by corporations 
and governments. Action Aid, for exam-
ple, has been one of the most proactive in 
the campaign to save Niyamgiri’s adivasis 
from the corporates. They are able to cri-
tique DFID for its policies, but simultane-
ously receive money from them. And of 
course its offshoots, Action Aid Asia, can 
receive donations from Sterilite (Vedanta’s 
parent company), and Action Aid India 

has a t  ie-up with ICICI bank (a major inves-
tor in Vedanta). NGOs have played a criti-
cal part in helping to depoliticise opposi-
tion to the neoliberal programme, Padel 
and Das insist, and short-circuit people’s 
movements, what they call “neoliberalism 
from below”. In the unmasking of the 
omni scient role played by IFAD, DFID, the 
World Bank, and right-sounding NGOs, 
Out of This Earth provides us with a tem-
plate. With this we begin to understand 
the complex workings of the new elements 
in the production, funding and specula-
tion of mining, and this is one of the most 
outstanding contributions of the book.

Meanwhile the “revolving door” contin-
ues to spin. Paul O’Neill, a more recent CEO 
of Alcoa, having masterminded a m ajor 
aluminium cartel in the 1990s, moved to 
become US secretary of the treasury, under 
George Bush. Closer home we have the 
celebrated move of P Chidambaram, from 
counsel for Vedanta, the London-based 
mining g iant, to become finance minister 
of India. (Some other recent turns of the 
aluminium door: David Gore-Booth, the 
Bri tish High Commissioner in India, 
moved on retirement to Vedanta’s board; 
where he joined Naresh Chandra, India’s 
former ambassador to the US. Naresh 
Chandra also happened to be a former 
Chair of the Foreign Investment Promo-
tion Board of the Government of India, 
and is latterly on an advisory position 
with the board of the weapons manufac-
turer British Aerospace Systems. It all 
does connect.)

Only weeks after Out of This Earth made 
its appearance, and armed with its varied 
insights, I was serendipitously driving 
through the small town of Lanjigarh, in 
western Orissa. This is where Vedanta’s 
g igantic new alumina refinery has just come 
up, with plans to source the bauxite from 
the forested hills of Niyamgiri, right next 
door. Although a series of interventions by 
vigilant activists have managed to thwart 
the plans for some time now, the confidence 
of its owner, Anil Agarwal remains unshak-
en. The refinery is ready, the pillars of the 
conveyor to bring in the bauxite snake hun-
grily to the foot of the mountain: a python 
waiting for its prey. The plant is already 
humming, fed with bauxite that is trucked 
in from faraway, for a huge investment has 
been made, and it cann0t be kept idle. 
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What will protect Niyamgiri, the moun-
tain of law, so sacred to the “primitive” 
Dongaria Kondh, from what Padel and Das 
call the fundamentalism of “flat-earthism”? 
Or must we think of them as already con-
signed to the “National Sacrifice Areas”, a 
phrase coined in the US for its Midwest 
r egions, ravaged by toxic waste from the 
extraction of its coal, oil, gas and uranium 
reserves? Or will the l egions of activists 
resisting on the ground, and backing it up 
with their appeals to the Ministry of Envi-
ronment and Forests, and the S upreme 
Court of India, stop the d estruction of at 
least this one iconic mountain? 

This may be the moment to remember 
the Italian Futurists, their Manifesto pro-
claimed by Marinetti in 1909, with its ide-
alisation of speed, youth, and industry, and 
its complete rejection of the past. Add the 
Futurists espousal of the “hygienic” proper-
ties of war and conflict to this, and we can 
begin to see its role in the growth of milita-
rism in Italian nationalism, and eventually, 
in its fascism. (Benito Mussolini had made 
an open fetish of the aluminium industry, 
marking it as Italy’s very own material, and 

placing it at the centre of its resurgence.) 
Perhaps all development which is predicat-
ed on ferociously digging minerals out of 
this earth will inevitably result in a sort of 
authoritarianism, derailing the very mean-
ing of human progress. Indeed socialism 
has not fared much better in finding a way 
out of this quagmire, and a narrow notion 
of development based on the consumption 
of resources, has already eaten into it. Rus-
sia and China, we know, have already sac-
rificed vast swathes of their environment 
to this urge. 

