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Abstract 

While large-scale land reform may still be underway in many countries, other contexts 

have states responding to land claims through scattered land provision measures. This 

article puts forward ‘landfare’ as a lens to capture such measures and unpacks its features 

in one location. The article first explains this term, outlining its location in and departure 

from the land reform scholarship. It next shows how Kerala, India, widely cited in the 

scholarship for its twentieth-century land reform, addresses the land claims of its Adivasi 

citizens in the twenty-first century through landfare. Through an exploration of Adivasi 

land claims and an examination of state responses in Kerala, the article argues that 

landfare can work through four key modes—obfuscation, withholding available land, 

projectisation and welfare fix. Unlike the ‘land-to-the-tiller’ goals of twentieth-century 

land reform, twenty-first-century landfare can be aimed at extinguishing land struggles.  

ല ോകത്തിൽ പ യിടങ്ങളിലും വിസ്തൃതമോയ ഭൂപരിഷതകരണും ഇന്നും 

നടപ്പി ോക്കപ്പപ്പടുന്നപ്പെങ്കിലും മറ്റു പ യിടങ്ങളിലും ഭൂമിക്കു ലവെിയുള്ള അവകോശവോദങ്ങലളോടത 

ലേറ്റത പ്രതികരിക്കുന്നതത ചിതറിയ ഭൂമി വിതരണ പദ്ധതികൾ വഴിയോണത. ഇവപ്പയ മനസ്സി ോക്കോൻ 

ഈ ല ഖനും ' ോൻഡതപ്പെയർ' എന്ന ആശയും മുലന്നോട്ടുവയ്ക്കുകയുും ലകരളത്തിൽ ഇതിപ്പെ 

പ്രലതേകതകൾ എപ്പതോപ്പക്കപ്പയന്നത അലനേഷിക്കുകയുും പ്പചയ്യുന്ന. ഈ ആശയപ്പത്ത 

ഭൂപരിഷത കരണവുമോയി ബന്ധപ്പപ്പട്ട പഠനങ്ങളുപ്പട പ്പവളിച്ചത്തിൽ വിശദീകരിച്ചുപ്പകോെത ല ഖനും 

തുടങ്ങുന്ന. ഭൂപരിഷതകരണത്തിനത ലപരുലകട്ട ലകരളും ഇന്നത ആദിവോസ്ി ഭൂസ്മരങ്ങലളോടത 
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 ോൻഡതപ്പെയർ വഴി എങ്ങപ്പന പ്രതികരിക്കുന്ന എന്നത അലനേഷിച്ചുപ്പകോെത ല ഖനും തുടരുന്ന. 

ഭൂമിയുമോയി ബന്ധപ്പപ്പട്ട വിവരങ്ങളിൽ അവേക്തത പോ ിക്കുക, ലേറ്റത നിയന്ത്രണത്തിൽ വരോവുന്ന 

ഭൂമി ന തകോതിരിക്കുക, ഭൂമിവിതരണപ്പത്ത പദ്ധതിവതതക്കരിക്കുക, ലേമപദ്ധതികൾ പ്പകോെത 

പ്രശ്നപരിഹോരും കപ്പെത്തുക എന്നീ നോല രീതികളി ോണത  ോൻഡതപ്പെയർ ഇവിപ്പട പ്രധോനമോയുും 

പ്രവർത്തിക്കുന്നതത എന്നത കോണിക്കുന്ന. അടിസ്ഥോനവർഗത്തിനത ഭൂമി എന്ന ആശയത്തിൽ നിന്ന 

മോറി ഭൂസ്മരങ്ങപ്പള തടയോനുള്ള ഉപോധിയോയി  ോൻഡതപ്പെയർ പ്രവർത്തിക്കോും എന്നത ല ഖനും 

വോദിക്കുന്ന. 

Keywords: land, welfare, the state, land struggles, Kerala 

 

Introduction  

Land reform has waxed and waned in the attention received in the scholarship. Large-scale, 

state-led land reform may still be afoot in many countries, such as Zimbabwe, South Africa and 

Indonesia (Aliber and Cousins 2013; Li 2021; Moyo 2011; Scoones 2018), but in several other 

contexts, such reform has disappeared from political agendas. At the same time, under 

compulsion from land struggles, the latter states are forced to distribute land. Such measures 

are often scattered in time and space. This article brings these measures under one analytical 

framework called ‘landfare’ and examines their patterns and logic in a developing-country 

context—the Adivasi land struggles in the State of Kerala in India.1 By landfare, I mean the 

myriad, dispersed strategies that the welfare state uses to respond to land demands. Thus, 

landfare contrasts with comprehensive, radical land reform that aims at sweeping changes in 

land relations by shaking up the underlying power equations. The article contends that landfare 

may appear scattered, but it develops certain location-specific logic and technologies over time 

that govern the lives of target populations. The article illustrates how, in Kerala, this occurs in 

the form of the obfuscation of land data, the withholding of available land, the reduction of the 

land distribution agenda to projects, and the use of welfare programmes as substitutes for land 

redistribution. The article shows that these measures fail to provide people with substantive 

social and political control over land and can end up exacerbating landlessness.  

The article is located against the backdrop of the provocation by Bernstein (2006) in 

critical agrarian studies, wherein he argues that in most of the rural world the ‘classic agrarian 

questions of capital’ have been bypassed and the relevant agrarian question now is that of 

labour. The classic agrarian questions refer to how capital takes over the countryside, how 

agriculture produces surplus to drive economic growth, and how class differentiation unfolds 



3 
 

(see Akram-Lodhi and Kay 2010a; 2010b for an exhaustive review). Bernstein argues that in 

the current times when capital has taken over most parts of the world and agriculture is no 

longer expected to finance economic growth, the pending agrarian question is how the 

labouring classes string together a livelihood from scattered sources. One form in which this 

‘agrarian question of labour’ manifests is through land demands (ibid.). Land is seen by many 

as a solid entity that would provide a stable foundation for life. Land is not just a productive 

resource; it may also be history, memory, identity, sacrality and dignity. In the current times, 

the precariousness wrought by neoliberal growth paths has further strengthened land demands 

in many contexts. This scenario warrants an enquiry into how states respond to land demands—

a question that this article probes.  

