
Morgan specializes in dramas that pit two figures against 
each other and explore the psychology and tensions of  the 
relationship, usually with the good guy prevailing. Among his 
earlier successes were The Last King of Scotland, about Idi 
Amin and a naïve, idealistic Scottish doctor, and The Queen, 
in which Prime Minister Tony Blair (also played by Sheen) 
tries to persuade an out-of-touch monarch to show empathy 
toward her subjects’ grief at the tragic death of Princess Diana. 
In this movie, Queen Elizabeth’s conversion occurs in an im -
probable scene and overworked metaphor in which she sees a 
beautiful stag about to be killed by hunters, bringing tears to 
her eyes. But whether or not this literally happened doesn’t 
matter. The movie doesn’t distort history in large ways, and 

the figures Blair and Elizabeth are true to themselves.
Frost/Nixon is different. It goes over the line in placing com-

mercial appeal over historical truth. Innumerable plays, as well 
as movies, elaborate on what is known (Shakespeare was the 
genius at this), and when dramatists and screenwriters base their 
work on historical events or figures, they are granted large 
license. But we do expect the dramas about them to be essen-
tially true to history. Frost/Nixon is not. It matters a lot because 
this popular drama is about a relatively recent figure whose his-
torical role is still the subject of vigorous debate, in which Nixon 
defenders argue that his fate was undeserved. In that sense, the 
play is propaganda, perhaps inadvertent but effective and power-
ful nonetheless.  ■
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MAOIST GUERRILLAS HAVE FOUND A RECEPTIVE AUDIENCE IN THE TRIBAL HEARTLAND.

A War in the Heart of India

I
n the history of independent India, the most 
bloody conflicts have taken place in the most 
beautiful locations. Consider Kashmir, whose 
enchantments have been celebrated by count-
less poets down the ages, as well as by rulers 

from the Mughal Emperor Jahangir to the first 
prime minister of free India, Jawaharlal Nehru. 
Or Nagaland and Manipur, whose mist-filled 
hills and valleys have been rocked again and 
again by the sound of gunfire.

To this melancholy list of  lovely places 
wracked by civil war must now be added Bastar, a hilly, densely 
forested part of central India largely inhabited by tribal people. 
In British times Bastar was an autonomous princely state, over-
seen with a gentle hand by its ruler, the representative on earth—
so his subjects believed—of the goddess Durga. After independ-
ence, it came to form part of the state of Madhya Pradesh and, 
when that state was bifurcated in 1998, of  Chattisgarh (a name 
that means “thirty-six forts,” presumably a reference to structures 
once maintained by medieval rulers). 

The forts that dot Chattisgarh now take the form of  police 
camps run by the modern, and professedly democratic, Republic 
of  India. For the state is at the epicenter of  a war being waged 
be  tween the government and Maoist guerrillas. And within 
Chat tisgarh, the battle rages most fiercely in Bastar.

The conflict in Bastar and its neighborhood get little play 
in the Indian press, which is both urban-centered and self-
 congratulatory, flying, as it were, from Delhi to Bangalore and 
back again—from the center of  power and patronage to the 
center of India’s booming software industry. To get to Bangalore 
from Delhi one must pass over Bastar, literally, for obscured from 
the airplane in the sky are the bloody battles taking place on the 

ground. Other sections of the Indian Estab lish-
ment likewise ignore or underrate the Maoist 
challenge, although an exception must be made 
for Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, who re -
cently identified it as the “biggest internal secu-
rity threat” facing the nation. 

In recent years the Maoists have mounted a 
series of bold attacks on symbols of the Indian 
state. In November 2005 they stormed the dis-
trict town of Jehanabad in Bihar, firebombing 
offices and freeing several hundred prisoners 

from the jail. Then, this past March, they attacked a police camp 
in Chattisgarh, killing fifty-five policemen and making off with a 
huge cache of weapons. At other times, they have bombed and set 
fire to railway stations and transmission towers.

The Indian Maoists are referred to by friend and foe alike as 
Naxalites, after the village of Naxalbari in north Bengal, where 
their movement began in 1967. Through the 1970s and ’80s, the 
Naxalites were episodically active in the Indian countryside. They 
were strongest in the states of Bihar and Andhra Pradesh, where 
they organized low-caste sharecroppers and laborers to demand 
better terms from their upper-caste landlords. Naxalite activities 
were open, as when conducted through labor unions, or illegal, 
as when they assassinated a particularly recalcitrant landlord or 
made a daring seizure of arms from a police camp.

