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Supervisor:  Kamran Asdar Ali 

 

This dissertation analyzes the cultural significance of land relations and caste/religious 

identity to understand political subjectivity in Punjab, Pakistan. The ethnography details 

the vicissitudes of a peasant land rights movement, Anjuman-e Mazarin Punjab (Punjab 

Tenants Association) that is struggling to retain land rights on vast agricultural farms 

controlled by the Pakistan army. The dissertation argues that land struggles should not 

only be understood in tropes of locality, but also as interconnected processes that attend 

to global and local changes in governance. To emphasize these connections, the 

dissertation gives a relational understanding of ‘politics of place’ that attends to a range 

of practices from the history of colonial infrastructure projects (the building of canals, 

roads and model villages) that transformed this agricultural frontier into the heart of 

British colonial administration. Similarly, the ethnographic chapters relate the history of 

‘place making’ to the present day uncertainty for small tenant sharecroppers who defied 

the Pakistan Army’s attempts to change land relations in the military farms. Within these 

parameters, this ethnographic study offers a “thick description” of Punjab Tenants 
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Association to analyze the internal shifts in loyalties and alignments during the course of 

the protest movement by looking at how caste, religious and/or class relations gain or 

lose significance in the process. My research seeks to counter the predominant 

understanding of Muslim political subjectivity, which privileges religious beliefs over 

social practices and regional identity. Another aspect of my work elucidates the symbolic 

exchange between the infrastructural project of irrigation, railway construction and 

regional modernity in central Punjab. The network of canals, roads and railways 

transformed the semi-arid region of Indus Plains and created a unique relationship 

between the state and rural society in central Punjab. However, this close relationship 

between rural Punjab and state administration is not void of conflict but rather it indicates 

a complex sense of attachment and alienation, inclusion and exclusion from the state.  
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Introduction 

 On a hot day in June 2000 in Okara, Punjab, peasant farmers witnessed a well-

rehearsed rite of political authority performed in the Okara military farms (OMF) 

headquarters. The military farms’ management had summoned them from the twenty-two 

villages in Okara district under OMF authority to announce changes in the land tenure 

system.1 The declaration came after a year of whirling rumors in the villages, as there 

was mounting concern about the fate of the land. New forms of calculation were coming 

into play and the shift in agrarian economy was palpable in these uncertain times. 

Pakistan was transitioning from a decade of liberal parliamentary government to military 

led rule after the coup d’etat that brought General Pervez Musharraf to power on October 

12, 1999.2 New governmental tropes of ‘accountability,’ ‘security,’ and ‘development’ 

were imminent, as the military regime struggled to position itself as the “single viable 

institution in Pakistan.” On this day, the writ of the new regime was taking hold in a 

semi-rural locale in Okara district (350 Km south west of Islamabad) where the military’s 

commercial farm operation had come under scrutiny after years of declining revenue.  

 An anxious crowd of peasant farmers had gathered in the compound of the OMF 

headquarters to hear the findings of a year long investigation into the military’s 

agricultural operations headed by Army’s Remount and Veterinary Corps.3 A heated 

debate ensued among the farmers as they waited for the announcement to be made; some 

argued that the ‘jarnails’ (common Urdu pronunciation of ‘General’ quite often 

verbalized with a dose of derision) were about to sell the land to Lever Brothers, Inc. 
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Others suggested that General Musharraf wanted to make his name by taking action 

against corrupt local administrators. General Major Qamarul Zaman Chatha, a military 

officer with extensive experience in Pakistan Army’s corporate and commercial interests, 

headed the review of the military farms’ operations. The dais was already crowded with 

district level bureaucrats, dignitaries and the local police superintendent by the time 

General Chatha made his way to announce the result of the investigation and the 

subsequent reforms.  

  To everyone’s surprise Gen. Chatha acknowledged that the farms were rife with 

corruption and that farm managers had been stealing harvest revenue from the peasant 

farmers for years. This was the first time any official had recognized what the peasant 

farmers had complained about all along, and it reflected the new mode of governance that 

was being championed by Gen. Musharraf’s regime. After stating his initial findings, 

Gen. Chatha announced the implementation of a new land tenure system that would 

replace the preexisting system of batai (sharecropping, rent in kind) with a new, cash-

based system of land tenure. The new tenure system was designed to “end the culture of 

corruption (baimani)” and poverty in these farms. He announced that the new land tenure 

system was the first step in the impending programs of development involving ‘model 

villages,’ clinics and schools. This was a unilateral decision made by the military and the 

new lease system was scheduled to start at the end of the month.  

 Initially, the reform program got a very mixed response from the farmers. Better 

off farmers like Farid Daula (a prominent elder and a well to do farmer from village 

45/3R) were at first supportive of the plan. As he put it, “We were happy (to hear the end 
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of sharecropping) because there has been so much oppression (zulm) here and we were 

finally going to be free of this servitude (ghulami).” The existing batai (sharecropping) 

tenure system was widely disliked. According to this system the tenant farmers had to 

surrender half of their harvest to village administrators. Moreover, the sharecropping 

system left the tenant farmers susceptible to encroachment or rent seeking. The farm 

managers (‘chak in-charge’) routinely stole from the farmers’ harvests and intimidated 

the peasants with fines. However, other less well to do farmers like Ghulam Rasool were 

worried that the new cash-based land tenure system would lead to eviction if they failed 

to pay cash rents on time. The old tenure (batai or sharecropping) system guaranteed 

usufruct (permanent land use rights) to tenant farmers even if it proved to be exploitive. 

Ghulam Rasool recalls that evening when he was sitting anxiously watching the 

proceedings, waiting for his village 12/4L to be called:  

They started calling out the contract amounts for each chak. No one was saying 
anything. They called on chak 3 and they told them that they would have to pay 
Rupees 6000 for theka (contract lease). They agreed… then it was our turn. “Chak 
12,” they said, “you will have to pay Rs 6000.” I was sitting far in the back. I got 
up and said this is not acceptable. Some of our land is brackish, we have little or 
no water, and we have no tube well. You want Rs 6000? We don’t have water, no 
tube well. Major Tahir said that I would have to get the money. I said no. They 
said you would, I said no. … (Ghulam Rasool, Interview) 

 

 Despite Ghulam Rasool’s reservations a majority of peasant farmers reached a 

tentative agreement to accede to the new contract-based land tenure system. But within 

weeks a majority of the peasants became increasingly suspicious about the military’s 

motivations. As Ashraf, a tenant farmer from chak 45 recalls,  
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People told us later, “Don’t take the lease system because they will push you out. 
They want to steal your land.” In 10-15 days it became clear that people would 
not take the lease system.  It was announced that 25 muraba (a muraba is 
equivalent to 5 acres) from each chak would be turned over to a military dairy 
operation adjacent to any village on military farms, and then they razed several 
homes next to the military cantonment. (Ashraf Ali, Interview)  
 

 All of these events raised the farmers’ suspicions about the Army’s intentions 

behind the change in land tenure laws. As Farid Daula, the respected elder in chak 45 

who was originally in favor of the new lease system explained, 

General Chatha was trying to con us. (The Army) had been asking local district 
officers about how they could evict us, and they were told to change our status 
from mazaras into cash tenants… We were getting the news from the district 
office, the patwaris, and the lawyers were telling us that we shouldn’t take this 
lease because they want to displace us. They told us not to take the lease system. 
They will displace you. They wanted to move us out to make and sell plots. We 
don’t want this lease system. We would rather give batai (sharecrop). (Farid 
Daula, Interview) 
 

 After some deliberation, the farmers came together in their refusal to sign on to 

the contract system. The tenant farmers contacted the Punjab Board of Revenue to find 

out the official status of this land. Further correspondence between the tenant farmers and 

the Punjab Board of Revenue confirmed the peasant farmers’ longstanding doubts about 

the military’s claim to this land. As it turned out the land did not belong to the military 

but to the state of Punjab. Technically, the military’s lease had expired in 1938 and the 

last payment received for these farms was in 1942. Moreover, since the inception of these 

farms in 1913, the military farms administration only showed revenues for hay and feed 

grasses for its dairy operations. There were no records available for billions of tons of 

wheat, sugarcane, corn and cotton that had been extracted from the residents of the 
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villages in the military farms. Alarmed by this new finding the peasant farmers decided to 

organize themselves as a group, the Anjuman-e Mazarin Punjab (AMP, Punjab Tenants 

Association), to collectively struggle for their right to maintain their land rights status. 

The preceding account foregrounds a critical event within the politics of a place 

that is enmeshed in a violent conflict between peasant farmers and the Pakistani military 

over land (Aretxaga 1997, Das 1995). The critical-ness of the event lies in its potential to 

rupture pre-existing modes of apprehension with something new and ineffable. Begona 

Aretxaga deployed the concept of the critical event in her study of the ordinary ways in 

which the larger sectarian conflict in Northern Ireland seeps into everyday life in a 

particular place. Veena Das’ notion of critical events is those events that become serial 

and successive metaphors that move from a locality to the national stage and thus become 

imbricated in the fabric of national narrative. There is some resonance between the idea 

of critical events and the general notion of crisis; i.e., the crisis posed by events like a 

popular peasant movement in the heartland of Pakistani nationalism that becomes an 

agonistic allegory positioning the folkloric national subject, the Punjabi peasants, against 

the Army, the overarching institution whose shadow looms over economic and political 

life in Pakistan.   

Politics of Place 

Nestled in the fertile plains of central Punjab, the military farms in Okara, Pirowal 

and 16 other sites in Punjab are the base of a peasant movement that is struggling to 

retain rights over 70,000 acres of prime agricultural land from the Pakistani military. In 

this dissertation, I analyze the rise of the Punjab Tenants Association (Anjuman-e 
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Mazarin Punjab, hereon, AMP) movement as a nodal point to study the material and 

symbolic production of rural landscapes and livelihoods in Pakistan.  The contours of the 

Okara peasant struggle are shaped by the history of colonial irrigation, land settlement, 

and postcolonial governance. Following the lead of Donald Moore’s notion of ‘emplaced’ 

ethnography of land rights struggle in Zimbabwe (Moore 2005), I set out to carry out a 

critical genealogy of the different modes of power, subjection and territory involved in 

the former canal colonies. In the end I ended up with an eclectic approach that combines 

historical and ethnographic attention to the movement as well as the politics of irrigation, 

and the sense of community in social movements that has to contend with various forces 

like NGOs, activist allies and existing prejudices.  

 For the last ten years the most formidable state institution in Pakistan has not been 

able to collect rent (in cash or in kind) from its tenant farmers on its vast farming estates 

in central Punjab. During this time the state launched two paramilitary operations to 

intimidate the tenant farmers to accept the new land tenure system. These two successive 

campaigns failed due to popular outcry and international pressure from human rights 

organization.  During this time I became interested in how this peasant movement was 

able to successfully resist changes in land relations authorized by the most dominant state 

institution in Pakistan, when so many other rural struggles in other parts of Pakistan have 

failed.  

 The rise of Anjuman-e Mazarin Punjab clashes strikingly with scholarly and 

popular expectations about the place.  Rather than being associated with dissent, central 

Punjab is known for prosperity and proximity to state institutions. The dynamic rural 
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economy in this region is based on small land holdings and intensive commercial 

agriculture made possible by good irrigation and road-rail links that connect most villages 

to market towns. Initially, I started by examining the disjuncture between popular 

expectations of this place and the spontaneous protests to ask basic questions about the 

meaning of these protests, what they might say about this place, and its history: Why is 

the Pakistan Military that dismissed an elected government in 1999, unable to suppress it 

own tenant sharecroppers? Why do the tenant farmers risk their lives and continue to 

fight for lands which they don't formally own and where they've lived in poverty as 

sharecroppers?  

 My research was geared toward gaining ethnographic understanding of this 

unexpected movement based on the point of view of those whose lives were deeply 

entwined with it. I sought to develop an approach to this land rights movement that would 

allow me to develop a dynamic understanding of the history of this place neither as “an 

accomplished fact" nor a "formless tendency" but rather as "an occupied space of 

contingency and desire” as illustrated by the seemingly spontaneous words and actions of 

the tenants movement. (Stewart 1996). I use the term “politics of place’ to refer to the 

sense of place that emerges out a set of interactions, exchanges, and protests that have left 

indelible mark on the region as it has been inhabited. In this work I relate historical, 

cultural and environmental stories that revealed themselves to me as I followed the tracks 

of Punjab Tenants Association and its prehistory to understand the wider meaning of land 

rights in the region. These chapters give multiple perspectives on political ecology, 
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regional modernity, and colonial technology in forging land relations in contemporary 

Pakistan. 

 The rise of AMP initiated a moment of intense political mobilization aided by 

new technologies like mobile phones and cable news media that helped to quickly spread 

the word about the movement. I did my fieldwork in two spells, first in the Okara military 

farms in 2004 where the movement began and where the tenants gained control over the 

land, and then for a more extensive period in 2007. During this time the signification of 

‘Okara’ proliferated from a place to an event, from an event to a metaphor, and lastly, to 

a struggle that has been sidelined by the deepening set of crises and fallout from the war 

on terror that has engulfed Pakistan. At its peak the dense assemblage of press reports, 

press releases, human rights reports and government briefings depicted multiple and 

contradictory images of this movement. For leftists and most liberals the Okara farmers 

movement was a popular peasant struggle against the increasingly commercially oriented 

rule of the military, while for those who were aligned with the state the Okara farmers 

movement was an incitement of otherwise naive peasants who were being used and 

misled by externally funded NGOs, self-promoting activists and outsiders. 

 The success and resilience of AMP can be attributed to the movement’s location 

in the heart of Punjab, Pakistan's agrarian heartland, which makes it difficult for the 

military to brand the tenant farmers as outsiders, foreign agents or terrorist sympathizers. 

Yet there is more to this question, especially in the farmer’s articulation of a provisional 

re-signification of mazarin (tenant sharecropper) as a class-based identity that brought 

together tenant farmers across caste and religious differences. At times AMP leaders 
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talked expansively about Mazarin identity as something larger, as a state of non-

ownership, or vulnerability that did not only explain their own conditions but could be 

applied to all laborers even to non-commissioned soldiers who obeyed orders and 

required to do menial tasks for the military officers (some AMP leaders like Farid Daula 

had first-hand experience of the Army having served as havildar).  

Officially the Pakistani establishment viewed the unrest in military farms as a law 

and order issue. Army Brigadier Ahsan Tiwana replied in 2003 to press reports about 

harsh military’s tactics by stating that 

There is no question that we have asked them to do anything forcibly. But we 
cannot accept creation of a law-and-order situation…  If they want property 
rights, they can go to the parliament or the courts… But this is not acceptable that 
men and women, armed with clubs and sticks, gather against the authorities. 
(Tiwana quoted by IRIN 2003) 

  

 Brigadier Ahsan Tiwana’s and Major General Chatha’s careers reflect the 

anxieties felt by the tenant farmers about the Army’s intentions behind the change in land 

relations. Brigadier Tiwana is a scion of a large land owning family who retired from 

service soon after he served as the Army’s spokesperson against Punjab Tenant’s 

Association in 2002. In 2003 he was appointed as the Managing Director of the land 

reclamation development project called the Cholistan Development Authority. A large 

section of Cholistan desert had been irrigated in 2002 with the opening of the Abbasia 

link canal that diverted water from farmland in Sadiqabad and Rahim Yar Khan for 

massive land reclamation projects in the southwest corner of Bahawalpur district. Major 

Chatha who presided over the investigation in the military farms operations has retired 
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from Pakistani Army to take up the CEO position of Pakistani’s Army fertilizer company 

‘Fauji Fertilizer Bin Qasim Limited,’ the profitable company that makes uranium 

enriched DAP urea that supplements the standard nitrogen fertilizer.  