The data for the article was collected as part of a larger ethnographic project that 

involved fieldwork over nine continuous months in 2017-18 and repeat visits in 2019, 2022, 

2023 and 2024. Fieldwork was done primarily in Wayanad, the district with the largest Adivasi 

population, and Kannur, the district where the Aralam resettlement site is situated (figure 1). 

The methods involved observation, interviews with landless Adivasi households, state officials 

and activists, and participation in the demonstrations of the social movement Adivasi Gothra 

Mahasabha. In Wayanad, interactions were done mainly with the Paniya, Adiya and 

Kattunaikka community members. Additional fieldwork in the Attappady block of Palakkad 

district involved interactions with the Muduga, Kurumba and Irula community members. I use 

the term ‘landless Adivasis’ here to refer to those communities belonging to the administrative 

category of Scheduled Tribes that lost free access to land and forests historically; I do not focus 

on the few communities that have held/owned land.2 Interactions with the bureaucrats of the 

Scheduled Tribe Development Department were done in Thiruvananthapuram (the State 

capital), Kalpetta and Sulthan Bathery in Wayanad, and Aralam. While I spoke to activists of 

many organisations representing the Adivasis, extended interactions were done with the 

Adivasi Gothra Mahasabha. Since this article focuses on state strategies, it specifically focuses 

on a critical reading of a range of policy documents, replies to Right to Information 

applications, archives of the Kerala Legislative Assembly, archives of the colonial Malabar 

administration and archives of the Malayalam newspaper Mathrubhumi. I use ethnographic 

material at crucial junctures to support these observations.  

The following sections examine landfare in Kerala. The next section explains the use 

of the term landfare, locating it in the extant scholarship on land politics. Following this, the 

article provides an overview of land distribution and welfare regimes in Kerala. The article 
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then examines Adivasi land struggles, noting the heterogeneity within these movements, and 

proceeds to explore the state’s landfare strategies by analysing key legislation and policy 

documents.  

Figure 1: Field sites in Kerala 

 
Source: Created by Aditya Sharma 

 

Unpacking landfare  

In this section, I lay out the utility of delineating an analytic of landfare. Understanding the 

varied state responses to land demands helps to parse measures that often get subsumed under 

the sweeping category of ‘land reform’. As Wolford (2007) instructively shows in the case of 

the Landless Workers Movement (MST) in Brazil, neoliberal ideas tend to seep into the logic 

of land reform, producing a variety of ways in which land is demanded and distributed. This 

creates a necessity to scrutinise mechanisms of land provision that are designed as quick-fix 

responses. Further, in the case of land reform, Li (2021) points out that while the twentieth-
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century reforms involved the landlord-tiller-state triad, the twenty-first-century reforms 

involve a more complex assemblage of actors, technologies, discourses and institutions that are 

made to cohere through iterations. The lens of landfare helps us understand what the 

assemblage looks like in contexts where comprehensive land reform is not actively pursued.  

Landfare also provides a useful path forward to take stock of the diverse effects of 

providing land. Scattered land distribution can be tracked in the literature as directed towards 

multifarious ends such as poverty alleviation, urban expansion and rehabilitation of the 

displaced, among others (see, e.g., Jayne et al. 2003; Maitra 2009; Neef, Touch, and 

Chiengthong 2013). This scholarship has carefully documented their failure to ensure 

sustainable livelihoods and human rights (see, e.g., Sangvai 1995). As Smyth et al. (2015) point 

out, many of these projects fail to ensure the inclusion of the most marginalised within the 

target group. Poor post-settlement support repeatedly comes up as a theme in this literature, 

whether in Latin America, South Asia or Sub-Saharan Africa (Asiama, Lengoiboni, and Van 

der Molen 2017; Shrestha and Conway 1985; H. M. Mathur 2013). 

 Borras and Franco (2010) assess land reform by classifying country-level experiments 

around the world into redistribution, distribution, non-distribution and reconcentration, 

representing a gradient from radical disruption in power relations to an increase in the land 

ownership of the land-rich. In contrast with this typology, landfare helps us analyse those 

contexts, such as Kerala’s, where the state manages specific ‘trouble-making’ populations by 

using a diverse mix of measures, which may simultaneously involve more than one of the above 

four types. For instance, Kerala has distributed to Adivasis parcels of land that the state has 

been willing to let go of while not distributing swathes of plantation land that is illegally held 

by corporations.  

   State-led provision of land, if we go by the logic of land reform, aims to provide a 

means of production as well as social justice (El Ghonemy 2009; Herring 1983). Further, as 

Goodwin (2017) demonstrates in the case of Ecuador, drawing on Polanyi (1944), land 

struggles by indigenous peoples can be seen as an effort to gain social and political control over 

land in light of increasing commodification. Commodification refers to the conversion of such 

elements as land and labour into goods governed by the market, although these were originally 

not meant for such a purpose. In the case of Kerala’s Adivasis, the immediate reason for their 

land struggles in the late 1980s was the increasing commodification of their labour. Adopting 

a lens of landfare allows us to see that the state’s response, in the form of dispersed land 
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provision projects, has been a far cry from providing social and political control over land. 

They at best allow survival. In this regard, landfare does the work of welfare. 

This brings us to a theoretical enquiry into welfare. As Marshall (1950) pointed out, the 

idea of ‘social rights’ developed along with capitalism. Welfare measures, as instruments to 

realise social rights, can be seen as having evolved along with capitalist markets. This article 

understands welfare as social transfers that subsidise the cost of reproduction of labour power 

and prepare the labourer for the sale of her labour the next day (Gough 1979). Welfare can also 

maintain the non-working population—a step that may be required for the fulfilment of 

ideological commitments or social harmony. However, it may not provide people with social 

and political control over resources, an aspiration that many land movements place before the 

state.  