Until the 1990s the Naxalites were a marginal presence in In -
dian politics. But in that decade they began working more closely 
with the tribal communities of  the Indian heartland. About 
80 million Indians are officially recognized as “tribal”; of these, 
some 15 million live in the northeast, in regions untouched by 
Hindu influence. It is among the 65 million tribals of the heart-
land that the Maoists have found a most receptive audience.

Who, exactly, are the Indian tribals? There is a long-running 
dispute on this question. Some, like the great French anthro-
pologist Marcel Mauss, merely saw them as “Hindus lost in the 
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forest”; others, like the British ethnographer Verrier Elwin, in -
sisted that they could not be so easily assimilated into the main-
stream of the Indic civilization. While the arguments about their 
cultural distinctiveness (or lack thereof) continue, there is—
or at any rate should be—a consensus on their economic and 
political status in independent India.

O
n the economic side, the tribals are the most deeply disad-
vantaged segment of  Indian society. As few as 23 percent 
of  them are literate; as many as 50 percent live under the 
poverty line. The state fails to provide them with adequate 
education, healthcare or sanitation; more actively, it works 

to dispossess them of  their land and resources. For the tribals 
have the ill luck to live amid India’s most verdant forests, along-
side India’s  freest- flowing rivers and atop India’s most valuable 
minerals. As these resources 
have gained in market value, 
the tribals have had to make 
way for commercial forestry, 
large and small dams, and 
mines. According to sociolo-
gist Walter Fernandes, 40 percent of  those displaced by de  vel-
opment projects are tribals, although they constitute less than 
8 percent of the population. Put another way, a tribal is five times 
as likely as a nontribal to have his property seized by the state.

On the political side, the tribals are very poorly represented 
in the democratic process. In fact, compared with India’s other 
sub altern groups, such as the Dalits (former Untouchables) 
and the Muslims, they are well nigh invisible. Dalits have their 
own, sometimes very successful, political parties; the Muslims 
have always constituted a crucial vote bank for the dominant 
Congress Party. In consequence, in every Indian Cabinet since 
independence, Dalits and Muslims have been assigned power-
ful portfolios such as Home, Education, External Affairs and 
Law. On the other hand, tribals are typically allotted inconse-
quential ministries such as Sports or Youth Affairs. Again, two 
Muslims and one Dalit have been chosen President of  India, 
but no tribal. Two Muslims and one Dalit have served as Chief 
Justice of  India, but no  tribal.

This twin marginalization, economic and political, has 
opened a space for the Maoists to work in. Their most impres-
sive gains have been in tribal districts, where they have shrewdly 
stoked discontent with the state to win people to their side. They 
have organized tribals to demand better wages from the forest 
department, killed or beaten up policemen alleged to have 
intimidated tribals and run law courts and irrigation schemes of 
their own. 

The growing presence of  Maoists in tribal India is also 
ex  plained by geography. In these remote upland areas, the 
officials of  the Indian state are unwilling to work hard, and 
are often unwilling to work at all. Doctors do not attend hos-
pital; schoolteachers stay away from school; magistrates spend 
their time lobbying for a transfer back to the plains. On the 
other side, the Maoists are prepared to walk miles to hold a 
village meeting, and to pitch camp in the forest and live off  
its bounty. It is from the jungle that they emerge to preach to 
the tribals, and it is to the jungle that they return when a 
police party approaches.

L
ast summer I traveled with a group of  colleagues through 
Bastar to study the impact of a new, state-sponsored initiative 
to combat Maoism. Known as Salwa Judum (a term that trans-
lates, ironically, as “peace campaign”), the scheme had armed 
hun dreds of local villagers and given some the elevated title 

of Special Police Officer (SPO). While the state claimed Salwa 
Judum to be a success, other reports suggested that its activists 
were a law unto themselves, burning villages deemed insuffi-
ciently sympathetic to them and abusing their women. 

The first thing I found I knew already from travelogues: that 
the landscape of Bastar is gorgeous. The winding roads we drove 
and walked on went up and down. Hills loomed in the distance. 
The vegetation was very lush: wild mango, jackfruit, sal and teak, 
among other indigenous species. The forest was broken up with 
patches of grassland. Even in late May the terrain was very green. 

The bird life was as rich and 
as native as the vegetation—
warblers and wagtails on the 
ground, the brain fever bird 
and the Indian cuckoo call-
ing overhead.

