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(December  23)

marks the birth

anniversury  of

the late Prime
Minister, Chaudhary Charan
Singh. Remembering him s
easy; understanding him
Lakes more care. To do that,
we must pluce his ideas and
actions alongside those ofhis
conternporaries, not to blur
differences bul 1o expose
them. They expanded the
boundanes of permission and
possbility and nothing alters
the course of hstory mone
endurimgly.

Sir Chibotu Ram operated
within coloninl British India.
fighting peasant exploftation
by monevienders under an
alien stote. His strategy was
pragmatic: use the colonial
state tself as an instrument to
protect peasants, He pushed
landmark debt-relief Lawvs and
sufeguurds  for agncuitural
lardl. Chamn Singh, n con-
trast, functioned in independ-
et India, where political
legitimacy came from popu-
lar mandate and his struggle
was aguinst urban-industrial
controd. Where Chhotu Ram
negotioted  within - cone
straints, Charan Singh con-
fronted the system direetly,
willing to break parties and
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Eovemnmaents for prindple.
Baldev Ram  Mirdha,
another  preindependence
lesdder, was a regional mass
lesder, deeply rooted in the
socio-eonomic  realites  of
Ruojasthan. His  histonc
schievement lay in destmoy-
ing sumantvad or feudalism
in its heartlond of Rajputana.
Charan Simgh's battle was
different; he challenged the
eonomic prionties. of the
post-Independence  India,
questioning whose interests
development truly served,
Jawaharlal Nehru's
encounter with Charan Singh
mrrkoerd ome of the eard st ade-
ological oonfrontations  in
independent  India. Charan
Singh's opposition  forced
Nehinu to abandon the idea of
national cooperative farming,
modelled on the disstrous
Soviet kalkhos system. Drw-
ing from Gandhian thought,
Chamn Singh angued that no
mehium or nrge-soale enter
prise 8 hould be allowed to ro-
duce goods that coltage or
small-smle industries could
e woulkd prove that nefther
Nehni's industrial absolutism
nor Charan Smgh's agracian
purtsm would work for Indza,
Partap Singh Kairon's edlge
came from & rane onverEenee
of timing and tempernment
— o combination few leadens
have matched, As Chaef Min-
ister of Punjab duning a form-
ative decade, he, unlike Cha-
ran Singh, did not challenge
the state’s development mod-
el, he used it decisively. His
belief was smple: farmers
needed canals, rosds, power,
markets and administrative
Where Chamn Singh interro-

OPED
Charan Singh and the politics of agrarian power

ENDURING: Chiaran Singh taught ws why famers mattered, even when power didn't isten rumom

ited pobicy, Kakron executed
it. Chamn Singh distrusted
bureauaacy: Kairon maos
tered i One argued agninst
coneretion of power; the other
embodied i Charan Singh
taught Indin why the farmer
mattered;  Partop  Singh
Kairon showed how power
oouild deliver to the farmer
Panjabrao Deshmukh,
shaped by Vidarbha's chimnie
ndeltedness and socal back-
wardness, viewed agranan
exploitation as cnilisational
Without education and socal
omfidence, the pasntry
oould not meaningfully exer
cise political or econamic pow-
. For Charan Singh, the cen-
trml agmurian probiem was not
moral neglect of the numen-
ally dominant but political
subondination.  Deshmukh
Tauilt institutions to prepane the
farmer; Chamn Singh foreed
the stole to recognise the
farmer as a beorer of power
MD Nanjundaswamy and
Charan Singh remind us that
i 1, atils core, nquestion of

Kisan Diwasis
meaningful only if it
renews the question
CharanSingh posed

to India: Who truly
benefits from
development?

| I.a

powes They had the convic
tion that state power, if redi-
mated. could serve the
furmer  Nanjundaswamy,
emerging a generation lnter,
was far more sceptical. He
muobilised Karnataka's farm.
e and arpued agningt global
cupital, patents, WTO noms
and multinatioral agribusi
ness. Where Charan Singh
sought reform from within,
MNanjundassamy chose con-
frontation from outside. Cha.
ran Singh tned to redaim the
state for the farmez Nanjun-
daswamy tried 1o protect the
farmer from the state,

NG Ranga, the scholar

nctivist from  Andhm
Pmdesh, shansd Chamn
Singh's diagnosis but not his

aure, Both rejected treating
furmers as welfare subjects
and demanded lund rights,
fair prices and dignity. Ranga
tusted sustained ndvocacy —
mesearch, committees and
pariamentary  persuasion
Charan Singh was uncon-
vinced. Persuasion without

power, he believed, would
always remain  margmaol
Ranga remines us that policy
without ideus iz blind. Charan
Singh reminds us that deas
without power are ignored.
VP Singh perfected the pose
of the “reluctant politidan.”
His son Ajeva Singh's remark,
“It 15 hard for a tiger not to
hunt” captures the contradic
thon neatly In contrast, Charan
Singh was not pobitically
astute, never sought power for
its sake. VP Singh's dedsion
o implement Munal
meshaped social discourse and
Indlian democracy permunent
Iy, Charun Singh's unwaver-
ing fidedity 1o principledefined
the narrative for all times o
oome.  Their  divergence
meminds us that while convicee
tion defines purpose, tming
often determimes power
Devi Lal mobilised nural dis-
tress  imto electoral  forre
through wvisible, mmedate
mefief— loan waivers and price
assurnnees —withoutconcern
for fiscal strain. To Charan
Singh, power was secondury
tocomectness of policy and he
was uneasy with populism
which led to fiscal imprue
dence, even when advocating
for farmers But #t is Dewvi
Lal's populism that endured.
Bansi Lal imagined the
state differently allogether.
To Bans Lal idenlogy mat-
tered Jess than results. He
believed rapid development,
industrialisation and infra-
structure required adminis-
trative contral, a centralsed
executive capable of cutting
through resistance, even by
bending mstitutional norms,
Chaman Singh asked, What
kind of Indin should we

build? Bunsi Lal usked, How
st can we buldd it?
Mulayam Singh Yaday,
emergmg in the post-Charan
Singh em, mastered mste
bas exd mobil isation o capture
and retnin power. Charan
Singh refused such compro-
mises. He was willing to
nerept political jsolation rather
than dilute econamic pring-
ples. Charan Singh addressed
the question: What should
India’s development path be?
Mulayam Singh addressed a
different one: Who gets to rule
within the existing syvstem?
Sumajwadi tradition and
Chamin  Singh harboured o
deep suspicion of elite urbun-
eentrie dominance, opposed
mncentration of  etonomic
power. upper caste bias and
huramcraticoverrench. Where
Chamn Smgh differed fom
Samujwadi ideology was in his
mejection of state-ded industrial
soctalism, central planning and
public sector expansion os
engmes of equality. He argued
that these polices dstored
both India's economy and its
democrwy. Charan  Singh
believed symbolic caste-ident-
ty politics wealened farmer
unity and distucted fom
suctuml economic  sUes.
Churan Singh wasthe system’s
anosredy who wiobe books, not
ust speeches, He urgued eoo-
norTEes, not just mberests,
Leaders who succesded,
often did so beciuse they
aceommaodated existing
hierarchies. Leaders who
wanted to upend the system
were unoble fto convert
pgrarian  politics into a
durable national movement
once identity (caste and reli-
gion) politics intensified.