When land is treated like a welfare programme—under landfare—it is reduced to a 

measure that merely subsidises the cost of reproduction of labour power. This may occur 

through land’s use as a dwelling ground and/or as a productive resource that partially supports 

the food requirements. This may resonate with the notion of ‘semi-proletarians’, wherein 

labourers are not fully extricated from their lands, thereby reducing the cost of reproducing 

labour power and serving capitalism. However, a closer scrutiny of these labourers’ position in 

contemporary economic relations presents a more complex picture. As Li (2009) points out, 

many of these labourers do not see the prospects of getting absorbed into formal sectors of 

capitalism for a long time; welfare here serves the crucial function of ‘making live’ these 

populations, rather than ‘letting them die’. Elsewhere, I have tracked the life of Adivasis after 

receiving plots from the state and show that the welfare fix approach to land provision barely 

manages to ‘make live’ the Adivasis (Sudheesh 2023b). Devoid of social and political control 

over land, recipient Adivasis fail to build a stable life, leading to the abandonment of these 

lands and a return to landlessness. 

The Kerala context 

Kerala has been cited widely in the literature as a fairly successful case of land reform, initiated 

by Communist parties in the 1970s (Franke 1992; Herring 1983; Ramakumar 2006). Coupled 

with a generous welfare regime, land reform has been argued to have resulted in high standards 

of living, in contrast with the other Indian States. These achievements are often discussed under 

the rubric of the ‘Kerala model’ (Drèze and Sen 1989; Jeffrey 1992; Veron 2001). The ‘model’ 

has produced a vast literature, ranging from celebration and condemnation to more measured 
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criticism (see, e.g. Parayil 2000; Tharamangalam 2006; Oommen 2010; 1993; Devika 2010; 

Steur 2014b; Raman 2010; Franke and Chasin 1992; Heller 1999; Herring 1980; George 1993; 

Kodoth 2001). Several works have already pointed out that Kerala’s land reform, though a 

better-implemented one in the Third World, focused on conferring permanent ownership to 

tenants and was less successful in its two other goals—redistribution of ceiling-surplus land 

and distribution of housing plots to landless labourers (Herring 1983; Scaria 2010; 

Radhakrishnan 1981). This article does not attempt a comprehensive review of this literature 

and instead focuses on the Adivasi experience.  

Adivasis constitute less than 1.5 per cent of Kerala’s population, raising the question of 

why their landlessness cannot be resolved sooner. Except for a few land-holding communities, 

other Adivasis have experienced loss of free access to land and forests or land alienation to 

settlers. Scholars have interpreted their landlessness as an outlier from the ‘Kerala model’ 

(Kurien 1995) or as the failure of the Communist parties to understand their specific 

experiences in a society shaped by intersecting class-caste-tribe hierarchies (Kjosavik and 

Shanmugaratnam 2015; Steur 2014a). Adivasis were ignored when one of the elements of the 

reform—that of distributing 10 cents (a cent is a hundredth of an acre) of dwelling ground to 

agricultural labourers—was not paid attention. Moreover, the large plantation sector was kept 

out of the purview of redistribution, citing its importance to the economy. Ever since the issue 

of land has been kept alive by the Adivasi (and Dalit) land struggles. Kerala’s landfare 

developed precisely in response to these struggles. 

The welfare state in Kerala boasts of spending two per cent of its annual budget on 

welfare programmes for Adivasis, higher than their share in the State’s population (GoK 2019). 

Despite this welfare generosity, landless Adivasis have presented cultivable land as their main 

demand. At least since the late 1980s, landless Adivasis have erupted in persistent land 

struggles, causing embarrassment to the two coalitions that have alternated in power in the 

State—the Left Democratic Front (LDF) led by the Communist Party of India (Marxist) or 

CPI(M) and the United Democratic Front (UDF) led by the Indian National Congress. This 

article focuses on the nature and tools of landfare as seen in state practices, and does not aim 

to explain why the two coalitions are reluctant to resolve the Adivasi land question. The latter 

would require a close examination of the changing political dynamics within the two leading 

parties that goes beyond the scope of this paper.  
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As Abrams (1988) notes, the state might be a difficult entity to locate and define, 

producing various ‘state ideas’ that different societies believe in differently. Scrutinising 

practices of the state, as Mitchell (1991) points out, can help us understand how the amorphous 

entity of the state comes together as a whole. I follow this line of argument in this article. 

Historically, the postcolonial state in Kerala evolved through the alternation in power of the 

two coalitions. Through its social development efforts and decentralisation of power, the state 

has become entrenched in the daily lives of the people here (Veron 2001; Williams et al. 2011) 

and posits itself as the main source of ‘egalitarianism’ (Devika 2013). Considering this, the 

present article brings together the work done by both coalitions while discussing the state. 

Adivasi land struggles 

This section provides a quick overview of Adivasi land movements in Kerala, drawing on 

previous scholarship as well as interviews with movement leaders. It is important to note here 

that neither the Adivasis nor the social movements representing them are a homogenous 

category.3 Recent scholarship has richly documented how the exclusions from Kerala’s 

development story have resulted in deep fissures in civil society and produced a heterogeneous 

array of social movements (Sreekumar and Parayil 2010; Satheesh 2020; 2021). This 

observation falls in line with what scholars have noted about social movements worldwide (see, 

e.g., Steinfort, Hendrikx, and Pijpers 2017; Lier and Stokke 2006). In the case of land demands 

by landless Adivasis, Kjosavik (2010) notes how specific community identities were 

foregrounded when the overarching Adivasi identity could not gain land.  