 The Army’s ranking officers were not alone in dismissing the peasant protests, 

Nazim Syed Sajjad Haider, the top elected civilian administrator in Okara district and a 

large landlord, had this to say about the Punjab Tenant’s Association: 

It is a totally ridiculous and malicious agitation inspired by certain frustrated 
political elements, some NGOs and human rights groups. I will not transfer 
proprietary rights to these people, even if the army succumbs to their pressure.  
The whole edifice will crumble if the provincial government gives the land to 
these people. That's why it will not succeed. (IRIN 2003) 

  

 Most sympathetic narrations of the Okara farmers’ movement refer to it as a 

spontaneous and organic movement. Yet there is little written about the prehistory of this 

event. In ch 3, I offer some brief background on how the mobilization unfolded. The 

movement’s success has to a lot to do with its location in the heartland of Pakistan, its 

remarkable ability to make connections with civil society activists, NGOs and human 

rights activists among whom the movement became a cause celebre for a brief moment.  

The Pakistani state for its part paints the peasants as manipulated and gullible, or at other 

times as cold and calculating criminals. Classic historiographical representations of the 

‘peasant’ were invoked to assign the tenant farmers of Okara a very static non-reflexive 

subjectivity. Here, the ‘peasant’ occupies a naive, pre-political feudal consciousness 

where s/he is directed and manipulated but never self-consciously acts. 
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 Since its heyday in 2004, the movement has faded out from the national stage. 

What was once a hopeful coalition of peasants across caste, class and religious 

backgrounds has faltered as the tenant farmers remained locked in a tense standoff with 

the Army in military farms all over Punjab. The aim of my research was to get to the 

ordinary sense of place and experience of people in these villages. My questions had to 

do with the story that was being left out of the reports, such as the history of mobilization 

in these farms and the kind of changes that brought about the rise of this farmers’ 

movement. Lastly, I wanted to see how different communities varying across caste and 

religion (majority Muslim and high percentage of Christians) overcame internal 

differences to organize around their material interests.   

 During fieldwork I came to realize that some of my preliminary inquiries about 

the movement betrayed my own sense of politics based as it is on certain rational 

presumptions of means and ends, whereas my informants and friends relayed to me that 

they had organized because they “had no other choice” and their movement had 

succeeded due to the will of Allah and the moral justness of their cause.4 Zafar Ali, the 

outspoken AMP leader from chak 45, summed up this rationale: “We knew that as soon 

as we accept this contract system we will be thrown out of these lands. We can accept 

death but we don’t accept this contract system” (interview). Losing rights over this land 

meant eviction and destitution to the tenant farmers. Many of my informants cited 

examples of the indigent poor in Karachi to illustrate what life would be like for them if 

they lost their rights over these lands. They argued that in contrast to the extreme poverty 

in the cities, even the poorest group in their village (like the scheduled caste communities 
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referred to as kammis) had a marla (a small plot) where they could grow enough food to 

survive, whereas being destitute in the city meant having no place to sleep and no land to 

grow food. The tenant farmers saw the new contract system as a threat to their 

subsistence and food security.5  

In the past 15 years the living conditions for small farmers and the poor have 

deteriorated in Pakistan.6 In Okara, the wealth disparity between the peasant farmers in 

the military farms and the neighboring self-cultivating villages has increased. As Zafar 

Ali remarked on the declining living conditions for the peasant farmers in the military 

farms, “For us Pakistan was never created, we are still living the same way as our 

ancestors under the British. We never achieved any independence. Instead we have been 

living in ghulami (servitude)… are we outsiders that they treat us this way? After all we 

are Pakistanis too” (interview). Zafar’s ambivalent feelings about Pakistan are marked by 

estrangement and desire. His statement questions the very existence of Pakistan, while at 

the same time he expresses a wish for such recognition (or perhaps desire for such an idea 

of Pakistan based upon inclusion, better economic social justice or land rights). Here the 

idea of nation (Pakistanis) is posed against the state (Pakistan). Thus, the AMP conflict 

has highlighted the precarious link between nation and state in Pakistan. As some of my 

informant friends admitted, their attachments to Pakistan have become frailer as the state 

has shifted from what they once considered a benevolent institution (ma-bap--or 

benevolent protector--as some put it) to a compromised state, a state that is a facilitator 

for international corporations and ‘American’ policies (interviews). As Murad, a 

dedicated village-level leader of AMP who had recently returned from jail after serving 3 
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months for participating in the tenants’ movement expressed his growing disillusionment 

with ‘Pakistan’ as nation and state (interview): 

I think there is no such thing as Pakistan, there are no Muslims, and everyone is 
Muslim in name only, not in the Musalmani way. I have always seen that these 
rich people always say, “Don’t give anything or help the poor people.” A Muslim 
is one who is sensitive (ehsas) to everyone else. In olden days kings would think 
about the poor, they didn't bother the poor, they helped them. (Today) these police 
officers, what do they do? I was just in the jail and all the jail officers used to ask 
the prisoners who didn’t get any visitors, “Why didn’t someone (relatives) come 
to visit you. Why don’t you ask them to come here, talk to them about giving us 
some money, if they give us some then you can make your life easy for 
yourselves and get out of here?” What is this? 
 

 These remarks come up regularly in conversations about the state of things in the 

village, such as the rising cost of living, the decreasing returns from agriculture and the 

‘jarnails´’ greed for the land. These comments illustrate something different from what 

Benedict Anderson defines as an “imaginary community living in empty homogenous 

time” (Anderson 1991). Instead, here we see clashing ideas of nation, identity and even 

temporality signified by ‘Pakistan.’ In this dissertation I will elaborate on the question, 

how does political identity coalesce around different poles of ‘legitimation’?  By giving 

closer attention to the cultural politics of this locality I will illustrate how ‘Pakistan’ (as 

‘nation’ and as ‘state,’or as an idea and as a ‘thing’) becomes “imaginable and effective” 

in this marginal locality. Looking at ‘citizenship’ with ethnographic detail can deflate the 

‘universalizing’ force of such categories (citizenship, peasantry, nation-state) and 

potentially offer a more contextual understanding of political life as it is experienced in 

the midst of repressive and productive forms of power. The experiences and memories of 

landless farmers are the base for my larger discussion on the various ways in which the 
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state is experienced in the Pakistani countryside. The following sections go back and 

forth in time to track the ways in which questions of land, sovereignty and politics 

become meaningful in this locale. By tracing the history of the Okara farmers’ struggle, I 

historicize and analyze the ways in which specific territory and populations become 

legible to governmental technologies of rule (Stepputat 2001:308; Scott 1998; Trouillot 

2001).  

The Political Theology of Property  

 The Punjab remained distant from the British colonial expansion for almost a 

hundred years after the East India Company established control of Bengal in 1757. The 

first fleets of British merchant ships flying the Union Jack were sailing into the ports of 

Surat, Madras and Chittagong at the same time as the last land enclosures were taking 

place in England.  The profits of colonial trade and the dramatic decline of central 

Mughal authority and successive regional kingdoms resulted in the ever-widening 

expansion of company rule. During this period (between 1757 and the 1849 annexation of 

Punjab) the East India Company gradually spread its authority further inland.  

 The ebb and flow of merchant trade hardened into the legal administration of land 

and population. Up until this point the territorial polities of the Mughal Empire were less 

invested in the idea of linking abstract space (territory) with particular people or in fixing 

the movement of populations; rather, these polities were grounded in the idea of the 

moral community or moral city embodied in the shrines of saints, regional sovereigns and 

ultimately the symbolism of the Mughal court.7  As scholars of national territoriality have 

argued, modern nation-states are not just imagined into existence, but actively produced 
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through sovereign discipline and prescriptions of Statistics, History, Economy and 

Geography (Lefebvre 1994; Winichakul 2003; Goswami and Craib 2004).  The East 

India Company adapted Mughal bureaucracy, administrative records and nomenclature 

from record manuals like Abul Fazl’s detailed document recording the administration of 

Mughal emperor Ain-e Akbari (1591) in creating new rules for property.  

However, the nature of private property is the central point of departure for 

modern liberal states where ties to land and the environment were no longer imbued with 

divine sovereign right and as private possession became a hallowed right that justified the 

force of law. Thomas Hobbes and John Locke reworked the definition of property in 

16th-17th century England, theorizing a new set of relations between the state and the 

citizen where the possession of property gave the abstract citizen-subject a set of 

inalienable rights. In short time the emerging English folklore about the "true nature" of 

property became a universal dogma. Like all origin fables, this one takes place 

somewhere outside of history in the misty “state of nature” where “man” falls from the 

utopia of absolute abundance to a situation of scarcity where wealth is generated by those 

who diligently mix their labor with nature to create private property (whereas those who 

are lazy remain poor and landless).8   Eventually these industrious men of property 

abdicate certain natural rights to join a political community; the sovereign comes in as the 

protector and governor of those resources presumably from those who remain property-

less.9 According to Marx, primitive accumulation plays in Political Economy about the 

same part as original sin in theology in the liberal story about the origins of property in a 

state of nature,  (Marx 1867: 667).   
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Throughout 19th century there was great confusion among English bureaucrats 

and economists about the nature of property in India. However, it was an imperative for 

the East India Company to identify a rule for property to establish an administrative 

footing and to extract maximum land revenue. Baden-Powell recognized that British 

notions of private property did not correspond to the ideas of property in India.  

As Baden-Powell observed at the end of the 19th century in his survey of the 
history of British land policy, the colonial use of the term "proprietary right," 
which did not "occur in textbooks on English law or jurisprudence," itself grew 
out of a realization that unfettered "private" property rights were not often 
recognized in pre-British practice in India and that Indian states had rarely looked 
to single individuals as holders of the entire "'bundle of rights' (which in the 
aggregate make up an absolute or complete estate)." (Baden-Powell cited by 
Gilmartin 2003: ) 

 
  The various administrative reports and cartographic surveys were seen as the best 

way to overcome these inscrutable land relations and to better understand Indian 

society.10 As the Punjab financial commissioner put it in the introduction to the first land 

settlement of Punjab in 1861, “The annual papers are meant to be a photograph of the 

actual state of the community” (Government of Punjab 1861, cited by Saumerz 1985). 

Bureaucratic as these documents are, these reports, records and maps created their own 

morphology of districts and villages in the Indus Plains where only scant homesteads 

existed. District level manuals were written in such a way as to turn incidents and 

accidents of history into teleology and arrest native categories into containers in which 

each member of the community must fit. Hence we have the making of the Punjab as a 

stage, visually perceptible, historically unilinear and sociologically classified. More than 
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simple representations, these reports were important means of assessing and extracting 

revenue by fixing the tax liability of the colonial subjects for their own development.  

A simple stroke of the pen transformed the fortunes of an entire community of 

cultivators; some became landlords and overlords over other tenants while others saw 

their rights disappear. As David Gilmartin has shown, the new rule for property reshaped 

the relations of production where the control over ownership and the distributions of 

risks, liabilities and profits was stripped from a complex bundle of rights tied to local 

communities and attached private possession regulated by the state (Gilmartin 

Unpublished: pp3).  These contracts that started out between the government and the 

payment of revenue and the management of a village's internal economy, gradually 

became part of an elaborate structure of statutory law (Saumerz 1985). 

According to liberal theorists, the state's job was merely to defend these rights 

(both negative and positive) derived from the state of nature. However, despite the 

sweeping narrative going back to the state of nature, the actual history of colonialism and 

slavery raises discomfiting questions about the protection of land rights in liberal theory. 

Yet this is where we see a normative distinction in liberal thought that distinguishes 

between possession and ownership, property and propriety, freedom and un-freedom. The 

expansion of English property laws had to confront other modes of experience, beliefs, 

environments and land relations that inhibited or facilitated the contours of what can 

become property. In Locke’s writings we see a particular understanding about culture 

over nature that facilitates the way in which land can be appropriated from those who are 

perceived to be in the state of nature. Locke argues that even if God gave the earth to man 
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in common, “it cannot be supposed that he meant it should always remain common and 

uncultivated” (Locke 1980 [1690]: section 34 cited by Blomley 2002: 561). Conversely, 

land that is not enclosed and productively used is termed waste (ibid: 561). The 

separation of ‘culture’ from ‘nature’ sustains the idea that all value comes from human-

directed labor and that there is no such thing as value stemming from nature. Those who 

are unable to separate subject from object, persons from things, culture from nature, or 

communal production from private property are deemed fatalists who can be deprived of 

land in order to make them better producers and consumers.  

 Thus, landless peasants in England as well as natives in the colonies who inhabit a 

piece of land but do not work to “improve” it might be excluded in order to help them 

become more acquisitive and thus harder working. Indigenous forms of livelihood based 

on livestock, usufruct or even mono-cropping were depicted more in terms of living off 

the bounty of nature and a lack of ordered cultivation was used to confirm that the natives 

were still living in another time. Thus, they had to be dispossessed to be improved. Here 

we see how property has more to do with the reification of a particular understanding of 

nature and culture, where things mediate the relation between people and nature.11  The 

British colonial state saw its implementation of private property as one of its greatest 

achievement (Cell, Darling, Dewey).  

By defining "private" landed property rights, the state defined also the legitimacy 
of its own role as a "public" agent.  Munro's ryotwari settlement in south India 
had laid clear legal ground for the "radical division of property rights into distinct 
public and private domains." (Gilmartin 2006:3) 
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 Having established itself as the guarantor of property, the state assumed eminent 

claim over 'public' land and labeled uncultivated territories as 'waste' and/or forests. 

Ironically, despite the self-avowed idea of ridding India of vestiges of despotism the 

colonial state was quick to secure its inheritance over its natural resources by invoking 

the Mughal sovereign right to all uncultivated land.  

Starting in Bengal, the first land settlement allowed the colonial state to reach 

deeper into Indian society to create a loyal class of beneficiaries in return for high fixed 

cash payments. This new class of intermediaries became landlords with ownership rights 

over and above the tenants who paid rent to cultivate property. Over time the 'Zamindari' 

land administration was challenged by widespread peasant rebellions and criticized 

within colonial administration by colonial administrators like Thomas Munro in Madras 

who saw this new class of absentee land-owners as exploitive intermediaries who 

maximized their rental incomes at the expense of the cultivators and the colonial state.  