The scenery was hauntingly beautiful and utterly desolate. 
Evi dence of  the former lay before our eyes; evidence of  the 
latter, in the testimonies of those we met and interviewed. As a 
means of saving Bastar from the Maoists, the Salwa Judum and 
the state administration have uprooted more than 40,000 villag-
ers and placed them in camps along the road, recalling the failed 
“strategic hamlets” used by the US military in South Vietnam 
more than forty years ago. While some tribals came voluntarily, 
many others came out of  fear of  the administration and the 
goons commissioned to work with it. Whether refugee or dis-
placee, they live in primitive conditions—in tents made of plas-
tic sheets strung up on bamboo poles, open on three sides to the 
elements. Some permanent houses have been built, but these are 
inappropriate to the climate and context, being small and dark, 
with asbestos roofs. Worse, the residents of the camps have been 
given no means of livelihood. Once independent farmers, hunt-
ers and gatherers, they now had to make do with the pickings 
that came from coolie labor. In the camps we visited, the men 
wore sad, simple lungis and banyans; the women, crumpled and 
torn saris; the children, sometimes nothing at all.

Moving away from the camps into the villages off  the road, 
we found evidence of  depredations by vigilante groups. In one 
hamlet we photographed ten homes burned by a Salwa Judum 
mob. This village lay close to a hill where Maoists were said to 
sleep by day; the villagers were alleged to sometimes give them 
refuge at night. Among these tribals the feelings against the 
Salwa Judum ran very high. Before a clump of mahua trees with 
golden orioles calling in the background, a tribal woman dem-
onstrated the humiliations she was subjected to. The men were 
equally bitter—wishing to live quietly in their homes, but forced 
to report to a nearby camp and spend the nights there.

On the other side, the Maoists had made a particular target 
of  the freshly recruited SPOs. In one especially gruesome in -
cident, the guerrillas kidnapped fifty villagers, some of  them 
Salwa Judum members . They later set thirty-seven free, but 
killed the thirteen iden tified as SPOs. Mao ists also attacked 
village headmen and village coun cil representatives, whom 

To combat the Maoists, the state has set up 
local militias—but their depredations have 

only enraged the local population.
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they consider part of  the bourgeois political system.
The armed officials of the state, we found, patrol only in the 

daytime and mostly along the roads. Bunkered in their stations, 
they are mainly interested in protecting themselves. Meanwhile, 
Salwa Judum has been given a free hand. A local journalist 
summed up the attitude of the police as follows:   “Let the villag-
ers fight it out among themselves while we stay safe.”

According to the Asian Centre  for Human Rights, close to 400 
people were killed in the civil war in Bastar last year. Of these, 
about fifty were security personnel; about a hundred, Naxalites 
or alleged Naxalites; the rest, civilians caught in the cross-fire. 

B
astar forms part of a contiguous forest belt that spills over 
from Chattisgarh into Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra. 
In the Ramayana epic this region is known as Dandakaranya, 
a name the Maoists have integrated into their lexicon. They 
have a Special Zonal Com mittee for Danda karanya, under 

which operate several divisional committees. These in turn 
have range committees reporting to them. The lowest level of 
organization is at the village, 
where committees known as 
sangams are formed.

We got a sharp insight 
into the Maoist mind in an 
ex  tended interview with a 
Mao ist senior leader. He met our team, by arrangement, in a 
small wayside cafe along the road that runs from the state capital, 
Raipur, to Jagdalpur, once the seat of  the Maharaja of  Bastar. 
There he told us of  his party’s strategies for Bastar, and for the 
country as a whole.

Working under the pseudonym “Sanjeev,” this revolutionary 
was slim, clean-shaven and soberly dressed in dark trousers and 
a bush shirt of neutral colors. Now 35, he had been in the move-
ment for two decades, dropping out of  college in Hyderabad 
to join it. He works in Abujmarh, a part of  Bastar so isolated 
that it remains unsurveyed (apparently the only part of India that 
holds this distinction), and where no official dares venture for 
fear of  being killed. 

Speaking in quiet, controlled tones, Sanjeev showed himself  
to be deeply committed as well as highly sophisticated. The 
Naxalite village committees, he said, worked to protect people’s 
rights in jal, jangal and zameen—water, forest and land. At the 
same time, they made targeted attacks on state officials, espe-
cially the police. Raids on police stations were intended to stop 
police from harassing ordinary folk. They were also necessary to 
augment the weaponry of the guerrilla army. Through popular 
mobilization and the intimidation of state officials, the Maoists 
hoped to expand their authority over Dandakaranya. Once the 
region was made a “liberated zone,” it would be used as a launch 
pad for the capture of state power in India as a whole.