Meanwhile the argument of armed 
i nsurrection is nibbling at the edges of 
mineral rich Orissa, an echo of the more 
bloody exchange already underway in the 
neighbouring states of Chhattisgarh and 
Jharkhand, where Maoist cadres have 
a lready put a stake in the path of the jug-
gernaut. Will Orissa take that same way? 
Consistent with its central belief that na-
ture is essentially a matter of the spirit, 
Out of This Earth chooses not to stop here 
either, where the clarion of a New Demo-
cratic Revolution rings in our ears. Instead 
Padel and Das choose to close with a quiet 

Forging a Region: Sultans, Traders and Pilgrims 
in Gujarat, 1200-1500 by Samira Sheikh (New Delhi: 
OUP), 2010; pp 288 (hardcover), Rs 750.

Lesson from the Past

Farhana Ibrahim

Through an unfortunate turn of 
events, Gujarat has come to be 
 associated with the extreme forms 

of violence and exclusion that are now 
 almost synonymous with its present; its 
exclusionary politics and hate towards its 
minorities such as Muslims and dalits 
have been written about recently, espe-
cially after the pogrom of 2002 which led 
to a frantic quest for answers to the factors 
creating Gujarat’s polarised society.

Samira Sheikh’s book Forging a 
R egion: Sultans, Traders and Pilgrims in 
Gujarat, 1200-1500 is a welcome addition 
to the steadily growing academic litera-
ture in Gujarat studies. In her meticu-
lously researched book, Sheikh gives us a 
rich glimpse into medieval Gujarat, 
a llowing us to better understand the dy-
namics of the present, and to appreciate 
that the antagonisms of today are not 

necessarily l inear outgrowths of past 
h istories. She tells the story of a far more 
nuanced interplay between politics, reli-
gion and the d evelopment of the vernac-
ular regional state in this frontier area of 
western India.

So-called Vibrancy
A key point emphasised by Sheikh is that 
trade has always remained crucial to the 
political success of whichever group hap-
pened to be in power in Gujarat. This rings 
as true for the present day with the cur-
rent state government championing the 
cause of “Vibrant Gujarat” and eagerly 
hosting global investor summits to attract 
the flow of foreign investment into the 

state as it did for the medieval Chaulukyas, 
and indeed, the Sultans of Gujarat. In fact, 
as the present rulers see it, Gujarat 
 remains “vibrant” to the extent that its 
coffers are ringing with the continued 
 investment of non-resident Gujaratis, who 
channel much of their earnings back into 
their home state. 

This so-called “vibrancy” is, we are 
supposed to believe, a part of the state’s 
 development strategy, but does not quite 
make it to social and cultural forums 
with the population deeply divided  
along caste and religious lines. Studies 
have shown how there is minimal social 
interaction across religious lines even  
in urban areas such as Ahmedabad  
and Vadodara.

Sheikh’s historical analysis is interest-
ing precisely for her ability to depict the 
truly vibrant medieval past of Gujarat. 
The  region acquired its unique social and 
cultural eccentricities due to its special re-
lationship with mobility. Pastoralists, 
merchants, traders and courtiers were all, 
to different degrees, mobile categories 
both physically and conceptually. This 

return to the “‘sense of sacredness”. They 
endorse quite another kind of challenge: 
“Mother Earth has been abused. The 
p owers have been abused. And this can-
not go on forever…” they quote Russel 
Means, the Native American leader. 
“Mother Earth will retaliate, and the abus-
ers will be eliminated. Things will come 
full c ircle, back to where they started: 
that’s revolution.”

In its own gentle and persuasive way, in 
its insistence on complexity, its persistent 
return to the matiro poko, the earth-
worms, and in its refusal to leave out any 
of the million strands that connect to the 
assault on the bauxite mountains of Oris-
sa, Out of This Earth is also a revolution-
ary tract. It enables our understanding 
and excites our imagination. And will 
hopefully lead many to action.

Sanjay Kak (kaksanjay@gmail.com) is a docu-
mentary fi lmmaker with interests in ecology 
and r esistance politics.

Note

1  Manifesta 7, Index, p 51, SilvanaEditoriale, Italy, 2008.