By 1820, the British India Company enacted a new form of land tenure that 

transferred the burden of revenue payments directly on the peasants or ryots who 

collectively paid their revenues to the state. The state would survey the land (and not 

villages or other forms of social organization) and assign revenue liability to the actual 

cultivators without going through a separate class of tax collectors. It was argued that 

these assessments would generate greater revenue while lowering the taxes on the 

peasantry. Utilitarian administrators like Munro and Charles Metcalfe argued that this 

was seen as the best way for the East India Company and later the British colonial state to 

reach deeper into the essence of Indian sociality, the village republic.   
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After 1857 when India was officially annexed by the Crown, ryotwari forms of 

land tenure were applied in Madras and Bombay Presidency, which at the time included 

Sindh. However, the main debate around zamindari and ryotwari systems of revenue 

revolved around which one was more authentic to Indian Tradition. As David Ludden has 

shown this debate between advocates of either tenure system was about the nature of 

Indian society, which by this time was visualized as a distinct unified entity rather then 

striated in separate region, geographies or languages. Opposing Munro's reformist 

position, Francis Ellis argued that there was no such thing as ryotwari peasant ownership, 

while the village was the basis of social order all but the “peasant held the land as 

community property, with each family having a share of in all community” (Ludden 

1998:160). Munro countered that Indian ryots were originally proprietors in very similar 

fashion to the English peasants but they had been forced to give up their individual rights 

by extortionist Muslim overlords like Tipu Sultan (Ludden: ibid). Hence, Munro fully 

disparaged the claims of local rulers, especially those like Tipu Sultan who fiercely 

resisted and thwarted British expansion.  English bureaucrats like Munro made claims on 

the authentic nature of the Indian peasantry whom they sought to redeem with the 

promulgation of ryotwari land relations.  

Slowly the timeless “village republic” came to represent the essence of Indian 

society, the crux for defining both the meaning of property and community. This notion 

of eternal village republic became all the more significant after control over British India 

passed from the East India Trading to the British Crown in 1857.12 The official policy of 

preservation and non-intervention actually put in place institutions, practices and 
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economic relations that were taken as representative of rural India that had a far-reaching 

and transformative impact. The question of property was central in this shift as the 

control over land resources, cultivation and production was taken the community’s 

control. At the same time, genealogy came to play an important role in so far as defining 

customary rights that would regulate who were entitled to be a landholding cultivator 

rather than a laborer and how property would be transferred over generations, thus 

keeping patriarchal control over property. 

 The question of space proved to be an especially vexed one for the sparsely 

settled Indus Plains region that now makes up the canal colony region of Pakistan, the 

site of peasant protests, where the prevailing Ryotwari system of land relations couldn’t 

be implemented simply because there were no dense populations of peasants or ryots. 

This region was characterized by extensive mobility and trade for centuries. Much of the 

sedentary population in this region lived along ancient cities that ring around the five 

rivers but the vast plains were sparsely inhabited. The landscape of Central Punjab (as I 

will describe in the first chapter) was now seen as the border or buffer-zone between 

British India and the outlying frontier of Afghanistan and Russian expansion. These 

regions needed to be enclosed with a settled loyal population, but the prevailing ryotwari 

land administration proved to be untenable as there were no clear defined village 

republics in large parts of this region. 

 The rise of state fixation and the closure of the frontier landscapes had two major 

effects in this region. The pastoral livelihood of indigenous inhabitants was seen as a 

vestige of a primitive way of life that was slowly criminalized. Secondly, a more indirect 
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but far-reaching cultural impact of this new territorial state fixation lies in how ‘Indian 

Muslims’ suddenly came to be seen as spatial outsiders, whereas Brahmanic Hindus and 

Sikhs were taken to be indigenous and organic to the soil by both the colonial state and 

the Indian nationalist elite.13 David Ludden forcefully expresses this point when he writes 

about the cultural fallout from the territorial thinking that came to see mobility as a 

liability: 

Modernity cast a harsh eye on mobile forms of social life in all of its mapped 
constituencies from the micro domain of the village to the macro domain of the 
national state. Territorialism became a cultural passion. Being a native insider 
became the only firm basis for social status in each mapped territory. A mobile 
past became a cultural liability that faded from memory for people who sank roots 
in native places, where being alien became more perilous as societies attached 
themselves more firmly to modern maps. Constructing “the native” insider 
territory and inside native social, cultural and political order became an academic 
passion. Civilization and culture thus became strictly territorialized in mapped 
social spaces, where natives essentially belonged, others did not, and people who 
moved disappeared from maps of belonging. (Ludden 2003: 1064) 

 
  The opening chapter of my dissertation looks at the making of village republics in 

the canal colonies. I start with the material history of canal irrigation and the 

infrastructure of roads and railways in Punjab to understand how the colonial state 

entered ordinary life in this region in remarkably diverse ways by expelling pastoral 

communities and tying peasant subjects to networks of trade, new modes of association 

and cultural exchange. I was struck by the history of this place as I started following the 

story of the tenants' movement in a region marked by massive environmental engineering 

and networks of modern state infrastructure. Flourishing cities and villages were born out 

of a millennial vision of transforming desert plains into lush gardens by turning rivers 

into machines at the beginning of 20th century. Grand projects of colonial modernity 
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seeped into the regional political unconscious. Those banal encounters with model towns, 

metaled roads, canals and trains had a powerful impact on native societies. I develop the 

classic theory of gift exchange to analyze the highly personalized relationship between 

people and institutions that was created through large infrastructure projects. The reading 

of colonial infrastructure as gift situates the theory of governmentality forwarded by 

Foucault insofar as modern infrastructures shape behavior and guide conduct among 

subjects whose agency gets deployed rather than destroyed in the making of modern 

agriculture.  

The question of environmental control was central to the transformation of 

Punjab. British colonial rule was rooted in a particular conception of nature that saw it as 

a resource to be commanded and controlled. This ethos of environmental control meant 

that the indigenous livelihoods tied to wandering, grazing or trade without permanent 

settlement was seen as signs of inferiority and evolutionary backwardness. Raw nature 

was wasteful--even dangerous--unless it was tamed by permanent settlement in the 

English utilitarian tradition. Colonial administrators, who viewed pastoralism, shifting 

cultivation and seasonal agriculture as primitive forms of accumulation , portrayed the 

complex cultural ecology of the Indus Plains as a wasteland. The colonial state favored a 

settled rural population that was both more industrious and acquisitive.  The canal 

irrigation projects ushered a new era of regional modernity in Punjab with far reaching 

consequences for the relationship between land and people in this region. 

In the second chapter on land relations, rights and property, I build on my 

historical and ethnographic survey of the environmental transformation of the Indus 
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Plains to examine the afterlife of colonial rule of property in the military farms in 

Pakistan. Here I look at what the Punjab tenants' struggle illustrates about the formation 

of land rights and the way in which land relations figure in conjuring ideas about 

community, ecology and national belonging.  

 For colonial administrators the rule of property was freighted with the moral 

discourse of liberalism but circumscribed by Indian customs based on 'caste and tribal' 

affiliation.  Land allotments adhered to a racial classification scheme that identified 

proper agrarian castes and communities rather than the abstract individuals as purported 

by liberal theories of property. Secondly, a large portion of land allotment went to 

traditional elites like prominent land-owning families, the descendants of Sufi orders, and 

state institutions like the British Indian Army. These land allotments and exclusions 

created intense rivalry between communities who sought to gain a greater share of natural 

and material resources. 

 Ethnographic scenes in this chapter focus on the legacy of these disparities in 

land relations in contemporary Pakistan. Here I give a detailed account of the moral claim 

to land rights by tenant farmers who invoke colonial law insofar as it guarantees them 

permanent tenancy rights, although they also claim broader ownership on moral claims to 

these lands. Here I focus on the political constraints as well the cultural agency displayed 

by the tenant farmers to retain control of the land. The regional location of these farms in 

the heartland of Punjab has made it difficult for the Pakistan Army to depict the peasant 

farmers as anti-state activists and/or unsympathetic terrorists.   
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In the ch 3, I focus on the emotive, performative and pedagogic acts of resistance 

employed by AMP farmers to make moral claims on the land they have been tilling for 

almost one hundred years. Their act of defiance to the Pakistan Army's unilateral decision 

to change the sharecropping system quickly becomes a full-fledged movement. As one 

tenant farmer observed, before this event no one dared to talk back to farm managers but 

now chants like “Ownership or Death,” and “Whoever sows the seed shall reap the 

harvest” were a common refrain repeated by the young and the old. As an elder AMP 

leader put it, these expressions challenge the lifeless representations of soil and land to 

question the natural assumptions about property. For the tenant farmers the question of 

land provides a moral prism through which to evaluate the relationship between property 

and propriety, servitude and freedom, state and society. Here the question of land is not 

just about individual possession, but also about common rights such as food security, the 

rights of those who settled these farms and are buried there, and the rights of those who 

shall inherit the right to farm this land. This wider sense of moral entitlements gives a 

broader picture of the role of land relations in sustaining the environment and the 

communities who inhabit it. Through my ethnographic descriptions, I show how the 

tenants claim land rights by invoking dense histories of struggle and the debt that is owed 

to them by the state.   

In chapter four, I sketch out my understanding about the tenants’ mobilization as 

it is related to the historical-political vocabulary of protest in these villages, while also 

paying attention to the trans-local links forged between AMP and civil society actors as 

represented by various NGOs, urban activists and left-based political parties. In seeking 
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to examine these relations my aim is to ask the following questions: What is entailed in 

the translation of local livelihood struggles over land into a coherent social-political 

'movement'?  How do these dynamics change for it to be an environmental resource 

struggle? On what basis did the tenants forge alliances with NGOs and political parties? 

How did the tenant farmers grapple with the influx of civil society actors in their villages 

and in their struggle? To what extent did the political imaginary of the tenants differ from 

the one represented in the pamphlets, brochures and literature produced by the movement 

as it was funded by NGOs and left parties? Certainly, civil society organizations and 

NGOs have come to speak for and represent different social movements in Pakistan, and 

an examination of the close collaboration between NGOs, urban political activists and 

AMP can reveal the potentials and pitfalls for oppositional politics.  

Sherry Ortner, the eminent cultural anthropologist, identified this tension almost 

twenty years ago when she questioned the “ethnographic refusal” in anthropological 

literature on resistance movements. Ortner was pointing to the wide gulf between the 

ways in which social movements are framed and the actual formation, factions or internal 

differences that pervade the work of social movements. Certainly, some level of  

'ethnographic refusal' is strategic as it might be required to sustain the symbolic unity of a 

peasant political movement in the face of real differences, but this tension offers a 

challenge to the anthropologists' and activists' sensibilities of what qualifies as politics. 

To what extent can activists efface real differences and tensions “for the sake of the 

movement”? To put it plainly, rural protest movements might be rooted in local 

memories, injuries, aspirations and struggles, but they are also routed through a 
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transnational discourse of rights and NGO networks that affect the ways in which local 

demands are represented and made legible to the state, the Army and the international 

civil society.  

Agrarian spaces and peasant livelihoods are widely presumed to be timeless and 

natural in postcolonial rural contexts.14 Most literature on agrarian change is primarily 

focused on modernization theories and models of development. This bias is reflected in 

social science disciplines like political ecology and agrarian studies which presume that 

the significance of natural resources like land reside in their material value.15 As Amita 

Baviskar has argued, “natural resources also have value within a larger economy of 

signification, which crucially shapes their appropriation” and effects the conditions of 

their production (Baviskar 2003). Therefore, a better understanding of rural ‘subjects, 

agrarian spaces, and power relations can be ascertained through a relational analysis 

where landscapes and livelihoods are not isolated but linked with broader symbolic as 

well as material practices. Such cultural politics of place are enacted in the “diverse ways 

land comes to be inhabited, labored on, idiomatically expressed and suffered for in 

specific moment and milieus” (Moore 2005:3). This gesture towards complexity in the 

making of a place opens up a set of questions about topography of power as it comes to 

reorganize, and articulate new set of relations to land, to collective identity and to the 

state. 

My discussion of space, place and regional identities does not presume a 

hierarchy of agencies, actors and interests. Focusing on a particular locality, this study 

will trace the place-based emergence of a rural social space as it was produced through 
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various political-economic processes, discursive representations and cultural practices. 

Seeing politics and state processes from this horizontal vantage point allows me to 

elaborate on the ways in which political technologies (both juridical and productive) 

intermesh with ‘local’ practices to produce rural territory and subjects (Stepputat 2001).  
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Chapter 1. Jangal Vichch Mangal (Joy in the Wilderness). 
Millennial Irrigation and the Colonial Infrastructure as Gift. 

  

   Sitting in the hallowed archive that is the India Office Collection at British 

Library, London, I was leafing through the colonization manuals, land revenue and 

settlement reports for a land title deed dating back to turn of the century Punjab. On this 

August morning, I joined a beeline of scholars, genealogists and eccentrics who gather 

early in front of British Library at Kings Cross to get their hands on primary documents 

and monograph that find their way into the collection catalog from the far reaches of Pax 

Britannia.16 Decidedly modern and open, the non-ornamental architecture of the British 

Library building makes no allusions to the imperial past or to the colonial archives 

housed here. It’s only on the fourth floor, inside the India Office reading room, that you 

encounter massive portraits that speak of the Raj. These large paintings framed in the 

new setting look more like museum curiosities than a part of the British imperial 

heritage.17 But I came here with something else on my mind. My journey to the India 

Office archives passes through the flat green plains of central Punjab where a recent land 

rights movement shook up the military government in Pakistan for a brief period of time. 

The conflict involving peasant farmers (Army's tenant farmers) and the Pakistani Army 

raised historical questions about the military's ownership of farmland located throughout 

Punjab that dates back to the turn of the 20th century.  

 Like most social movements the rise of Anjuman-e Mazarin Punjab (Punjab 

Tenants Association, hereon AMP) ruptured the dominant narrative about a people and a 

place. It displaced the naturalized picture of the Punjab as the conservative region in 
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Pakistan by highlighting the suppressed history of class and agrarian conflict in the 

region. AMP’s story illustrates how peasant subjectivities and regional ethnic identities 

are formed within the complex relations of power that are at once rooted in place yet 

routed through global relations of exchange and power/knowledge.  

 I was struck by the history of this place as I started following the story of the 

tenants' movement in a region marked by a proliferating set of associations about the man 

made environment and networks of modern state infrastructure. Flourishing cities and 

villages born out of a millennial vision of transforming desert plains into lush gardens by 

turning rivers into machines at the beginning of 20th century. Grand projects of colonial 

modernity, that seeped into the regional political unconscious, through banal encounters 

with model towns, metaled roads, canals and trains.18 A relationship with the modern 

state infrastructure that made itself felt in different ways of relating nature to culture, 

technology to rule, and the state to subjects. A set of associations that have come to shape 

common sense thinking about a 'people' and 'place' in Punjab. This hard to evoke thing, 

the structure of feeling, ultimately makes a place: stories that give meaning to a locale, 

memories that carry a certain weight of belonging to a place, injuries that come with a 

history of shared suffering and the shared belief in that magical thing we call modernity.  

 In this chapter I outline the various different dreams, visions and displacements 

associated with this project of remaking the peasantry of Punjab by remaking the 

environment of the Indus Plains (Gilmartin 2003). Through archives, interviews and time 

spent in the region I came to grips with this sense of locality, how this place came into 

being and how it came to host different desires, like the desire for 'development,' that 
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define this region and tie it to multiple worlds. From the late 19th century onwards, the 

Punjab was the object lesson of colonial governance and a reference point for engineers, 

colonial administrators, missionaries and peasant cultivators. Throughout colonial India 

the paternal Punjab administration was admired for its nimble governance, ambitious 

projects and quick response to protests (Barrier 1967, Banerjee 1982). The close 

relationship between British administrators and local populations was fraught with 

tensions as recalled by noted colonial administrators like Malcolm Darling, Frank 

Brayne, and Malcolm Hailey (Dewey 1993, Cell 2002). These ICS administrators saw the 

great technological projects of modern railways, roads and new towns as tying Punjab 

ever closer to the modern colonial state. However, this proximity was also troubled by the 

spontaneous upsurge of large scale protests, competing religious reform movements, and 

British anxieties about outside influence with a wide net of suspicion falling on Wahabis, 

Communists and Ghadar Party activists in the diaspora.19 Noted administrators like 

Malcolm Darling spent extensive amount of time in the field focusing on the changing 

trends and tensions that came with 'Prosperity and Debt' after the opening of the canal 

colonies (1925).  