Nevertheless, the Adivasi Gothra Mahasabha (AGMS), one of the most prominent 

voices in this space, has sought to bring the landless Adivasi communities under that identity 

(Steur 2017). Even within the AGMS, as Steur points out, the vision of an autonomous Adivasi 

territory by the leaders clashes with the practical need for a productive resource. Several land 

struggles that I documented indicate that people see the two ends as more coinciding than 

clashing. In 2017, the AGMS split when C.K. Janu, founder-leader, allied with the National 

Democratic Alliance, led by the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).4 Mostly in 

response to the rise of Adivasi social movements, the mainstream political parties also 

consolidated their own Adivasi wings—the Adivasi Kshema Samithi of the CPI(M), the 

Adivasi Congress of the Congress party, and the newly energised State unit of the Scheduled 

Tribe Morcha of the BJP. 
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As Steur (2017) points out, ‘Adivasi’ turned into a political identity in Kerala around 

the land struggles that began to erupt in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Historically, Adivasi 

landlessness has largely been a product of the settlement of more affluent communities in 

Adivasi areas along the Western Ghats, the establishment of plantations and the closure of 

forests through the Indian Forest Act 1865 by British colonisers. The earliest Adivasi land 

uprising in the postcolonial period was led by the Naxals in the 1970s in Wayanad against the 

continuing bondage of landless Adivasis. After getting crushed, these rebellions slowly gave 

way to democratic, civil-society mobilisations. The AGMS rose in this space through a land 

struggle in 2001. The struggle concluded when the UDF government guaranteed the provision 

of land to all landless Adivasi households, the creation of livelihoods on the distributed land, 

and the inclusion of all Adivasi land in the Fifth Schedule of the Indian constitution.5 When the 

guarantees were not implemented, AGMS occupied a stretch of unused land in the Muthanga 

forests in Wayanad in January 2003. On 19 February that year, the UDF government ordered a 

violent police crackdown on the struggle, but the incident etched land as a strong demand of 

the landless Adivasis. Landlessness pushes the Adivasis to a complex web of expulsions from 

various livelihood sources, as I track elsewhere (Sudheesh 2023a).  

In 2014, Janu and her followers returned to the State capital and demanded the 

implementation of the 2001 agreement. After 162 days of Nilpusamaram (protest by standing 

up until demands were met), the UDF government came to a compromise again. The agreement 

stated that land would be distributed to all landless Adivasi households, the Forest Rights Act 

(FRA) would be implemented, and Adivasi settlements (locally called ‘colonies’, often with a 

pejorative connotation) would be declared as Fifth Schedule areas.6 This agreement too 

remained on paper. Land struggles continue to occur all over Kerala, led by several different 

groups, some including the Dalits, as exemplified by the Chengara struggle that began in 2007 

(led prominently by the Sadhujana Vimochana Samyuktha Vedi), the Arippa struggle that began 

in 2012 (led by the Adivasi Dalit Munnetta Samthi), the Thovarimala struggle of 2019 (people-

led, with the prominent presence of the Community Party of India (Marxist-Leninist) Red Star) 

and the Nilambur struggle of 2023 (people-led).  

 It is also important to see how landfare has impacted movement strategies. As Johnston 

(2012) notes in the case of denotified tribes in western India, social movements may tend to 

perform ‘accommodation politics’, wherein they attempt to serve as a link between the state 

and marginalised communities. Social movements like the AGMS do this by balancing their 

oppositional politics. However, as Borras (2019) notes, political pressures may force 
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movements to calibrate their demands to what is agreeable to the state. This has happened with 

many Adivasi social movements in Kerala, as seen in the shift in their agenda from the complete 

restoration of alienated lands to the acceptance of alternative plots of land after the passage of 

the Kerala Restriction on Transfer by and Restoration of Land to Scheduled Tribes Act 1999 

(explained below). 

Managing land claims  

The next few sections unpack the four principal features of landfare in Kerala—obfuscation, 

withholding of available land, projectisation and welfare fix—through an examination of the 

state’s legislative and policy responses to Adivasi land claims. 

Obfuscation 

In the case of Kerala’s landfare, the obfuscation of land-related data exists in stark contrast 

with the profuse detail the state provides on welfare. I got a microscopic picture of how this 

worked during my fieldwork in the Kannur district. I was in a Tribal Extension Office close to 

the Aralam land distribution project to seek the help of ‘tribal promoters’ to locate those Adivasi 

households that had abandoned the land they received in the project.7 The promoters were field-

level agents of the state, selected from among the Adivasis to take the state’s landfare and 

welfare measures to Adivasi colonies. The tribal extension officer had not come yet, so I struck 

up a conversation with the promoters. They were in a hurry. The officer was going to the State 

capital the next day to attend a meeting at the Directorate of Scheduled Tribe Development. 

The promoters had been asked to submit statistics on the colonies under them, including on 

landlessness. They had all been given tablets. There was panic. No one was sure how to collect 

the data in such a short interval. One of them remarked, “This job is a joke.” They expected a 

long night with the tablets, filling in numbers from memory. Reminiscent of lower-level 

bureaucrats perpetuating ‘structural violence’ through arbitrary decision-making (Gupta 2012), 

the promoters were about to exclude many a household from the listing.  

The Scheduled Tribe Development Ministers have been reporting varying figures on 

Adivasi landlessness in the State Legislative Assembly, indicating that obfuscation is a 

continuous affair. In 2008, a ‘socio-economic study’ of the Adivasis conducted by the state put 

the number of landless households at a low 5,158 (STDD, 2008). The number of landless 

Paniyas, the largest landless Adivasi community, was given as 1,689 households or a mere 

seven per cent of all Paniya households. The same report on another page noted that “10,517 
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landless families are yet to be allotted land” (ibid., p.168). This internal contradiction between 

the figures begins to show the problems with the state data. Further, it is not even clear whether 

the 2008 effort was a census or a sample survey, or as the vignette above shows, last-minute 

form filling by field-level workers of the state. Probably in the realisation that the figure of 

5,158 is absurdly low, ministers have been reporting figures of around 10,000 thereafter in the 

Legislative Assembly (KLA 2013; 2015; 2016; 2018a).  