Sanjeev’s belief in the efficacy of armed struggle was complete. 
When asked about two landmine blasts that had killed many 
innocent people—in one case members of a marriage party—he 
said that these had been mistakes, with the guerrillas believing 
that the police had hired private vehicles to escape detection. The 
Maoists, he said, would issue an apology and compensate the 
victims’ families. However, when asked about other, scarcely less 
brutal killings, he said they were “deliberate incidents.” 

We asked Sanjeev what he thought of the Maoists in neighbor-
ing Nepal, who had laid down their arms and joined other parties 
in the framing of a republican Constitution. He was emphatic 
that in India they did not countenance this option. Here, they 
remained committed to the destruction of the state by means of 
armed struggle.

How many Maoists are there in India? Estimates vary widely. 
There are perhaps 10,000 to 20,000 full-time guerrillas, each 
armed with an AK-47, most of  them conversant with the use 
of grenades, many with landmines, a few with rocket launchers. 
They maintain links with guerrilla movements in other parts of 
South Asia, exchanging information and technology with the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam and, at least before their re -
cent conversion, the Nepali Maoists.

The Indian Maoists got a huge shot in the arm with the 
merger, in 2004, of  two major factions. One, the People’s War 
Group, was active in Andhra Pradesh; the other, the Mao ist Co-
ordination Commit tee, in Bihar. Both dissolved them selves into 
the new Com munist Party of India (Mao ist). Since the merger 

the party has spread rapidly, 
with former PWG cadres 
moving north into the tribal 
heartland from Andhra, and 
erstwhile MCC cadres com-
ing south from Bihar. 

The general secretary of  the united party calls himself  
“Gana p athi,” almost certainly a pseudonym. Statements carry-
ing his name occasionally circulate on the Internet—one, issued 
in Feb ru ary, reported the successful completion of a party con-
gress “held deep in the forests of  one of  the several Guerrilla 
Zones in the country.” The congress “reaffirmed the general line 
of the new democratic revolution with agrarian revolution as its 
axis and protracted people’s war as the path of the Indian revo-
lution.” The meeting “was completed amongst great euphoria 
with a Call to the world people: Rise up as a tide to smash impe-
rialism and its running dogs! Advance the Revolutionary war 
throughout the world!!” 

Ganapathi is the elephant-headed son of Shiva, a god widely 
revered in South India. The general secretary is most likely from 
Andhra Pradesh. What we know of  the other leaders suggests 
that they come from a lower-middle-class background. Like 
Sanjeev, they usually have a smattering of  education and were 
radicalized in college. Like other Communist movements, the 
Naxalite leadership is overwhelmingly male. No tribals are rep-
resented in the upper levels of the party hierarchy.

How influential is the Maoist movement in India? Once more, 
the estimates vary widely. The Home Ministry claims that one-
third of all districts in India, or about 150 in all, are recognized 
as “Naxalite affected.” But this, as the Home Minister himself  
recently admitted, is a considerable exaggeration. State govern-
ments have a vested interest in declaring districts Naxalite-
 affected, for it allows them to claim a subsidy from the center. 
Thus, an armed robbery or two is sometimes enough for a dis-
trict to be featured on the list. 

My guess is that about forty districts, spread across ten states 
and containing perhaps 80 million Indians, live in a liminal zone 
where the Indian state exercises uncertain control by day and no 
control by night. Some of  these districts are in the northeast, 

Through popular mobilization and intimi-
dation of of ficials, the rebels hope to expand 
their authority and create a ‘liberated zone.’
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THE NEW TIMES TAKEOVER IS GUTTING THE WEST COAST’S FINEST PROGRESSIVE PAPER.