Here, I focus on the experiential understanding of the past that foregrounds how 

notions of identity, locality and legitimacy are embodied in a particular place. While the 

nationalities question seems to have dominated the discussion of regional history in 

Pakistan there are other questions about environment, geography, technology and 

agriculture that are ignored, especially as they relate to people's own ways of making 

sense of events that might not fit in the neat demarcations of national identities, injuries 
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or interests.  How does social memory work with and against history? What kinds of 

archives become legible during the course of ethnographic fieldwork? How do differently 

positioned subjects trace the genealogy of a particular event or a social movement? Do 

the ‘other histories’ gleaned from our ethnographic fieldwork give a richer, more open 

and complex version of history? Or, do these contingencies foreclose any possibility for a 

history?  

I use historical narratives as relayed through documents, memoirs, oral histories, 

and short stories about the different kinds of worlds that were opened up by colonial 

engineering and what other worlds closed at the turn of century. Like an apparition, the 

social history of a place reveals fragments of forgotten pasts that lie scattered in the 

present, the remains of pastoral worlds that existed before the advent of colonial 

irrigation alongside the foregone dreams of new future-worlds associated with the 

promise of railways, villages and towns. These objects of modern infrastructure represent 

points of connection where the state entered ordinary life of people in remarkably diverse 

regions tying them to networks of trade, modes of association and cultural exchange. 

While, roads, trains and canals carried similar meanings of progress and modernity in 

Britain, they took on added significance in British-India where these technologies came 

to embody the beneficial or even redemptive aspects of colonial rule, while instantiating 

the crucial difference between the colonizer and colonized.  

Therefore, the technological wonders, cultural forms and dreams associated with 

these objects gave rise to a colonial gift economy. The premise of gift economy is that it 

creates personalized relationship between people through objects; the exchange of gift 
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generates mutual recognition while at the same time incurring debts, compulsions and 

obligation to reciprocate in kind.  In his foundational work 'Essai sur la Don' Marcel 

Mauss argued that gift objects take on something of the personality of the giver (1925, 

Godelier 2000). Mauss quotes a Maori sage, Tamati Ranapiri, to argue that part of the 

donor’s soul becomes entangled in the gift, and that, through its wish to return home, it 

compels the recipient to make a return. Hence, gift economy is not reducible to self-

interest alone, while it may certainly further it; it is based on establishing mutual 

recognition that can take on different meanings over the course of exchange.20 Here I 

don't want to efface the exploitive aspects of colonialism by furthering the concept of 

colonial gift economy but rather to point out the intersection between colonial and 

postcolonial states where: “Infrastructures created the connecting tissue linking disparate 

territories into a state and facilitating the rise of a centralized political administration” 

(Larkin 2008:8). The impacts of these infrastructural projects are not always reducible to 

the intentions of the colonial state, as these objects did not always achieve their purported 

goals, but exceeded them with unanticipated side effects.  

As I demonstrate in this chapter, modern structures like railways and canals did 

not only order space as envisioned by the engineers but were also melded into local 

cultural forms, layered onto local power structures and appropriated for unintended uses, 

like in 1947 when railway cars became a site of targeted mobile massacres during the 

partition of Punjab.21 As we see later in the chapter the material qualities of steel tracks, 

canal ditches and metaled roads also made an impact on subjects whose own capacities 

are deployed in unforeseen directions. Conversely, these objects of infrastructure often 
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failed to live up to the spectacular expectations that were transferred onto them thus 

creating moments of rupture, protest or disappointment. 

Yet because technologies have their own material shape and design, they can 
never fully be reduced to the intentions with which they were constructed. They 
do not simply enact relations of ideology. Because they give rise to what the 
history Mrazek describes as the ‘sensing of colonial modernity,’ the phenomenal 
lived experience of a world undergoing colonial modernization, the material 
qualities of these technologies are excessive, creating possibilities and setting in 
motion forces that cannot quite be contained (Larkin 2008:20). 
 

The coming of infrastructural projects unleashed a period of intense reform and 

competition among different religious groups, castes and sects (Fox 1985, Gilmartin 

1988, Jones 1976). Religious identities hardened, as they became the primary mode of 

recognition and association in a complex system of legibility that could make the 

difference between land allotment and sanctioned marginality. The tensions rising out of 

competing religious identities and reform movements culminated in widespread carnage 

as Punjab was divided between India and Pakistan in 1947.22  

The bloody experience of partition was deeply felt in this region of Punjab 

creating a lasting support for Pakistan as a distinct, however vaguely defined, Muslim 

nation-state. In later chapters I discuss how these attachments to the nation-state are 

tethered loose for subjects who are deprived of that unspoken link between nation and 

state: land.  

Regional Exceptionalism 

Central Punjab (home to 18 commercial farms that form the core membership of 

AMP) is both admired and feared for its dominant status in the national life of Pakistan. 
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Punjab is known for a dynamic rural economy based on small land holdings and intensive 

commercial agriculture made possible by a reliable supply of water and a good road-rail 

infrastructure that connects most villages to market towns.  Some cities in this region 

have enjoyed rapid growth rates as heavy industries have relocated here in the last thirty 

years.23  The relative prosperity here stands in sharp contrast to the acute poverty and 

marginalization that characterizes the southern and westernmost regions of Punjab as 

well as a great majority of rural areas in Pakistan’s other provinces. These economic 

disparities have given rise to the 'nationalities' question that is articulated by ethnic-

nationalist parties in Sindh, NWFP, Baluchistan and the Saraiki belt--a distinct linguistic 

and cultural zone in Central Pakistan. The parties consider Central Punjab to be amenable 

to--and benefiting from--undemocratic military regimes. They point to the fact that 

Central Punjab is the main recruiting ground for the Pakistan Army, which has been a 

patron to and beneficiary from a network of farms, factories and landholdings in the 

region as well the dominant consumer of resources like water and minerals elsewhere.24      

The Pakistan state has countered the ethnic-nationalities question by invoking 

Islam as a universal community of belonging to counter regional grievances.  In the last 

few years the Pakistan state has dismissed regional grievances of smaller provinces as an 

attempt to sabotage national development through obstructing the construction of large 

dams in the Frontier and protesting commercial ports in Baluchistan and new planned 

suburbs and cities on the metropolitan coast of Sindh.  

Within this enduring crux of fractured politics of ethno-nationalists and official 

(pan) national Islamic idealism there were now a few new elements that were entering 
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political discourse. The neoliberal transformation of the state sharply reduced the kinds of 

paternal relations that were maintained in years past. The real estate boom in Pakistan 

after 9/11 encouraged a new urgency for accumulation through dispossession. The 

dramatic gestures of rural land reforms were not possible after General Musharraf 

consolidated his power after the coup.  As the tenants’ movement illustrates, the 

paternalist relations between the military and towns in central Punjab started weakening 

with the growth of the military's private corporate and land development enterprises.  

Disenchantment with the state was most powerfully illustrated in the course of 

events that followed tenant protest against unilateral change in land tenure relations in the 

Army farming estates. The tenant farmers on military farms didn't take long to 

understand the potential threat of eviction posed by the unilateral shift away from a 

century old arrangement of rent-in kind (batai) which was also widely disliked and 

attributed to the disproportionate poverty in these villages. Yet, the tenant farmers were 

more alarmed by the new cash-based contract system, which they came to learn made 

them much more vulnerable for eviction. The ominous warnings from the local patwaris 

and the inside information obtained from the Punjab Board of Revenue by way of bribe--

in the Pakistani way, as one friend put it--all confirmed the tenants’ suspicions. For a 

decade or so the tenants working in the fields have seen air conditioned bungalows rising 

up on the horizon in a contiguous line running along the road that connects tenant 

villages. The expanding neighboring cantonment of Okara has slowly taken over 

farmland from the villages. 
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Fieldwork in the Archives 

Turning back to the matter at hand, I was looking for the land title deed that could 

prove or disprove the disputed ownership of the farmland that has become a source of 

contention between the Pakistani military, the de facto landlords of the farms, and the 

farmers who've been toiling these lands since their establishment in 1906. The file 

became all-important in 2000 when the military unilaterally changed the land tenure 

system on its vast commercial farm estates from batai (rent in kind sharecropping) to a 

cash-contract based tenure system. The military claimed that the new tenure system 

would be a pro-development reform, whereas the mazarin argued the new tenure system 

would result in massive evictions by nullifying land use rights that were guaranteed under 

the ‘1898 Punjab Tenancy Act.’ Consequently, most tenant farmers refused to sign onto 

the contract farming system even in the face of deadly state repression. The tenant 

farmers turned to the Punjab Revenue department seeking verification of century old 

rumors that the farmland was never meant for the Army. The 'rumor' gained new 

momentum when the revenue officers confirmed (off the record and not in writing) that 

the records show that the land belonged to Punjab civilian government and tenants were 

not legally bound to pay their lease to the Army.  I was able to trace down a summary 

mention of land title allotment of Oat Hay Farm to Catholic Church but the detailed lease 

documents were never sent to London. A librarian told me that the actual allotment lease 

lay somewhere in New Delhi or Lahore.  

The tenant struggle in the military’s commercial farms raises the following 

questions that challenge the dominant narrative about Punjab: What does the reclamation 
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of the desert at the turn of century mean for peasant livelihoods in today’s Punjab? How 

can contemporary struggles over land rights reconfigure historical narratives about 

‘development’? What kinds of governing rationalities have historically targeted this 

landscape? And, how do these practices fare in the age of neoliberalism that is 

characterized by precariousness of both livelihood and governance in postcolonial 

Pakistan?  In later chapters I address these questions as they made themselves felt during 

General Musharraf's government. During this time the military initiated its own brand of 

neoliberal rule where accountability and transparency were extolled as long as they did 

not target the Army's extensive business, real estate and agricultural interests. 

 In Okara the oldest of the contested farms dates back to the time before the 

irrigation schemes when this land was allotted to a Catholic missionary order. The 

obscure file (Punjab Government Proceedings 23-5, File No 208) is a missing document 

that dates back to 1913 and lays out the details about the allotment of Oat Hay Farms to 

the British Indian Army for a 20-year period. However, Catholic missionaries of the 

Capuchin order for the uplift of “hereditary depressed classes” who converted to 

Christianity first set up these farms in 1908.  

Church documents describe the long trek from Narowal to the wild desert plains 

of Gunji Bar in biblical terms where the Capuchin Friars acting as Lord’s shepherds led a 

faithful flock in what was to become the “Garden of the Lord.” These lands were allotted 

in anticipation of a large irrigation program that was to transform this region. The long 

arduous journey and the sheer wilderness of these snake-infested lands remains a part of 

shared memory that is passed down in the villages. However, the project of redemption of 
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land and people was disrupted by the outbreak of World War I. Germany invaded 

Belgium a month after the founding of Anthonyabad (the earliest settled missionary 

village in Okara now known as Chak 10), and overnight the Capuchin missionaries were 

cut off from their financial support. Some German and Flemish priests were held under 

suspicion. The Church's commitments to the new converts were not honored as the 

Bishop of Lahore returned the land back to the Punjab Government. The outbreak of the 

war also brought to view the strategic importance of these lands as a source for fodder, 

dairy and recruitment for the British Indian Army. These lands were converted to Oat 

Hay and Dairy Farms allotted to the British Indian Army for a period of twenty years, 

which was extended and eventually merged into the Pakistan military farms. The details 

of the transfer of land, the lease duration and the amount of rent paid remain contested. 

The ghostly file is missing in the Punjab Revenue archives but is known to exist as it has 

been cited by other revenue reports dating back to the 1920’s.25   

State documents collapse the divide between text and material objects. These files 

are not only discursive texts but also material objects in themselves whose possession, 

circulation and/or corruption make the difference between rightful ownership and 

dispossession. As material objects these documents have a life of their own that exceeds 

the single line of vision of the state by becoming a means for contestation, subversion and 

self-making. Here the archive is not only repository of documents and historical truth but 

also as a source of authority that shapes what kinds of meanings-relations are made. What 

kind of comparative possibilities can be attached onto objects, while silencing other 

relations deemed insignificant thus ignored. The vivid image of desert wilderness, or 
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crown wastes, that runs through this chapter is largely a discursive artifact of these 

archives, whereas a chronicle of pre-colonial times remains elusive. Earlier modes of 

livelihood on land and river, long distance trade networks and the nomadic history of this 

region remain hazy, or rendered insignificant like the strips of ancient brick roads that 

show up in the middle of nowhere. In the archives, one can sense the vestigial presence of 

other histories lying scattered and gathered up in mounds that might become 

consequential sometime in the future.   

The assortment of beige yellow documents in ageing folders and the government 

reports betray little signs of the power they exude as artifacts of imperial rule. Yet as an 

archive these documents conjure up a powerful dreamworld of uninhabitable desert 

wilderness that is brought to life with hydraulic engineering. The irrigation projects alter 

the landscape of central Punjab by turning the rivers into an organic machine. They 

promote a mechanical vision of the rivers as untapped resource that could be routed and 

controlled in precise directions by engineers through the infrastructure of weirs, 

headworks and barrages. Needless to say this dream became a nightmare in the run up to 

the independence of India and Pakistan when these plains became a site of genocidal 

violence. As recently as this past August the world witnessed the nightmare of the 

technological dream when the historical Indus overwhelmed the barrages, embankments 

and canals to flood the southern Indus plains and displace up to 20 million peasants.  

Rivers have been the source of intensive of agriculture and urban formation for 

millennia. The modern irrigation schemes changed the course of the major rivers of 

Punjab--the Chenab, Jhelum, Chenab, Ravi, and Sutlej--and washed away the vast 
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scrubland of the Indus by transforming the arid plains into a geometrical countryside that 

is today considered the heartland of Pakistan. Fittingly the terrain reached by the canals is 

designated as command areas, with branches flowing out in leveled rectangular plots; i.e., 

a chak or designated village site. Slowly the entire Indus Basin became an interconnected 

network, the river as machine, with centralized water control in the hands of hydraulic 

state engineers (Darling 1920, Aloys 1968). The bureaucratic nomenclature of village 

names in the region, as in Chak 45/3 R (where 45 is the unique number of the village on a 

certain branch of canal and 3 R tells us that this village is the third on the right side of the 

Canal branch) is a testimony to the planned making of this rural landscape. Regional 

modernity entailed a transformation that involved routing the rivers through the parched 

Indus Plains and connecting the irrigated plains to the cities via railroad tracks, and 

linking the port cities to imperial networks of trade. As Brian Larkin demonstrates by 

way of Northern Nigeria, the unique history of infrastructure like canals, roads and 

railways in the colonial world knit highly varied topographies with equally varied modes 

of rule (laws), notions of property and economies into a network of authority that worked 

through the combination of awe and fear of the colonial state’s technological prowess. In 

other words, the impact of these technologies of state space always remains subject to 

social cultural histories of their production. 