The actual numbers are hard to determine. Using the Employment and Unemployment 

Survey 2011-12 of the National Sample Survey Organisation, Yadu (2015) estimates the 

number of landless Adivasi households in Kerala as 21.2% of all Adivasi households or close 

to 20,000 households. This sample survey was not disaggregated by specific Adivasi 

communities and hence did not ensure representation of various communities. If Paniyas, the 

largest landless community, were underrepresented in the sample, the survey results would be 

an underestimation. Moreover, households that have abandoned the land distributed to them 

because of uninhabitable conditions are not counted. This means that the state is working with 

questionable data on Adivasi landlessness.  

The obfuscation of data coexists with the elaborate paperwork that is produced on 

Adivasi affairs. As noted in the scholarship (N. Mathur 2015; Hull 2012), the obsession with 

paperwork sometimes comes to replace the actual development work by state agents. This was 

revealed to me during my visits to one of the zonal offices of the Integrated Tribal Development 

Plan (ITDP) in Wayanad district. This office took care of Adivasi welfare in one-third of the 

district. After allowing me to copy reams of data from the office, a clerk told me, “There is no 

real work going on here; land distribution stopped a while ago”. The office now focused on 

printing documents of the few land titles awarded here and there.  

The consequence of obfuscation is the intergenerational reproduction of landlessness. 

Several landless Adivasi households have been applying for land for over three generations. 

My respondents told me that if their land struggles did not receive media coverage and create 

a ruckus, their likelihood of getting into the pattaya melas (‘land title fairs’) that the state 

organised was slim. Kerala is dotted by several such minor land struggles. In one such struggle 

that I followed in Wayanad, the Paniyas had been living in a settlement on the fringes of a canal 

that flooded every year during the monsoon showers. The residents had appealed for land over 

generations but to no avail. When the colony was flooded in 2017, they occupied a patch of the 

state-owned forest land and started a struggle. As soon as they entered the forest, forest officials 
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and Members of the Legislative Assembly came down to strike a compromise. The Paniyas 

were offered alternative land several kilometres away, which they refused because the original 

(upper-caste) Syrian Christian owners had chopped and sold off the rubber trees for timber, 

leaving the Adivasis with land where they would take years to grow anything. They came back 

to live a life of landlessness. Landfare thus worked here only as a quick-fix solution of 

providing immediate and cheap land to calm down the land struggle. This is symptomatic of 

the Kerala state’s responses to Adivasi land struggles in general.  

Withholding available land 

The Paniyas in the settlement above had sat in land struggles for generations, showing that in 

the case of many households, land struggles have become a periodic life event. Ravi from the 

settlement above explained that they could not benefit from the several ‘farm experiments’ 

(elaborated on in the next section) that were initiated by the state; relatives who had gone over 

to these projects had to leave when the projects failed. Ravi’s settlement is not far from tea 

plantations held by the company Harrisson’s Malayalam in Thovarimala. When landlessness 

made survival difficult, the residents occupied this land in 2019, claiming that the land was 

available for distribution. In this sub-section, I probe what this claim means. Three instances 

of this scenario are elaborated below: non-distribution of forests classified as ‘vested’, non-

distribution of plantation lands, and non-declaration of Fifth Schedule areas. 

In 1971, the Kerala Private Forest (Vesting and Assignment) Act came into effect, 

‘vesting’ the state with the ownership of isolated forest patches that were either under private 

ownership or wastelands. The law further specified that these lands could be distributed to 

“agriculturalists, agricultural labourers and members of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled 

Tribes”. Following the 2001 struggle, the UDF government sought and received permission 

from the central government to distribute 19,000 acres of these forests to Adivasis. However, 

only 3,500 acres have been distributed so far. Of these, 2,200 acres belonged to the two ‘farm 

experiments’ of Sugandhagiri and Pookode that had already failed. This meant that only 1,300 

acres that were transferred for distribution were non-farm vested forests. 15,500 acres of land 

(more than what is required to provide an acre each to the official figure of 10,000 landless 

households) remain undistributed.  

Further, plantation lands remain undistributed. Plantations, mostly of tea, were set up 

in Kerala during the colonial times by private British companies on lands leased from princely 

states or the British administration. When the country became independent, these companies 
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ceased to exist under the Foreign Exchange Regulations Act 1947. Many of them transferred 

control of the plantations to private Indian companies. However, the lease periods of these 

plantations have currently expired and, therefore, the land belongs to the state by law. As many 

as nine different commissions set up by various governments in the State had indicated that the 

plantations must be taken over, including the Rajamanickam Commission constituted in 2013. 

The commission estimated that such land was equivalent to almost one-seventh of the non-

forest land currently in the state’s possession, totalling around 500,000 acres (for perspective, 

the total number of all Adivasi households in the State is only around 140,000).8 One of the 

major encroachers has been Harrisons Malayalam Limited, which squats on 73,000 acres of 

land (KLA 2017).9 Rather than implement the Rajamanickam Commission’s 

recommendations, the LDF government currently in power removed the head of the 

commission, after whom it was named, from the responsibility of taking over these lands.  