End of an Era at the LA Weekly

I
t’s the other media takeover story in Los 
Angeles—not the Tribune Company buying 
the Los Angeles Times, cutting staff, losing 
hundreds of thousands of readers and firing 
an editor and publisher in the past two years 

but the little-known drama surrounding the 
city’s immensely successful alternative paper, 
the LA Weekly. When the Weekly was bought 
by New Times Media from Village Voice Media 
in 2005 for $400 million (along with five other 
alternative papers), a wave of  anxiety hit LA’s 
pro gressive politicos and journalists. The Weekly—a fat 200 
pages, circulation 208,000, largest of  any urban weekly in the 
West—has been a voice of the left for its nearly thirty-year his-
tory. It has been truly great among alternative weeklies, with 
news coverage and political writing that towered above its counter-
parts—including the Village Voice and the eleven metro weeklies 
owned by the Phoenix-based New Times chain. New Times execu-
tive editor Michael Lacey is often described as apolitical, but he 
has frequently declared disdain for liberals with causes. 

The changes at the LA Weekly in the past six months have 
been dramatic: virtually no more writing about the war in 
Iraq or other international or national news topics, no more 
endorsements of  candidates in elections and no more stories 
about the forces trying to make LA a more egalitarian and 
less polarized city. (Alert to readers: The Weekly has pub-
lished my work and also rejected submissions of  mine; it’s 
reviewed me, and I’ve re  viewed for it; I have friends who have 
worked there and friends who still do, including Marc Cooper, 

a Nation contributing editor.)
First, international coverage, including Iraq: 

The old LA Weekly engaged national and world 
issues every week, but the New Times strategy 
is relentlessly local. “That’s a huge change,” says 
Kevin Roderick, who writes the authoritative 
news and media-watch website LAObserved.
com. A web search in late May for “war in Iraq” 
in the LA Weekly news pages turns up a total of 
three pieces published in the past three months, 
out of more than a hundred articles. 

There was a time when the alt weeklies sent writers around 
the world: When Weekly staff  writer Marc Cooper was at the 
Voice in the 1980s and ’90s, it sent him to cover the Sandinistas’ 
Nicaragua, the invasion of  Panama, the first Gulf  War and 
Yeltsin’s Russia. At the Weekly all such reporting is gone. In 
its place the paper focuses on what Tim Rutten, media colum-
nist for the LA Times, calls “hyper-localism—it’s the prevail-
ing commercial wisdom regarding all newspapers.” But there’s 
plenty of  evidence that LA readers are as interested in what’s 
going on in Baghdad as in Beverly Hills. “This is the business 
model that failed in the alt-press model here in LA,” Rutten 
points out. “It was tried in its purest form in New Times LA”—
which Lacey published from 1996 to 2002—“and the Weekly ran 
them out of town. Now we’re going to try it again and see if  it 
works in a monopoly situation.”

The second big change: With the New Times takeover, the 
Weekly has stopped endorsing candidates. “That’s huge,” Roderick 
said. Endorsements had been a central focus since the paper’s 
founding. An astounding editorial effort went into interviewing 
candidates, and the paper devoted a whopping 7,500 words to 
endorsements in the June 2006 primary. Those endorsements 
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where the nighttime rulers are the Naga, Assamese and Manipuri 
rebels. The other districts are in the peninsula, where Naxalites 
have dug deep roots among low castes and tribals grievously 
shortchanged by the democratic system.

How, finally, might the Maoist insurgency be ended or at least 
contained? On the Maoist side this might take the shape of  a 
compact with bourgeois democracy, by participating in and per-
haps even winning elections. On the government side it might 
take the shape of  a sensitively conceived and sincerely imple-
mented plan to make tribals true partners in the development 
process: by assuring them the title on lands they cultivate, allow-
ing them the right to manage forests sustainably, giving them a 
solid stake in industrial or mining projects that come up where 
they live and that often cost them their homes. 

In truth, the one is as unlikely as the other. One cannot easily 
see the Maoists giving up on their commitment to armed struggle. 

Nor, given the way the Indian state actually functions, can one 
see it so radically reform itself  as to put the interests of a vul-
nerable minority, the tribals, ahead of those with more money 
and power. 

In the long run, perhaps, the Maoists might indeed make 
their peace with the Republic of  India, and the Republic come 
to treat its tribal citizens with dignity and honor. Whether this 
denouement will happen in my lifetime, I am not sure. In the 
forest regions of central and eastern India, years of struggle and 
strife lie ahead. Here in the jungles and hills they once called 
their own, the tribals find themselves harassed on one side by 
the state and on the other by the insurgents. Speaking in Hindi, 
a tribal in Bastar told me, “Hummé dono taraf sé dabav hain, aur 
hum beech mé pis gayé hain.” It sounds far tamer in Eng lish—
“Pressed and pierced from both sides, here we are, squeezed in 
the middle.” ■