The archival material on Lower Bari Doab project (like the colony settlement 

manual, the settlement reports and the property deeds) gives a synoptic view of the 

reclamation of a vast wilderness. The pictorial image of the Punjab in these records 

shows dramatic contrasts between densely populated agricultural zones (in Amritsar, 
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Ludhiana, Rawalpindi, Sialkot, Gurdaspur) that sustain intensive cultivation through rain 

and river fed agriculture and the vast arid zones with little population or scattered 

cultivation in Central and Southwestern Punjab. This doabs--or semi-arid plain in 

between two rivers--stretches for hundreds of miles in what was primarily a nomadic 

zone. The doabs varied between the riverine regions, which supported seasonal 

cultivation around ancient cities like Multan. The inland high plains, the bar, made up the 

largest sections of this region inhabited by nomadic tribes who used this landscape for 

grazing livestock, foraging and trade. The peasant cultivators in the lower riverine 

regions traded with bar pastoralists who supplied them with milk, ghee, livestock, fuel 

(manure, wood) and credit. In return the pastoralists depended on cultivators for 

acquiring grains, cotton, and for trade goods from India and Central Asia.   

The cultural milieu of the pre-canal bars was quite distinct from what we 

categorize as the modern Punjab ethnic identity of the ‘heartland.’ The spoken language 

of the indigenous inhabitants of this area who now reside in the tail end of the canals or in 

special colony villages speak 'jangli,' a language-dialect closer to Saraiki that is spoken in 

central regions of Pakistan. The mobile history of the pre-modern era can be assessed by 

the fact that one of the legendary figures of Baluch epics, Mir Chakar Rind, is buried 

approximately 20Km from the site of the military farms. The monument attracts a retinue 

of Baluch who normally display great disdain for Punjab’s colonial dominance. Yet, it is 

not uncommon to see Baluch notables venerate the shrine of Mir Chakar Rind. The oral 

epics and poetry of Bulleh Shah, Waris Shah and Baba Farid are closer to Saraiki as 

spoken in Central Pakistan than to the contemporary Punjabi spoken by the current 
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residents in the region. So how did this place become Punjab in the way we think about 

it?  

A History of Becoming 

Over centuries the Indus Plains served as the terrain for mobile populations of 

pastoralists, traders, fortune seekers, and armed warriors moving between South Asia and 

Western/Central Asia. Until the beginning of the 20th century this region was heavily 

traversed by seasonal migrants from central Asia and Afghanistan, where large caravans 

would descend on both sides of the Indus Plains before the winter season. These caravans 

from Kandahar, Herat and as far as Bukhara carried goods from all over central Asia. 

Large flocks of herds made their way through Dera Ismail Khan into the grazing grounds 

on either side of Indus (Bhattacharya 1995:48). While some of the migrants looked after 

the flocks, others wandered further into cities, villages and towns in search of 

employment in Punjab’s hinterland or further south in major cities of India.26 This 

migratory pattern known, as Powindah would last till spring, when these large caravans 

returned back carrying with them merchandise and produce acquired in India. Starting 

with the colonial era the pastoral trade with South Asia became a key route for Central 

Asian traders to acquire European objects, textiles, Gramophones and furnishings 

(Bhattacharya 1995:49). 

 Unlike earlier traders and conquerors the British reached this region from the 

southeastern Jumna-Gunga Plains. After a century of presence in the subcontinent the 

East India Company gradually expanded its control over South Asia from their southern 

and eastern coastal base in Madras and Bangal. The Punjab, which was initially referred 
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to as the northwestern territory, was an unfamiliar frontier in the geographical imaginary 

of the British colonial project. With the full annexation of the Punjab and NWFP 

territories in 1849, the British were confronted with diverse landscapes that challenged 

their assumptions about rural life in India. The British weren’t interested in the dense 

overland network of trade in this region, nor did they value pastoral livelihoods of trade, 

livestock and grazing. The colonial theories about rural life in India were based on earlier 

experiences with peasant societies in Madras, Bengal as well as debates circling about the 

nature of the rural within England. Since the time of the Physiocrats, the ideal 

countryside was one where the rules of property, agrarian cultivation and the peasant 

population were clearly legible for revenue extraction as the romantic ideals of 19th 

century agrarian life.  

In contrast, these thinly populated regions with a highly mobile population were 

not an optimal site for a government based on tax revenue, permanent settlement and 

surveillance. The spatial memory of pre-irrigation Ganji bar is preserved in fragments 

and folklore one hears from the descendants of Biloch, Kharral, and Sial tribes. Stories 

and family histories about the pre-irrigation past like the one offered by Majed sahib, the 

headmaster teacher in village Chak 15 and a descendant of original Biloch inhabitants, 

who told me about his ancestors who once encamped in what is now the central bus depot 

in Okara city. “My ancestors,” he remarked woefully, “didn’t know much about property 

or land. They were scared of being penned in by the British.” They viewed year round 

cultivation as a punishment, a form of slavery, and they fled their homestead when the 
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British wanted to settle them on what is now the main city bus stop (lari adda), prime 

property in the center of Okara city.  

For colonial administrators, the mobile habitations in the highland arid plains--the 

bars of doabs--were seen as a challenge to the new colonial order in the region. As 

Multan’s settlement officer first complained, “There are no village communities here…” 

The pastoral nomads in highland plains were objects of contempt in colonial descriptions. 

Their lack of interest in permanent settlement and peasant cultivation was seen as a sign 

of apathy towards moral improvement and their presence in the region was seen as a 

major hindrance to the expansion of intensive agriculture through canal irrigation. Here is 

how the ‘General Report on the Administration of the Punjab’ contrasts this region with 

the verdant regions of eastern Punjab in 1851, two years after the annexation of Punjab 

(1854): 

Far different is the sad and strange scene which meets the eye in the centres of the 
Doabs. These are interminable wastes, overgrown with grass and bushes scantily 
threaded by sheep-walks and the foot-prints of cattle. The chief tenants of these 
parts are nomad pastoral tribes, who, knowing neither law or property, collects 
herds of cattle, stolen from the agricultural districts. Here and there a hamlet 
stands alone in the wilderness, tenanted by a semi-barbarous population, the very 
aborigines of the land: around the homesteads there will be patches of good 
cultivation, for the soil is rich, and repays irrigation although the water be deep 
below the surface. But there are constantly recurring tokens to show that once this 
region was not inferior to the most favored districts. Everywhere are seen ruined 
cities, villages, temples, tanks, wells, and water-courses. Such are the changes 
which have passed over this country! But it would be an error to suppose that this 
region is merely an object of scientific or historical interest: it possesses a 
practical and appreciable importance. It is the only source from which the capital, 
the chief towns and cities, the great British cantonments, can be supplied with 
firewood. It yields an abundant supply of grass for all equestrian establishments. 
It sustains with its inexhaustible pasturage a noble breed of cattle, buffaloes, 
sheep and goats. Its boundless grazing grounds support the race of camels that 
mainly carry on the Kabul traffic. Portions of it will become the scene of gigantic 
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undertakings, which will tax the skill and resources of the State, but which will 
ultimately yield an ample return for the outlay of capital. Indeed the Punjab could 
ill spare its wastes: they are almost as important as the cultivated tracts (Gov't of 
Punjab: 1854).27 

 
The statement above depicts the landscape as a waste but also prescribes a 

strategic significance to harnessing its potential as source for fodder and fuel, its potential 

for redemption with irrigation and state investment. However, the pastoralists who reside 

in this area are inevitably represented as wild and lawless. Certainly, many Punjabis who 

came into these towns as settlers or migrants after canal irrigation share the lore about the 

inferiority of janglis, their wildness and criminal behavior, widely.  The descendants of 

the original inhabitants, those who were settled in penal or reform villages, tend to live in 

the tail end of canals, which receive the least amount of water. These inner villages seem 

to be more deprived of roads, electricity and government services. These statements 

reflect a certain understanding about nature and culture that sees nomadic livelihoods as 

wasteful as opposed to peasants like the industrious Sikh Jats or Muslim Arains who were 

especially selected to settle these regions in the later half of 19th and early 20th century. 

As Neeladri Bhattacharya surmises, the pastoral power of the colonial state did not favor 

the pastoralists: 

Pastoralism was not a worthwhile enterprise, cultivation was. Lack of interest in 
cultivation was a sign of ‘apathy’. Land that had not been cultivated was 
considered ‘waste’, ‘barren’ a ‘wilderness’. Through cultivation through human 
enterprise, barren land could be made productive and fertile. The labour involved 
in this project was productive to be classed as more valuable than that which 
added nothing to the fertility of the soil. Those involved in this human endeavor 
were superior to those who did not participate in it. Nomadic activity, in fact, was 
not purposive action. Pastoral nomads were always described as roaming or 
wandering hither and thither’. So, pastoral activity was spurned and pastoralists 
stigmatized.  (Bhattacharya 1995:71) 
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British colonial rule was rooted in a particular conception of nature that saw it as 

a resource to be commanded and controlled. This ethos of environmental control meant 

that the indigenous livelihoods that were tied to wandering, grazing or trade without 

permanent settlement were seen as signs of inferiority and evolutionary backwardness. 

Raw nature was wasteful, even dangerous, unless it was tamed by permanent settlement 

in the English utilitarian tradition. The goal of canal colonization was to alter the 

geography of the bars to create new village republics that would owe their existence to 

the new infrastructure of canals, roads and railways.  Thus, the new infrastructural 

projects were based on the utilitarian ethos of transforming designated wastes into 

valuable property through agriculture.  

The manufactured ‘village’ community was not only the basic unit for the 

collection of revenue, but as Gilmartin has illustrated, it was also a means to change 

habits and inculcate a reformed moral economy of sorts. From annexation onwards the 

Punjab administrators saw the institution of private property as the best means to instill 

moral discipline.  “Rude races first learn civilization by becoming possessed of property,” 

wrote Richard Temple in the 1850’s:  “Take a wild wanderer of the Bar, give him some 

land to squat upon and call his own, and he forthwith becomes a wiser and better man” 

(Temple 1852: cited in Gilmartin 1994: 1133).28 The moral imperative of settled 

cultivation, village hygiene, and social reform--if not conversion--was introduced as 

pastoral land and communal property were seized for permanent settlement in the abstract 

principle of alienable private property. However, the primary requirements were laid out 
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by Aitchison who called for careful scrutiny in the selection of the colonists in Revenue 

General Proceedings, 1886: “It must be borne clearly in mind from the outset that it is of 

the greatest importance to secure for these tracts a manly peasantry capable of self-

support and of loyal and law-abiding disposition, and to help to advance the cause of 

‘order“ (Gilmartin Unpublished:27).  

Major steps in the project of canal irrigation and land allotment got underway in 

the second half of 19th century when the pastoral lands were officially designated as 

‘crown wastes,’ thus making them the property of the state. A series of legislation like the 

Criminal Tribes Act in 1870 and the India Forest Act in 1878 enabled the colonial state to 

appropriate uncultivated lands as ‘crown wastes.’ All mineral resources and forests found 

on these lands were the property of the state, while the wandering and foraging 

livelihoods were criminalized. These laws cited historical precedent, ecological 

misfortunes like famines and wasteful use of natural resources to justify the 

environmental expansion of the colonial state. The utilitarian thrust of the colonial state 

was most active in reorganizing Indian rural society in ways that made it more productive 

within the grid of clearly demarcated relations of private property. Thus, the complex set 

of social and environmental relations regarding resource use as in the rights of grazing 

and the obligations that came with the upkeep of inundation canals were 

simplified/centralized as the northwestern frontier of the British colonial state was 

remade for sedentarized agriculture.  

The transformative properties of water played a crucial role in this process of 

converting the designated wastes into a fertile garden. The dream of bringing the giant 
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wastes into cultivation was made possible by rethinking the relationship between water, 

land relations and the population best suited to cultivate this region. The vision of using 

irrigation for this purpose was extolled by the team of engineers and planners who quoted 

biblical prophesies about new lands springing forth in deserts and saw the canal colonies 

as a laboratory for converting the ‘superstitious’ and ‘fatalistic’ Indian peasant into an 

industrious self-sufficient yeomen.  

Unlike other major irrigation projects in Colonial India (such as the Ganges in 

current day Uttar Pradesh, and Kaveri in Madras) which took place in settled agricultural 

areas, the Punjab canal colonies were unique in that the irrigation projects were taking 

shape in a place without a permanent settled population, nor were these projects 

constrained by the considerations of local populations. The entire infrastructural network 

of canals, roads, train stations, villages, towns and central districts of the Indus Basin was 

being laid down as a select migrant settler peasant population moved in. The model of 

Punjab was especially inspirational to the evangelical orientation of some of the irrigation 

Engineers and Bureaucrats.   

The former grazing grounds of the bar were parceled out (“killabandied” in 

Anglo-Indian bureaucratic language) in 25-28 acre squares that were allotted or auctioned 

to a select caste of peasantry and retired servicemen (non-commissioned officers). The 

dramatic success of the early canal colonies resulted in growing requests to reward army 

veterans, to appease tribal chieftains and to restore the prominence of caretakers of Sufi 

shrines and notable families of influence who served as intermediaries for the British 

colonial state. Mixed with these new allotments were other consideration of institutional 
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grants related to military needs like the allotment of large mare farms for the expansion 

of the descendants of Pirs and charitable institutions (like missionary societies, the 

reformist Arya Samaj dharamsalas, and the Ahmadi missions).  

Initially, it is important to note, the irrigation works were not planned with the 

stated objective of creating modern Indian peasants or collecting large sums of revenue. 

Instead the initial irrigation works came out of more immediate considerations for 

security “by finding some kind of work for the disbanded Sikh soldiers, who immediately 

after annexation were demobilized and left without any settled mode of earning a living 

in a peaceful manner” (Paustian 1930: 27). The biblical proverb of ‘turning swords into 

plowshares’ was invoked in the earliest projects like the extension of Mughal era Huslie 

canal that that served Lahore and Amritsar (ibid). However, the great success of new 

public works projects coupled with the general orderliness of the Punjab following the 

1857 Indian mutiny gave impetus to a more ambitious vision of irrigation along the lines 

of a paternalistic approach to government that became widely known as the Punjab 

Tradition (Van Dungen 1971, Michel 1967).29 In his influential book Irrigated India: An 

Australian View of India and Ceylon, their Irrigation and Agriculture, Alfred Deakin, the 

distinguished Australian statesman, summed up his admiration of Indian irrigation works 

in terms of a political vocation: "What the soldier begins the irrigation engineer 

continues” (Deakin cited by Gilmartin 2003). 

Encouraged by modest early success, the colonial state embarked on more 

ambitious projects. As early as 1887 the colonial state dramatically expanded the scope of 

the irrigation works with the Chenab project that watered 2 million acres of scrubland. By 
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1900 it was successful in repaying the entire costs of construction. By 1946 it is estimated 

that the Chenab colony had repaid the original investment by more than 1,100 percent. 