The non-distribution of the vested forests and the undermining of the process of taking 

over plantation lands amount to the withholding of available land. On many occasions, the 

governments have cited ‘land scarcity’ in the State as a reason for the slow progress in the 

provision of land (KLA 2019). However, the availability of 15,500 acres of vested forests and 

500,000 acres of plantation land exposes the weak foundations of the scarcity narrative.10   

Meanwhile, the agreement that the state government had reached with the protesters in 

2001 has still not been implemented in full. The government appointed one commission after 

another to study the possibilities of bringing the geographically scattered colonies and 

resettlement sites under the purview of the Fifth Schedule. The Fifth Schedule would facilitate 

the implementation of the Panchayat (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act 1998, thereby paving 

the way for the setting up of Adivasi village assemblies with extensive powers over 

development planning and resource use. The delays in implementing these provisions meant 

that a crucial opportunity for wiping out Adivasi landlessness was lost. The delay appears 

deliberate. The government of Kerala had told the Dhebar Commission of 1961 and the Bhuria 

Commission of 2004, both set up by the central government, that Fifth Schedule areas could 

be established. It further submitted a report in 2015 to the Indian President, identifying 2,445 

Adivasi settlements for the purpose. In 2017, the government reported in the Kerala Legislative 

Assembly that there was no clarity on the boundaries of these units (KLA 2018b). Setting up 

its commissions repeatedly to ‘study the possibilities’ of declaring Fifth Schedule areas has 

been an ingenious way found by the state to withhold available land. 
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For the Adivasis, the state’s withholding of available land means that the current 

provision of land at best serves as a palliative. Shantha, one of my Paniya respondents who had 

received land in the Aralam project, expressed her dismay thus: “Who knows where the 

government will dump us? It would have been better if no land was given.” Despite receiving 

an acre in Aralam, she continues to work as a daily wage labourer and lives in her old 

settlement, as she was not able to find wage work from the remote location that she was put in. 

She held on to the land initially as it provided a place to stay and look for work, but when this 

became increasingly difficult, she abandoned the land. I met several such respondents; half the 

3,000 households that received land in Aralam have abandoned their plots. Landfare thus 

merely subsidises the cost of reproduction of labour power by providing a place to stay at best 

and ends up reproducing landlessness at worst.  

Projectisation 

When compelled by social movements, the Kerala state has attempted to reduce the state-

enumerated figure of landless households to zero. This target-bound reduction of Adivasi 

landlessness through projects run with dedicated funds and functionaries but blind to power 

imbalances embedded therein is referred to as ‘projectisation’ here. It comes close to what Li 

(2007) calls ‘rendering technical’ the complex problems of development. Most of the projects 

are implemented through an elaborate bureaucracy, stretching from the State capital to the 

colonies. The Directorate of Scheduled Tribes Development at the top watches over 10 Tribal 

Development Offices and seven Integrated Tribal Development Plan offices spread across the 

State. These offices have their arms further spread out through 53 Tribal Extension Offices. 

Each extension office hires around 20 tribal promoters on two-year contracts. 

One of the earliest experiments for the resettlement of landless Adivasis was undertaken 

in Cheengeri, Wayanad, in 1957, soon after the formation of the State of Kerala. The State 

government, led by the undivided Communist Party of India, bought about 500 acres of land 

from the central government using funds under the heads of Scheduled Tribe development and 

set up a farm.11 The Cheengeri Tribal Project established thereafter brought in 100-odd landless 

Adivasi households, who would work as employees on the farm. Bureaucrats occupied 

administrative positions and were hardly interested in making the project work for the Adivasis. 

The farm started to make losses and salary payments got stalled. As a result, the resident 

households were forced to abandon the site and go back to live in the colonies they came from, 

outside the farm. Settlers from southern Kerala subsequently set up houses on these lands. In 
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1995, 250 landless Adivasi households occupied the farm. The movement was crushed by the 

police, then under a UDF government.  

The script of this ‘farm experiment’ was repeated over and over in other projects. Most 

of them ended up in failure due to bureaucratic mismanagement. In the 1970s, Wayanad saw 

the setting up of several farms that were to be run as cooperative societies and gave a share of 

the profits to rehabilitated households. The Sugandhagiri cardamom project (1976), the 

Pookode dairy project (the late 1970s), the Priyadarshini tea estate (1994) and many minor 

plantations were set up this way. The Sugandhagiri project, spread across 5,000 acres, stands 

as an illustration of the failure of such a project. The project came up by rehabilitating 750 

Adivasi households freed from bondage. By 1999, only 350 households remained on the project 

site as the enterprise ran on losses (Mathrubhumi 1999a). Finding livelihood became so 

difficult that an Adivasi resident died of starvation in 1992 (Mathrubhumi 1999b; 1999c).  

Besides the farm experiments, the second set of efforts undertaken to end Adivasi 

landlessness was through legislation. The Scheduled Tribes (Restriction of Transfer and 

Restoration of Alienated Lands) Act was passed in 1975 under the United Front government, 

which consisted of the Communist Party of India (CPI) and the Congress.12 The law stipulated 

the restoration of alienated land in full to the original Adivasi owner. The law further prohibited 

any transfer of land from an Adivasi to a non-Adivasi person after the commencement of the 

act (Bijoy and Raman 2003). The transferees were settlers from other parts of Kerala; they 

lobbied hard with the governments to do away with the law. In 1999, buckling under settler 

pressure, the LDF government repealed and replaced it with a new law—the Kerala Restriction 

on Transfer by and Restoration of Land to Scheduled Tribes Act. The new law changed the 

narrative of the Adivasi land question in the state from the restoration of alienated lands to the 

distribution of plots of 1-5 acres. It further legalised all land alienated below five acres, thereby 

letting a large number of Adivasis remain landless (Parmar 2018). The law was disputed in the 

Supreme Court, but the court upheld it in 2009 (State of Kerala and Another v. People’s Union 

for Civil Liberties 2009). 

The largest of the land distribution sites set up after the 2001 struggle was the Aralam 

farm, which was bought by the state government from the central government using funds 

meant for Adivasis. The script of the ‘farm experiment’ was repeated here but with a major 

tweak: of the 5,500 acres of Aralam, 2,500 acres were converted into a commercial farm in the 

form of a public limited company under the ownership of the Kerala government (and not a 
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cooperative society that would have included residents in the governance and shared profits 

with them). The rest of the land was distributed to Adivasis households—an acre each. Any 

commitment to provide sustained income to the resettled households was thus erased. Large-

scale land abandonments have been reported here and in 23 other sites of land distribution 

(Paravath 2015). 