However, with the expansion of these projects came new considerations as we see in the 

planning of the Lower Bari Doab Colony, the last major canal colonization plan and also 

a central site of struggle by AMP.  The military farms located in the Lower Bari Doab 

(LBD) were the last and most ambitious of the eight canal colonization projects taken up 

by the British Colonial State. The landmass of LBD resembles a large parallelogram that 

stretches across from the southern tip of Lahore district to Dera Ghazi Khan.  The British 

colonial state had already gained a reputation for irrigation works by the time LBD was 

completed. The success of the canal colony schemes opened up over 14 million acres of 

land in the late 19th and early 20th century Punjab. Landed gentry, the Army, various 

favored castes and tribes seeking greater share of this fertile land quickly seized the last 

canal colony. 
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Figure 1. The Punjab Today (Taken from ADB report on Irrigation Repair Works). 

Different Ways of Seeing a Place 

Landscape, writes Denis Cosgrove, is an essential part of modern 'realist' perspective 

based on a linear viewpoint that places the subject at the center and the world as an object 

(cite). It works through a series of binaries between the human and non-human, nature 

and culture, the organic and the crafted that creates the semblance of the 'real.' It is a 

panoramic stage that condenses meanings about time, environment and the human 

condition in the aesthetic moment of realism. John Berger challenges this 'still life' vision 

of environment by what he calls the 'duplicity of landscape' in a set of photo essays about 

the English countryside: 
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 Landscapes can be deceptive. Sometimes a landscape seems to be less a setting 
for the life of its inhabitants than a curtain behind which their struggles, 
achievements and accidents take place. (Berger and Mohr 1969: 13 cited by 
Raffles 2002) 
  

The “real” here is what situates the bucolic setting of rural England, the tropical 

abundance of the Amazon or for that matter the arid plains of Punjab to a set of cultural 

attributes and limits. 'Reality' is prefigured by a logic about the sensuous relations 

between culture and nature, people and the environment, race and ethnicity where for 

certain populations the environment is deemed to be the determining factor for human 

adaptation or cultural-economic organization (read the non-modern or non-European), 

while in other cases the environment is a limit to be overcome by innovation, technology 

and productive labor as attributed to European settler societies.30 There is little room for 

coexistence in this ontology; either one overcomes nature or one is conquered by nature. 

Yet in everyday practice we know that people are always making their own 

environments, while at the same time being remade by their surroundings.  The 

ecological question in the context of colonial Punjab remains to be asked: how in the 

process of remaking the environment of the Indus Plains did the British colonial state 

remake the Punjab and itself? A few clues to this question can be gleaned from a thin 

booklet Youngest Punjab Canal Colony (hereon YPCC) that I will return to below, but 

first I turn to a comparative take on the politics of nature-culture inspired by Hugh 

Raffles’ work on the making of the Amazon.  

In contrast to the desert pastoral of 19th century central-western Punjab, Raffles 

perceptively discusses the politics of nature that has come to define 'Amazonia' as a place 
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of “excessive non-human agency.”  In the case of the Amazon it is the abundant tropical 

environment that is seen to impose constraints on the development of indigenous 

communities in the Amazon. “It is the impression of stasis that beguiles,” writes Raffles, 

a spatial paradigm that covers over the regional history of “long distance trading 

networks, monumental irrigation earthworks, raised fields, indigenous projects that 

looked considerably more like transformative labor than simple adaption” (Raffles 

2004:37). I came across similar talk of overlooked indigenous projects when talking to 

tenants whose ancestors remember coming across half prepared leveled fields in their trek 

through the plains of Gunji Bar, how the settlers acquired new breeds of sheep and 

buffaloes from local janglis that produce large quantities of milk in the mostly dry 

environment and stories about pastoral communities who had money to loan when early 

settlers were strapped in debt.   

A Tale About A Fakir and An Engineer. 

 Keeping in mind these spatial presuppositions, consider the politics of nature, 

space-time and government that can be gleaned from a thin booklet, “Youngest Punjab 

Canal Colony.” The Government of Punjab printed the pamphlet in 1920 to publicize the 

opening of Lower Bari Doab, the largest of seven canal colonies and home to the 

disputed farms. “Youngest Colony” sets up the stage with a mythic fable: 

Legend has it that hundreds of years ago the tract now known as the Lower Bari 
Doab lying between the Ravi and the old bed of the Beas was fertile country, but 
a faqir affronted by the arrogance of the prosperous inhabitants of the towns on its 
banks emptied the Beas with his lota and diverted its water into the Sutlej at a 
point 300 miles above the old confluence of the rivers. Hence the blight and 
hideousness of the land which only a twentieth century miracle could redeem 
(1920:p2).  
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With these opening words the pamphlet orients the reader to visualize the landscape of 

Gunji Bar, the high plains of central Punjab, through the intimate device of narrative. In 

pithy sentences and vivid images that typify the non-fiction genre of colonial 

writing/travelogues, the pamphlet foregrounds the experiential and aesthetic modes 

through which the reader comes to see the Indus Plains as ‘wastelands’ that can only be 

redeemed by modern irrigation technology. The pamphlet offers a reclamation narrative 

whereby the colonial state restores back to life what was once a prosperous land cursed 

by a roving faqir (a Sufi mendicant). It rehearses the millennial vision of water’s 

restorative powers in making the desert into a garden by directing the reader to visually 

orient himself (the subject of this testimonial is always he) as an “average passenger in 

the Karachi mail, as he travels space and time to the youngest canal colony, (he) may 

perhaps notice where there used to be solitude and crops where there was nothing but 

caked mud and sand, but it is doubtful if he has any idea of what the reclamation of the 

desert means” (4). Here we witness the work of canals with related modern infrastructure, 

roads, railways and the telegraph, weaving the arid expanse of central Punjab into the 

fold of modern colonial administrative institutions. Most historical documents share the 

visual simplicity of the image where the barren landscape of Lower Bari Doab spreads 

out like a map before the readers’ eye (Mitchell 1999). Consider the following passage 

from the pamphlet: 

One can see what it was like less than ten years ago as one passes in the Karachi 
Mail through the desert skirting the youngest canal colony sand hills and barren 
plain; dreariness unrelieved save by the vivid mirage of water and trees which for 
mile after mile form ahead and vanish as the train approaches. Such was the Bari 
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Doab less than ten years ago. The only signs of life would be a few solitary way 
farers mounted on camels, or the encampment of some nomad band wandering 
over the country … (YPCC 1920:1). 
 
Soon a new landscape comes into view as the train makes its way into the young 

canal colony, “…for as far as the eye could see and stretching back for miles on either 

side, rich fields of cotton, maize and cane or, in the spring, great expanses of wheat, 

relieved by bright yellow scarves of mustard, greet the eye.” In this idyllic image one can 

see “flourishing towns, each with its mills and factories… and every station is thronged 

with a crowd of prosperous peasants (ibid).”  The booklet makes it clear that no revenue 

report can ever do justice to the sublime transformation underway. “One could fill a stout 

Government report with details of distribution and figures indicating the nature of the 

change that water has brought to land, but statistics however illuminating to the initiated, 

convey little to the man on the train” (2). It has to be seen to be believed. Indeed, the 

sight of this geometric landscape was so powerful, as Gilmartin notes, that one of the 

most ardent critics of the expensive irrigation works, the British Commissioner in Sindh, 

was completely disarmed after witnessing the unimaginable geometric regularity of the 

new fields of the Chenab Colony.31  

The artful competition between the two different domains of authority that lay 

claim to this space, the faqir and the modern engineer, highlights the colonial encounter 

where the technological superiority of the British colonial state is seen as giving it the 

right to rule. Hence, the irrigation of the youngest Punjab canal colony is “the latter day 

miracle [that] transcends that of the Faqir though the Beas is still obedient to his spell” 

(YPCC 1920:1).  In conferring legitimacy to the colonial state this allegory also performs 
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a subtler act of elision of the local technological history of water works and economic 

and information exchange carried on by the region’s inhabitants, a rupture that makes 

way for the rule of experts, bureaucrats, engineers and multinational aid organizations 

whose long distance expertise is based on neatly demarcated technological models and 

projects that selectively simplify local reality based on market valuation (Scott 1998).  

Thing are divided in a binary of value and waste instead of looking at the habitat as a 

whole; other community and human uses are ignored in favor of a utilitarian vision. 

Hence, these immanent projects come to be associated with projects of rule by indigenous 

communities.32 

 Canals and trains are part and parcel of the modern technological infrastructure 

that expands the reach of state institutions across space connecting remote terrain into a 

network of administration, economy and communication that Henri Lefebvre calls “state 

space” (cite). Reciprocally in the face of such 'rationalization' (in Weberian terms) the 

train also incites a proliferating set of reactions of apprehension, awe, and fear. More than 

anything the moving train stands as the potent symbol of modern technological progress 

and mobility even as the canals deceptively meld into the ecological milieu of the 

landscape. But as we continue to learn, knowledge is a social product, and the promise of 

technological progress cannot ignore the social worlds that technologies come to inhabit.   

    Spatially the railway tracks connect places, however remote, into a network that 

compresses the distance between the high plains of Ganji Bar to the port city of Karachi. 

Conversely, Karachi takes the shape of a cosmopolitan city in relation to the growing 

volume of trade flowing out from the Indus Plains, as the canal colonies quickly became 
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the largest producers of cotton and grains in British India with Karachi as their seaport. 

With the advent of trains the old trade routes over rivers dropped to insignificance, while 

the overland markets in Shikarpur were passed over by the train. Less obvious than the 

spatial connectivity is the wide ranging moral significance associated with the canals and 

trains where they are suppose to carry out the work of 'Reason' by breaking loose pre-

modern beliefs such as caste differences in Rural India.  

 In Punjab as in the colonial world modern trains, canals, bridges and roads were 

“made into totems and placed in the center stage in society... the material objects through 

which the relationship between the ruler and ruled were embodied” (Larkin 2008: 247). 

However, these 'totems' turned out to be more than just symbols of technological prowess 

and dominance as they were domesticated over time in the material and cultural worlds of 

the 'ruled' communities in new ways.  

 This comes across beautifully in a short story by Ahmed Nadeem Qasmi about the 

coming of the train and canals to the 'remote' region of Thal that slowly finds itself 

transformed with advent of irrigation and railway projects. The story gives an account of 

what the passing train means to the peasant farmers who reside in a place that is about to 

be connected to the infrastructural grid of railways and canals. In the concise brevity of 

an Urdu short story, Qasmi charts the life course of a young man, Misri Khan, who 

overcomes the desire for the prosperous life in a distant river valley to toil in the same 

place where his father and grandfather struggled to eke out a livelihood. Thal is a parched 

landscape of sandstorms and blazing sun, where the Kikar trees whistle as the hot 

summer wind blows through the naked reed branches. Yet this very earth swells up with 
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wildflowers with a rare hint of rain, and the Kikar blooms with fragrant yellow flowers 

when torrents rush down from not so distant mountains. Places dotted by small 

homesteads where people’s livelihood circled around livestock and scant seasonal 

farming. A way of life that is suddenly broken as irrigation engineers and railway tracks 

make their way into Thal. 

In contrast to the pamphlet, the coming of the trains and canals means a very 

different thing for the inhabitants who grapple with these technologies with a set of 

symbols, beliefs and fears that are embedded in different conceptions of space and 

authority. The short story starts with an old man recalling the time when the first rail 

tracks were laid down in Thal: 

It is said that there was a dust storm every day when the rail tracks were laid 
down in Thal. The usual dust storms would deposit tall sand hill on the tracks 
from place to place. In those days an elderly man told us some strange stories. He 
told us about the time when the tracks were being laid down near Hazrat Pir’s 
shrine. The caretaker of the mausoleum was scared of the English and he received 
the (ironic) honorary title of Khan Bahadur. But, why should Hazrat Pir fear the 
English! So that very night an army of Jinns and Goblins descended on the tracks 
and chewed up steel tracks like stalks of sugarcane. In the morning when the 
English engineer showed up he noticed chewed up peels of steel were scattered 
here and there as if floating everywhere on sand. It was then that they (the British) 
cooked 7 large pots (deghs) of sweet rice and distributed to the needy on that very 
site. The route (for the railway station) changed and that is why the train makes 
such a steep detour to get to the next station. (Qasmi 1973, 2003:32). 
 

 Instead of severing two different life-worlds 'Thal' sutures the technological 

wonder of trains and canals as they are apprehended by the local inhabitants through their 

own categories of knowledge and felt sensations. In contrast to the pamphlet’s confident 

pronouncements about the coming of canals and railway tracks in canal colonies, this 

short story shows how pre-existing modes of authority rework these modern structures 
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into their own interpretive world. For example the violation of the sacred space of Hazrat 

Pir's shrine is corrected by a lavish customary offering of food, a large langar, for the 

needy and common people who reside in the area. More importantly, the route of the 

train was changed in order to steer clear of Hazrat Pir's wrath. For the residents of Thal, 

the sharp turn taken by the railway tracks before the next railway station is a testimony to 

the spiritual agency of Hazrat Pir. In fact the railway track only passes through Thal after 

a drawn-out competition that was initiated by a distressed English railway engineer who 

wrote a letter to his home office from this remote outpost:  

Munshi ji used to tell us about the Englishman (engineer) who was sent to lay 
down the tracks. He was fed up with the sandstorms in Thal and he wrote to his 
government as to “why have you sent me to such a place where the entire 
landscape changes after a storm. Here I see sand dunes moving before my eyes... 
So please help me.” The foreign office took note and wrote to Delhi; in return 
Delhi's government turned to a high rank Pir (Sufi saint) and acquired an amulet, 
which was hung on the shrubs near the tracks. Afterwards the sandstorms stayed 
clear of the tracks. But it seems that Hazrat Pir was more powerful. They say that 
once a large sandstorm gathered near the tracks and it overpowered the (Delhi 
Pir’s blessed) amulet as it left a tall mountain of sand on the rail tracks. So they 
sent another amulet from Delhi, one so powerful that it made a SHRRRRR sound 
when it was hung near the tracks. Immediately the sand dune on the railway track 
caught fire and dispersed like burnt ashes. Hazrat Pir and the Pirs from Delhi were 
locked in a tight contest for as long as they laid down tracks in this region. And, 
in fact Hazrat Pirs' Jinns and Goblins are active to the present day. Just in the past 
few days Allah Ditta33 was cut down under the rail tracks along with his buffalo. 
He would find any excuse to get on the train. Our elders explained to him many 
times that he shouldn't travel so much on trains as not to anger Hazrat Pir but he 
wouldn't listen. And than one day a train struck him as he tried to save his buffalo, 
which got caught on the tracks in front of an approaching train. Both he and his 
buffaloes were run over by the train and carried for a long distance. People used 
hoes to peel off his skin from the tracks. (ibid pp 32-33) 
 

 The accidents and dangers tied to trains, like the fate of Allah Dita, speak of this 

technology’s mysterious agencies, a mystery that lessens over time, as trains become a 
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familiar sight and people learn to negotiate their associated dangers. The contest between 

Hazrat Pir and Delhi Pirs continues as people learn to stay on good terms with the local 

Sufi Saint while also traveling on the train. Over time the residents of Thal come to 

depend on the convenience of the train but find it prudent to get an amulet from Hazrat 

Pir's shrine before embarking on a journey to lessen its physical and moral dangers. The 

trade in travel amulets is a boon to the shrine keeper (Khan Bahadur) who was happy to 

comply with British designs for rail tracks that violated the sacred space of the shrine. 