Kerala was already experimenting with these landfare measures when the Forest Rights 

Act or FRA came into effect at the national level in 2006, after prolonged agitations by various 

Adivasi organisations. In the Kerala context, the documents distributed do not guarantee 

complete ownership over the land. The law recognises existing habitation in forestland and 

issues a ‘Record of Rights’. In Malayalam, this is called a kaivasharekha or ‘document of 

having in hand’ land, which, in practice, falls far short of the guarantees provided in the act. 

My reading of the Legislative Assembly archives showed that the accepted number of 

applications was subtracted from the government-enumerated figure of landless households 

(around 10,000) to show that landlessness was consistently coming down. Further, the latest 

data on the implementation of the FRA shows that the average size of land approved for 

distribution to households is 1.3 acres (MoTA 2019)—far less than the 9.9 acres that are 

allowed in the FRA but very much in line with the 1-5 acres stipulated in the 1999 Act (in 

practice, only one acre is ever given). This demonstrates how the FRA is being used to fulfil 

the requirements of the 1999 Act.  

 In 2013, the UDF government initiated the project titled Aashikkum Bhoomi 

Adivasikku Swantham (‘land desired by the Adivasis will be theirs’) that followed the market-

led willing-buyer-willing-seller model. It provided for Rs 1 million (roughly £10,000) per 

Adivasi household to purchase a minimum of 25 cents and a maximum of an acre. The burden 

of finding a willing seller was placed on the Adivasis. Seven hundred and seventy-seven 

households were given an average of 38 cents under this project (KLA 2018c). The project 

soon ran into controversies of mismanagement. The Public Accounts Standing Committee of 

the Legislative Assembly found discrepancies in the utilisation of funds by the project. Only 

39 per cent of the allotted Rs 1.75 billion (roughly £17.5 million) was spent. The LDF 

government that came to power in 2016 terminated this project and shifted the burden of 

finding land to the district collector, through a ‘land bank’ of identified plots, allotted to landless 

households through a lottery system. No land has been distributed under this scheme so far as 

per the latest data available (STDD 2018).  
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In sum, the projectisation of ending landlessness ends up reproducing landlessness by 

forcing households to abandon the land received. Far from granting substantive control over 

land that the land struggles demanded, these projects hardly helped the households get out of 

poverty, reminiscent of the failed projects that Ferguson (1990) captured in Lesotho. At best, 

they provide a dwelling ground and help sustain the Adivasi labourer from one day to another 

to work for wages. The voice of Rajeevan, one of the recipients of land in Aralam, is instructive 

in this regard: “This land just helps us be. We are not starving, that is it. But if I do not get 

coolie pani (wage labour) continuously for a few days, we do not know how we will survive. 

We are all in this situation.” The scattered land provision might help the Adivasis live, but it 

remains a far cry from the goal of providing them with a stable life. 

A further ethnographic vignette presents starkly the impact of the farm experiments 

cited above. On 22 February 2019, Madhu, a young man from the Kurumba Adivasi community 

in Attappady, was beaten to death by neighbours from more affluent communities on the 

allegation of stealing food from an eatery nearby. Madhu had been estranged from home and 

lived in the forest. While going door-to-door along with Adivasis activists to invite community 

members for a remembrance ceremony scheduled for a couple of days later, I noticed that the 

Kurumba settlements had been reduced to ghettoes, although they had received land. The 

government had pooled the land into a cooperative society in a typical farm experiment. The 

experiment failed to take off, reducing them to “tenants on their own land”, as many 

respondents noted. At the remembrance ceremony, Madhu’s mother demanded justice––not in 

terms of punishment for the perpetrators but in terms of distributing the land among the 

households. In addition to the failure of the farm experiments, this episode also brings out how 

landfare shapes the very nature of land demands: although the alienation of land from 

Kurumbas to settlers can be traced, the community is led to demand distribution of plots rather 

than the restoration of original lands lost. 

Welfare Fix 

When the landfare projects fail to take off, the state in Kerala has responded with what it does 

best—welfare—with an amplified effort of social transfers that go beyond the usual allocations. 

The aim is to entice the Adivasis to come back and take up the plots in resettlement sites and 

make the projects work. The case of Aralam illustrates this. During my fieldwork, I found 

rubber-sheeting machines waiting to be redistributed in the TRDM office, although most 

Adivasis who came there were uninterested in rubber work. A range of infrastructure projects 
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was sanctioned with the sponsorship of the National Bank for Agricultural and Rural 

Development, estimated at Rs 607.50 million (£6 million) (KLA 2018b). The sponsorship was 

to bring in new roads, bridges, training in farming techniques and women’s self-help groups. 

Food parcels also went far beyond the usual provision through fair-price shops—Aralam 

residents were given 15 kg of extra rice every month, along with sugar, lentils and kerosene. 

The primary health centre on the campus has also been beefed up with an ambulance service 

and palliative care.   

Here we begin to see how the state in Kerala uses the injection of welfare to keep land 

distribution sites like Aralam going, despite their shaky foundations. Currently, the Scheduled 

Tribes Development Department (STDD) is in charge of the welfare schemes, just as the 

landfare measures, and covers every stage of the lifecycle. Welfare programmes are taken to 

the settlements through tribal promoters. With one promoter for approximately every 115 

households, this is quite an extensive state machinery.13 

  There are projects for the colonies as well. The Ambedkar Settlement Scheme aims to 

renovate the colonies by providing amenities like water, housing, sanitation and roads. The 

Community Kitchen programme appoints the promoters to physically go to the allotted 

colonies and cook food for children, pregnant and breastfeeding women and the elderly. There 

are special packages to pump funds into schemes meant solely for the Paniyas, Adiyas and 

Kattunaikkas, three of the most marginalised Adivasi communities in Wayanad. The crux here 

is that the Adivasi settlements, which are products of historical landlessness and markers of the 

low position accorded to landless Adivasis in the intersecting caste-tribe hierarchy, have been 

turned into units of welfare governance and renovation, rather than targets of elimination 

through comprehensive land redistribution, and are kept alive and running through the welfare 

fix.  

The implications of the welfare fix for the land struggles are demonstrated by the 

Livelihood Inclusion and Financial Empowerment Programme Mission (LIFE Mission). The 

LDF government that came to power in 2016 brought out this mission-mode project for the 

entire State, aimed at providing housing to all landless-homeless in the state in five years (LIFE 

Mission 2016). Of the 8,060 households identified in the first phase of the project in Wayanad, 

6,430 were Adivasi households (Kerala Kaumudi 2019). When I visited Aralam, I found the 

promoters in a last-minute hurry to get the number of applications under the LIFE Mission 

right. A promoter confided in me: “They are simply rebuilding existing houses. These houses 
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were abandoned. We had to wade through tall grasses to find some of them!” The inhabitants 

of these plots/houses had abandoned the site unable to make a stable living possible in the 

distributed land. Houses were being rebuilt for no Adivasi households to live in them.  

In the case of the Adivasis, the welfare fix under the LIFE Mission does the work of 

erasing the demands for land by the landless households by giving houses, many in cramped 

apartment complexes, and thereby bringing them out of their communities. Critics of the 

mission point out that the flats built under the LIFE Mission were the new “colonies”: vertical 

ones, departing from the old horizontal ones (Dhanya 2019). Thus, welfare fix further brings 

out how the state’s response to Adivasi land claims in the form of accelerated welfare measures 

simply does the work of providing palliative in the wake of rising precariousness.  

Conclusion  

This article demonstrated the analytical utility of bringing the dispersed land provision 

measures used by states to land demands in contemporary times under the rubric of ‘landfare’. 

The article illustrated that distinct from comprehensive land reform, landfare helps us probe 

the technologies of state responses to land demands as well as their effects. In terms of the 

instruments used, the article showed in the case of Kerala that they work through the 

obfuscation of landlessness data, the withholding of available land, projectisation and welfare 

fix. In terms of the effects, this inquiry brought out how such measures either reduce land to a 

welfare programme that does the bare minimum task of allowing survival or entraps the 

Adivasis into a cycle of demanding land, receiving land, being forced to abandon the land, and 

struggling for land again. It also noted how landfare has the effect of shaping the demands of 

land movements, as seen in the instance of the shift from restoration to distribution of land in 

the case of Kerala’s land struggles. 

The case of landfare in Kerala has lessons with wider relevance. It shows how states 

can create a semblance of responding to land demands without requiring comprehensive land 

reform. It answers Bernstein’s original provocation to empirically determine how the agrarian 

questions of labour manifest on the ground: When the labouring classes struggle to survive, 

land demands become pronounced; for the state, landfare becomes the chosen mechanism of 

response. Such an inquiry helps us go beyond the apocalyptic images that have been presented 

to picture people being pushed out of capitalism having nowhere to go (Davis 2006): this article 

shows that land demands and state responses are both very much alive. As scholars have noted, 

agrarian transition is not a linear process everywhere, following the same pattern (Cowan 2018; 
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Hall 2012). Against this backdrop, the enquiry undertaken here brings nuance into the current 

discussions on re-imagining land reform, particularly in the wake of global debates on food 

sovereignty, just transition and affirmation of Indigenous land rights, and the intersection 

between these themes. Understanding that the welfare state can ostensibly present a picture of 

responsiveness to each of these ideals and yet surreptitiously reproduce landlessness is a lesson 

that deserves attention.  
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Endnotes 

 
1 The article uses ‘State’ to refer to the subnational entities of India and ‘the state’ to refer to the 

institutional and theoretical governing apparatus. Adivasis (literally, first inhabitants) are often referred 

to as the indigenous peoples of India. For the historical shaping of the Adivasi identity and its 

contentious relationship with the terms ‘tribe’ and ‘indigenous’, see Radhakrishna (2016). This paper 

uses ‘Adivasis’ in most places and ‘Scheduled Tribes’ to refer to the governmental category. 
2 The experiences of these communities can be extended to a fair extent to the other landless Adivasi 

communities. There are a handful of communities that own land to a fair extent. These communities are 

not considered in this study. In Wayanad, these are the Kurichyas and Kurumas who considered 

themselves to be higher in the hierarchy among Adivasis in the district. 
3 I am grateful to the anonymous reform for emphasising this point. 
4 Janu’s move was prompted by the continuous marginalisation she faced in the two major alliances and 

her conviction that she had to get into electoral politics to get land. My interactions were mainly with 

the other group. 
5 The Fifth Schedule is a section of the constitution that provides special safeguards, including village 

assemblies and extensive decision-making rights over land use and minerals. Kerala has never had any 

Fifth Schedule area. 
6The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 

commonly known as the Forest Rights Act, was passed by the Indian parliament in 2006 to provide user 

rights documents (known as Records of Rights) to Scheduled Tribes as well as some other communities 

that had lived in the forests for generations. The law grants ‘individual rights’ to households and 

‘community rights’ to communities. The latter includes the right to access forest resources and build 

infrastructure within the restrictions mentioned.  
7 The Tribal Extension Office is a local arm of the Scheduled Tribe Development Department of the 

Government of Kerala. The headquarters of the department is called the Directorate of Scheduled Tribe 

Development. See the section ‘Projectisation’ for an elaboration. 
8 The Revenue Department manages all non-forest state land. 
9 The company with colonial origins is currently owned by the R.P. Goenka Group, headquartered in 

Mumbai. 
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10 See Scoones et al. (2019) for a discussion of the scarcity narrative in global land deals. 
11 The Communist Party of India split in 1964 at the national level into the two parties, the Communist 

Party of India (CPI) and Communist Party of India (Marxist) or CPI(M). 
12 The CPI(M) was in the opposition at the time.  
13 The tribal promoters exist in addition to the elected members of the local governments. 
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