The entire village changes with the coming of the train and canals, yet this change is 

indelibly local and subject to the varied history of culture-power that link the train with 

colonial forms of rule as well as local forms of authority. Hence the train not only enables 

more intensive agriculture, trade and travel but it also serves to underscore the powers of 

Hazrat Pir, as well as the existing hierarchies, fears and agencies that are remade with the 

coming of this new technology. The onset of modern infrastructure does not eradicate the 

local but in fact these structures layer on top of existing social worlds as an intense force 

of connection, a relay point that materializes through conflicts and collaborations in 

strange articulations.  
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Figure 2: Thal. A crowd of peasants looking towards a village fair in canal colony. 
Source I.M Stephens. Box 44-1, 14-3  

 

Colonial Infrastructure as Gift 

 Keeping this discussion of the cultural life of technologies in mind, I return to the 

social milieu described in the “Youngest Punjab Canal Colony” pamphlet as it introduces 

the cast of subjects who come to inhabit the new canal colony. Here is how the YPCC 

describes the crowd on a train platform in Montgomery, circa 1920: 

 it is the microcosm of the colony. The Mohammedan peasant with the red beard 
and the bundle of sugar is an Arain whose land has been eaten up by the Sutlej. 
His companion, a Kumboh, has lost his smallholding owing to a canal being cut 
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through it. The young man in the frock coat and patent leather shoes, an absentee 
colonist of Rawalpindi is returning to an environment more congenial to him after 
a day or two enforced rusticity, which coincided with the visit of the inspecting 
officer. The innocent looking peasant behind him is as likely as not, a Sansi or 
Bauria a member of the criminal tribes with half a dozen dacoities to his credit 
now a reformed though registered member of society, a probationer for occupancy 
rights allowed to leave the settlement on a pass. Other figures in the group include 
a scion of the landed gentry and a Christian from Bethlehem, the protégé of some 
mission, once a village menial in Gujjranwala, afterwards a farm labourer in 
Layalpur now raised to the status of a cultivator on his own holding. Heimul of 
Bethlehem is going to Montgomery to buy bricks for the church. Of him as of 
others of the group it may be said that the canal “has gentled their condition.” The 
Christian, the ex-dacoit, the Kumboh, the Pindi lothario, the sad looking Arain 
whose property has been devoured by the Sutlej occupy two or three square yards 
of platform. Clean and unclean, primitive and evolved, touchable and untouchable 
are herded together in the press for the train. Among them there is one dominating 
figure a retired Subadar of the –Punjabi Cavalry, whose military bearing would 
command a square yard to himself, if there were any corner for the crowd to 
disperse into. (YPCC 1920:4) 
 
 As this passage demonstrates, the function of infrastructure cannot be studied as 

things with simple use value of transport and trade, but must be seen within the context of 

a sociality of moral significance, a symbolic economy and political debates that they 

came to embody. The crowded railway station platform and the open vistas of irrigated 

fields in canal colonies anticipate a future where these technologies will dissolve caste 

hierarchies, reform criminal tribes, and promise uplift to peasant laborers. They make 

way for a new public that owes its existence to colonial era trains and canals. As Manu 

Goswami has observed, “(w)ithin official discourse, railways were conceived as a 

magical agency that would promote and secure the material welfare of the people, tame 

entrenched prejudices, and enable the production of an industrious and disciplined social 

body” (Goswami 2004: 105).  
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 But as we see, the crowded platform is made up of different subjects who are 

affected by different forms of recognition. The crowd ranges from the displaced peasant, 

to the Pindi lothario, the Christian convert to the dominant figure of the British Indian 

Army veteran of WWI. A survey of this crowded platform shows the “contingent nature 

of the state, produced out of the processes through which it constitutes its populations” 

(Ghosh 2006). The assembled public belies the all-encompassing unity that is expected of 

the modern state. Caste, religious identities, class rank and military service determine the 

different modes of address and the kinds of governmental programs that apply, what 

capacities are to be enhanced and what kinds of conduct to monitor.  In fact the crowded 

platform serves as a deconstructive case against the idea of modern civil society, where in 

theory the political domain is stripped of its particular histories into abstract universal 

categories of citizenship and civil society. Far from dissolving caste, or erasing 

premodern forms of association, the crowded platform shows how colonial 

governmentality relies on a much more paradoxical and productive relationship of change 

and preservation of these distinct identities.  In a very suggestive article Kaushik Ghosh 

(2006) has outlined what he calls “Two Modes of Governmentality,” whereby the 

colonial state works in two dissimilar ways to partly incorporate and exclude subject 

populations.34 One is a process of gradual incorporation through which the rule of law 

and market assimilates certain populations who in the final instance can become good 

citizen-subjects, the Pindi Lothario, the zamindar or the Army veteran. This “politics of 

recognition” also works through exclusion and exception by emphasizing the singularity 

of a given population from common law and “protection.” Universal citizenship holds 
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little weight where modern subjects are indelibly marked by communal identities, caste 

distinctions and ‘traditional’ modes of labor like the peasantry. Hence the domain of 

citizenship remains extremely fragmented and constricted. 

 Ghosh develops his theory of inclusive and exclusive governmentality with regard 

to the question of the Adivasi community, but his formulation can be applied to a wider 

question of regional ethnic and tribal identity. The missionary reform colonies for lower 

caste converts, the carceral villages for the jangli tribals, and special protections for loyal 

gentry whose fortunes are fading all fit into the particular framing of 'preservation’ and 

protection that lends itself to indirect rule by the government commissioner, Christian 

missionary and designated tribal chief. 

 The pamphlet presents the coming of trains and canals as a gift that borders on a 

miracle in its ability to reshape rural Punjab. However, as Marcel Mauss has illustrated 

the “spirit of the gift” insures that the gift is never one-way, nor is it altruistic, but rather 

that there is always some compulsion to return and reciprocate (Mauss 1920). The spirit 

of the gift lies in mutual recognition and exchange, where the promise of modern 

improvement and technical progress comes in exchange with modernity bound in 

colonial subjection. The reciprocal relations entailed within the ‘gift’ of colonial 

infrastructure involve “two opposite movements … contained in a single act--the gift 

decreases the distance between the protagonists as sharing but it increases social 

distances between them as debt” (Godelier 1998).  

 The idea of colonial infrastructure as gift parallels with the theory of 

governmentality forwarded by Foucault in so far as modern infrastructures aim to guide 
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conduct among subjects whose agency gets deployed rather than destroyed. Hence the 

increase in capacity brought in by modern infrastructures fits into the larger schema of 

governmentality where increased aptitude comes with increased domination. However, I 

retain the idea of the colonial infrastructure as gift because I am interested in 

contingencies of these relations of rule as they form around material objects like canals, 

irrigated land and railways.  

 Even before the opening of the canal colonies, administrators like Richard C. 

Temple argued that agricultural settlement was important not only for the establishment 

of order, but even more critically, for its role in encouraging a general “moral” 

transformation that would draw Punjabi peasants and their rural social structures to 

improve under the guidance of the colonial legal structure. As Smetis Thorburn, a senior 

Civil Service officer at the turn of century writes, “'In 1849-50 ‘we converted collective 

into individual ownership of land, plus the right to alienate it at pleasure. By so doing we 

made an un-conditional gift of a valuable estate to every peasant proprietor in the 

Punjab…’ whereby the value and profit of the land was not limited by the constraints of 

local customs” (Thorburn quoted by Darling 1925: 97). Yet we know that land allotment 

and proprietorship were almost always refracted through local social realities, customary 

laws where certain rural populations and tribes were found wanting for actual 

proprietorship. Thorburn himself wrote an entire book on the need to restrict land 

alienation to stop the dramatic loss of land by indebted Muslim peasants who were 

increasingly losing farmland to moneylenders in central-western Punjab in his influential 

text Musalman and moneylenders in Punjab (1886).  
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 As Ghosh notes this process of “protection,” while not compatible with market 

principles and capitalism, says something about how states come to recognize “different 

subjectivities that do not fully correspond to the homogeneous time of the citizen” 

(Ghosh 2006:508, Chakrabarty 2000). They have to be ruled according to their customary 

laws, which have to discovered and documented. “This is where the colonial 

anthropology of customary law emerged” (ibid: 507). Here we see the colonial state 

working in two different modes of incorporation through market and laws, while at the 

same time isolating and protecting certain attributes that are not seen as compatible with 

market principles. We can see this logic at work in the youngest colony pamphlet, which 

like most colonial texts strides along the contradictory path of promising radical change 

and preservation, inclusion and exclusion, offering utopian possibilities of modernity 

while at the same time resignifying traditional identities, enumerating ethnicities and 

sedimenting hierarchies of Punjab into entrenched modes of legal address.  

 Imran Ali the historian of canal colonies observes the following in his preface to 

Punjab under Imperialism 1885-1947: “The great agricultural colonization schemes 

undertaken in the western Punjab during British rule turned this area into a virtual human 

laboratory, as castes, clans and tribes from different parts of the province converged on 

the new lands” (Ali 1988: viii). Perhaps the analogy of laboratory can also be used to 

describe the ‘ethnological’ praxis deployed to discriminate between who received land 

grants and who did not. Ethnological surveys, census reports, land revenue reports and 

consultation with local notables were used to make the diverse communities of Punjab 

legible to colonial administrators in terms of fixed ‘castes,’ customs (including the 
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capacity for different kinds of labor) and ‘tribes.’ This form of recognition was drawn on 

to come up with a chart of habits and customs of very diverse communities that lived in 

the Punjab to select the most ‘suitable’ members to colonize these farms. Most of the land 

grantees were brought in from rich agrarian and ‘overcrowded’ regions of central Punjabi 

districts like Jullundar, Lahore, Gurdaspur and Hoshiarpur. Malcolm Darling identified 

two groups as the ideal candidates for settling the newly irrigated canal colonies in his 

survey of peasant debt in canal colonies; the Jat Sikh and the Arain.  The Jat Sikh “has 

been described as ‘the most desirable of colonists.’ Grit skill in farming and a fine 

physique are characteristics common to all, and on his new environment the Jat Sikh has 

reached a point of development probably beyond anything else of the kind in India…. 

The Arain, the prince of market gardeners, is his only rival. As thrifty as he is prolific, 

from dawn till eve bent over cabbage and onions able to draw a living form the tiniest of 

plot” (Darling 1925: 136-137). The myth of the abadkar (or settler) peasant from central 

and eastern Punjab was instantiated by the infrastructural support and steady water access 

provided to these farmers in the canal colonies.35  

 Tribal, caste and religious categories are now characterized by a rigid 

boundedness as they transcend context and are, thus, not “fuzzy” (Darling: 508). Other 

populations like nomadic petty traders, pastoralists and  plains and jungle dwelling tribals 

who did not conform to the model of settled agricultural and wage labor were either 

criminalized under the Criminal Tribes Act or forced into settlements where they were 

trained or reformed into agrarian life (Arnold 1985:85).36  For instance take the case of 
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the reform and settlements of so called Criminal Tribes into penal colonies where they 

would receive colonial pedagogy:  

The criminal tribes belong to another category Sansis, Baurias, Bhedkuts and 
others whose reclamation is being undertaken by government with conspicuous 
successes... the more disciplined are collected in settlements under supervision. 
Their villages are laid out in the form of walled barracks with a single entrance, 
which can be without a pass. Strangely enough the majority of them have become 
reconciled to these restrictions largely through the prospect of occupancy rights. 
Visitors to the farms are struck with the general air of content(ment). Very few of 
these near do wells are tempted to break away to the old vagabond life. The 
criminal tribesman from a vary form a very small fraction of the colony not more 
than one in five hundred yet in estimating the importance on the general scheme 
one must remember that government in providing for them is killing three birds 
with one stone; An incidental result of salvage of bad lands and thievish men is 
the increased security of property (YPCC 1920: 5). 
  

  The criminal tribes were classified as wandering tribes who were thought to be 

dangerous, especially when it comes to respecting property and the settled tribes. 

Designated criminal tribes were held in a restricted area and could not leave without a 

pass. Entire communities or clans would be notified of their classification as criminal 

tribes as they were subject to constant inspection and limited mobility. As a report on the 

Administration of Criminal Tribes in Punjab noted in 1918, “The introduction of the 

scheme has not only resulted in the obvious transformation of criminal tribesmen placed 

in settlements, but the effect of it on the criminal tribes generally has been to make them 

anxious to find remunerative occupation in their places of residence for fear of being 

removed to settlements” (Gov't of Punjab: 1919). As archival records indicate these penal 

colonies also became a source of cheap labor to “expedite the constructions of military 

barracks at a time when, owing to recruitment and other causes, labour was very scarce” 

(ibid).37   
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 Land allotments were denied to indigenous wandering tribes but they were 

handsomely rewarded to war veterans and distinguished soldiers as a tool for military 

recruitment. “As is natural in the premier military province of India, the Lower Bari Doab 

colony is associated in many ways with the army. By the cavalry in particular it will be 

recognized as a most important horse-breeding area” (YPCC 1920:4). The YPCC 

pamphlet gives the example of awardees like Gurbachan Das who distinguished himself 

fighting in South Africa, settled in Australia, fought the Ottoman empire as a volunteer 

soldier in Gallipoli and chose to retire in the new canal colony where he started a large 

farm.38  In addition to the expanding military grants we learn of another kind of land 

allotment that was granted to preserve the fortunes of the landed gentry who remained 

loyal to the colonial state but found their fortunes fading due to primogeniture. Thus the 

YPCC states: 

Another important provision of the colony is the allotment of farms the landed 
gentry when property has not kept pace with the growing wealth of the middle 
classes and the peasantry. This fine old stock, the real leaders of the country and 
the strongest support of the administration in the rural districts have lost influence 
and wealth… they need help the government can give them to supplement their 
dwindling acres (YPCC 1920: 4).  
 

  Lastly, the Youngest Colony pamphlet circles back to the military farms that are 

the source of inspiration for this historical detour. It mentions the early settlement of Oat 

Hay Farms as well as the British Cotton Association in Pirowal, two leading centers of 

the peasant protest movement. The Oat Hay farm, which today is known as Chak 10, was 

initially allotted to Catholic missionaries to settle newly Christian converted families who 

possessed no land. But instead of producing social uplift these farmlands were leased to 
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the British Indian Army at the onset of WW1. Hence, the promise: “To the depressed 

classes the protégés of Christian missions, or of non-Christian service association most of 

them decent law abiding citizens, the colony gives a chance of rising from the menial 

positions to which their hereditary occupation have condemned... ” never materialized for  

the residents of Oat Hay Farms (YPCC 1920:5).  The case of the abandoned missionary 

project now known simply as Chak 10 can teach us something about the compromised 

nature of the colonial gift economy.    

Figure 3: Peasant Settlers. Waterhouse Pages Box 52, 20-1 

    Father Felix and Khushi Baba 

Bernard Cohn insightfully noted almost 50 years ago that there is no singular past 

when it comes to the history of an Indian village.39 Take the history of Chak 10, or 
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Anthonyabad for a brief period around the time of its founding in 1913. It was supposed 

to be the first of several Christian mission villages planned by the Catholic Church to 

settle a growing population of “lower caste” converts hailing from Sialkot and Narowal. 

This project of “social uplift” for new convert communities ended abruptly with the 

sudden outbreak of WWI in Europe. The Bishop of Lahore returned these lands back to 

the Punjab Government, which in turn transferred these farms to the British Indian Army. 

This village underwent another transformation around the time of partition of British 

India, when all Hindu and Sikh inhabitants (both tenants and farm managers) left for 

India as Muslim peasants and farm managers took their place. More recently this village 

gained prominence as the focal point of peasant resistance in Punjab. Chak 10 shows the 

contingency of rule that has come to shape the village histories in this region. It 

demonstrates what is left out of the layered histories that make this place. It is important 

to understand the contingencies through which certain populations come to be recognized 

and governed. Questions of who belongs where, who is native and who is an outsider, 

and unified theories of political rationality leave out this complexity to better understand 

the different sets of compulsions, needs and limits of the regimes of modern governance. 

 I made my way to Chak 10 in the sweltering July heat of Punjab. It was high 

noon and the sun was baking freshly watered fields. A few women were still at work in 

the field tying bundles of wheat. The air was still and the green blades of berseem fodder 

stood tall along the perimeter of the square fields. I was delighted to take in these sights 

after a long bone-rattling rickshaw trip from the far-away bus stop. Chak 10 seems 

remote and isolated, a space far away from anywhere at the time when there was no 
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paved road connecting to it.  But looks can be deceiving. Despite its appearance I came to 

learn this village was as connected to places as far way as Belgium and London as it was 

to Sialkot and Lahore. Chak 10 was formerly known as Anthonyabad, the first village in 

a cluster of Christian colonies that were set up in this area when it was considered a 

wilderness. More recently Chak 10 was the site where the first confrontation between 

tenant farmers and military farm authorities became a Punjab-wide movement. With 

these two episodes in mind I was looking into the relations between the recent land rights 

struggle and the social memory of this place.  

The great transformation of Punjab in the 19th century has been written about in 

terms of a technological achievement of science and engineering. It’s easy to forget that 

these irrigation projects were also heavily freighted with moral, religious and millennial 

images of water’s transformative potential. The potential of irrigation for social 

upliftment and moral improvement enchanted settlers, colonial administrators and 

missionaries. Consider the following lines by Imad ud Din, a pastoral worker for the 

CME parish, as he talks about the Chenab colony: 

“Now we are on holy ground.”  When these canals are running at their full 
pressure they are a wonderful sight, carrying the life-giving water to the parched 
and thirsty lands, turning a desolate and barren country into a veritable, ‘Garden 
of the Lord.'40 
 

 The irrigation projects captured the surging evangelical aspiration of Capuchin 

Catholic missionaries who were relative latecomers to Punjab. For the missionaries, Chak 

10 embodied the transformative potential for social upliftment, and redemption for 

laboring and sweeper castes in Sialkot and Narowal, who were at the heart of their 
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missionary activity. Chak 10 was originally founded as part of the missionary activity of 

these Capuchin friars who supplied the manpower and gathered the funds to shepherd a 

flock of new converts in the wilderness of Gunji Bar, which had not been irrigated at the 

time. Young Capuchin missionaries brought the same zeal to their grassroots work in 

Punjab as they had once brought to the 19th century Belgium countryside. 

 Approaching Chak 10, I was taking a historical detour from my research on the 

ongoing land rights struggle in Okara by coming to this village to talk with Khushi baba, 

who according to my sources was one of the few surviving elders who could knew about 

the early days when these villages were first established by Catholic missionaries. My 

mind was rumbling with doubts as I made my way to the village. I had never heard of 

anyone with the name of Khushi in this village, and the fact that these farms were first 

established in 1913 made it very unlikely to meet someone with a first hand account of 

those days. Partly anxious, I felt as if I was being setup by my acquaintances in chak 15 

who were sending me to a rival village. For weeks I had been pestering my friends, the 

village leaders of AMP, in chak 15 with questions about the past that did not pertain to 

the immediate struggle. Question about, “What existed here before settlement? What 

grew here before irrigation? What did the indigenous inhabitants (the so-called janglis) 

eat?” 

Most people simply replied that there was nothing here before; it was all jungle, a 

scrubland. However, a few extra questions revealed that most of my interlocutors who 

like me were Muslim (who are a majority in the villages) came here as refugees in 1947 

from Amritsar, Jullunder and Hoshiarpur, districts that reside in Indian Punjab. My 
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informants didn’t know much, nor care to know much about the historical transformation 

of this landscape when this region was transformed by canals and railroads and the story 

of how missionaries first founded their villages in early 20th century Punjab. If anything 

the canals were an object example about the visionary planning of the British engineers, 

which stood in contrast to the mechanisms of the Army that wanted to take these lands 

away. 

Chak 10 is home to an impressive church and two adjoining school buildings that 

conform to metric standard. As it turned out there were two Khushis in this village and 

the elder I was looking for was not at home but at the dera by his fields. A young boy 

accompanied me to the outskirt of the village where I saw Khushi resting on a charpai 

under a tall pepal tree. We sat there for half an hour getting acquainted. Khushi asked me 

about my biraderi, my background, my reasons for asking him so many questions. Khushi 

mentioned that he would tell me everything he could recall, but only after lunch. After a 

few hours Khushi agreed to tell me the story about his father and uncles when they first 

settled this land:   

The missionaries first brought people from Sialkot. My family came from Sialkot 
and they had promised that the land would be given to the mazaras six years after 
the land was settled. At that time this land was called Gunji Bar, and people in 
Sialkot still know this land as Gunji Bar… The living conditions of the abadkar 
peasants were very tough. Christians, Muslim, Hindus, Sikhs and Rah settled 
these lands together and there was nothing here but jungle. At first there was no 
water here, and it was very difficult. I remember that old women use to sing “we 
left land with water and rain to come to jungle with no water.” Our ancestors told 
us about the past, that Father Herman had brought us here. The land belonged to 
the mazaras. Missionaries settled Chak 14, 11, 10, 9, 6, and 8. Those people who 
settled these lands have all passed away… the canal came to this area in 1913. My 
father worked on the canal, he dug the canal and removed the rubble in containers 
(tokrya bahar kardi). Soon after the jungle was settled, two of my uncles died 
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fighting snakes. One of my brothers also died because of the snake. There were so 
many snakes, thousands; my father use to kill 10-20 a day…there were no animals 
besides snakes… slowly the snakes died out but even now some snakes come 
out… After Pakistan was made and the Muslim government was formed, the 
Hindu and Sikh left. New chak-in-charge came. They were reasonable in the first 
year but then they started abusing us, asking for more batai. In the evening they 
would make us sit out on the floor like insects and they would tell us what to do 
the next day. Talk and command, they held us hostage all these years… 
(Interview Khushi Chak 11/4L). 
 
Khushi’s feeling of betrayal by Father Herman the farm manager gives an 

important counterpoint to the dominant history of canal colonization as one of greater 

freedoms or as a story of deliverance for low caste Christian converts. Having recorded 

Khushi’s story I started looking into the history of Chak 10 and I was able to confirm that 

this village was indeed owned by the Catholic Church who acquired the land in 1908 in 

anticipation of canal irrigation. The village was founded by the efforts of a charismatic 

Capuchin missionary Father Felix who had been active in the construction of new 

Christian colonies for new converts around Lyallpur and the Toba Tek Singh area. The 

first settlers of Chak 10, which was originally called Anthonyabad, were taken from 

another Christian colony Maryamabad near Lyallpur, current day Faisalabad.41 These 

tenants’ long, arduous journey through the wilderness is still part of the oral narrative and 

it is often expounded in biblical terms of exodus. Anthonyabad came into existence in 

1908. Soon after its founding Anthonyabad suffered two major setbacks. A month after 

its foundation the Great War in Europe broke out, and the Capuchin missionaries were 

cut off from their financial support in Belgium. This meant that commitments to the 

Anthonyabad settlers could not be honored. The other setback was the removal of Fr. 

Felix from Punjab. He had run into some trouble by naming one of the largest Christian 
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colonies after himself it was alleged; the colony was named Khushpur (Khushi being a 

translation of Felix in Urdu), and it remains a major center of Catholicism in Punjab. 

Secondly, during WWI many German or Austrian citizens including missionaries were 

placed in internment camps. The Catholic Bishop of Lahore relinquished his lease on 

Chak 10, along with Chak 9, and a few other villages were given to the Punjab 

Government, which leased them to the British Indian Army. 

Khushi's own narrative arc of Chak 10’s 100-year social history says something 

about the contingent nature through which places fall within projects of rule. Yet the 

depth of Khushi's story lies in his claim to this place that is born out of work and sacrifice 

to make it arable. The relationship to modern state institutions are not based around a 

relationship of debt, or a compulsion to regulate `oneself. n Khushi's narrative we get a 

sense of colonial modernity that is deeply compromised in terms of the liberal promises 

of welfare and development. Rather, it is the subaltern history of protest that comes to 

play a part in the kind of relationships of rule that developed on these farms. The 

paternalist rule that was meant to protect and uplift the peasantry into citizen-subjects 

becomes the means to illiberal forms of labor regimes in the military farms. 

 Political analysis based on purely tracking governmental processes through 

textual and archival analysis privileges the ‘effectiveness’ of certain institutional 

rationalities of rule (Moore 2005). Looking at political technologies through layered 

village histories gives a better view of the contentious political landscape and the limits 

and effects of power. For example, most of the earliest tenants on OMF were lower caste 

communities from Sialkot (a major city in Northern Punjab) who had converted to 
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Christianity. These peasants were lured to Montgomery district (the former name of the 

district that was split into Sahiwal and Okara districts in the 1980s) by the missionary 

church with the promise of permanent land grants in exchange for the cultivation and 

settlement of this land. However, the promise of land grants never transpired, and the 

peasant farmers remained subjugated to a sharecropping system where the military 

became the new landlord after taking over this estate in 1913. Now, if we were to rely 

purely on archival and textual sources we get a very different narrative of the history of 

OMF. Officially, the function of these farms was always reformatory, even a 

philanthropic project of upliftment of weaker communities. As Malcolm Darling, one of 

the most influential colonial civil services officers of Punjab put it, the function of the 

‘co-operative’ farms in Montgomery district was to inculcate ‘reform’ and instill a drive 

for progress in the native population. The aim of these farms was one of ‘education and 

progress’: Their (OMF peasants) welfare and the development of their resources is its 

only care, and all its energies are bent upon teaching the most skilled use of their land 

(Darling 274-278). I mention this quote by Darling to point out the dangers of taking 

bureaucratic texts (or claims) at face value that render modes of governmentality with 

greater coherence and effectiveness then in actual practice. Moreover, these 

representations might elide the coercive practices that might have taken place in order to 

create the smooth space of order and reform.  

 This chapter has followed a wide ranging path discussing the various modes of 

rethinking the archive as a living thing--modernity, Punjab, colonial infrastructure as a 

gift that consecrates relations among different population- bring mutual recognition even 
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among incommensurable contexts. Returning to the politics of place allows us to rethink 

the question of power in terms of something that is constructed locally, where forces of 

change are not solely the ‘modern’ rationalization of the center or state, but local 

practical relations brought forth by the gift of colonial infrastructure that not only remade 

the environment of Punjab but also entered into the lives of many inhabitants and 

rearranged their lives. However, as Henri Lefebvre has emphasized, the “global space 

produces rather than subsumes, generates rather than negates, the local, regional and 

national” (Lefebvre 1978:88 cited by Goswami 2004:36): 

The local does not disappear…it is never absorbed by the regional, national, or 
even worldwide level. The national and regional take in innumerable “places”; 
national space embraces the regions; and world space does not merely subsume 
national space, but even precipitates the formation of national spaces through a 
remarkable process of fission. Myriad currents, meanwhile, traverse all these 
spaces. The hyper complexity of social space should now be apparent… [it] 
means that each fragment of space subjected to analysis masks not just one social 
relationship but also a host of them (ibid). 
 
In the next chapter, I turn to my fieldwork in order to tell the story of the military 

farms where the Okara peasant farmers’ movement (AMP) rejected the Army’s unilateral 

policy of implementing the cash-based land tenure system. This section will provide 

another register to think about social-spatial changes based on subjective experiences and 

memories of the peasant farmers. 

 

 

 

 



 80 

Chapter 2: What Remains Buried Under Property? 

 This chapter dwells on the stories and experiences of tenant farmers in the 

military farms to illustrate the politics of land rights that emerged in Okara district and 

quickly spread to other military farms throughout Punjab. As I noted in the introduction, 

the rise of Anjuman Mazarin Punjab (AMP) caught everyone by surprise (from the 

military to journalists and urban activists) because it started a few months after a coup in 

which the army easily dismissed an elected parliamentary government with little 

opposition. It was a cynical time when General Pervez Musharraf declared himself to be 

a new kind of dictator, the “CEO of Pakistan,” while the Supreme Court obliged (minus 

the dissenting Justice Wajihuddin Ahmed) by citing the “doctrine of necessity,” a legal 

cover for the coup.42 Yet here were reports of skirmishes, charged slogans like 

“Ownership or Death,” and scenes of Punjabi women, men and children with sticks 

resisting armed soldiers. All this clashed with long-held assumptions about central Punjab 

as the base of support and patronage by the Army. What started out as a local dispute 

about the terms of land tenure mushroomed into a full-fledged mobilization that attracted 

urban activists, NGOs and even transnational human rights groups like Human Rights 

Watch.  

 Initially, I was drawn by the seeming spontaneity of this movement, its 

unexpected location and its success in maintaining peasant possession of land. I wanted 

to find out more about the tenants’ ability to mobilize thousands of sharecroppers on the 

basis of rights to land, which they did not “own” yet on which they had moral claims. In 

this respect I sought to explore what these claims have to do with the history of this place. 
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The rise of AMP evoked agrarian populist sentiments in a way that disarmed the state’s 

ability to legitimize its use of violence to put down the campaign of civil disobedience 

with regard to the new cash contracts. The sentiments evoked by AMP were coupled with 

a diffuse vocabulary of rights that gained salience in the villages. However, in this case 

the tenants’ claims to rights were not primarily based on legal precedents, constitutional 

guarantees or even revenue records. What did these claims mean in the framework of 

rights? AMP based the language of rights on historical, moral claims stemming from 

almost 100 years of sharecropping and not the constitution or legal entitlement. Here the 

prior history of claim making in the region tied to canal colonization, land settlement, and 

the partition of British India served as the bulwark against the military’s justification for 

cash-based tenancy. 

 In this chapter I will relate the prosaic ways in which the tenants’ movement has 

mobilized the language of rights via a local history of claim-making to demand 

permanent land rights to this farmland. In pushing against the liberal conceptualization of 

rights as solely tied to political citizenship through property, I argue that a grounded 

perspective of subaltern social movements has to relate subalternity within existing 

hegemonies starting from local-regional traditions of claim-making, to national-modern 

narratives and global trends. Here I agree with legal anthropologists who argue that 

'rights' should not be treated as the exclusive byproduct of Western modernity or colonial 

governmentality. Building on Sally Falk Moore’s work, Ajantha Subramanian contends, 

“rights claims are embedded in dense histories of struggle and, in this sense, are not 

distinct from other cultural expressions of relationality and obligation” (Subramanian 20-
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21). Hence political actors can make rights claims in ostensibly non-modern genealogies 

by claiming customary rights of settlement, as in the right to bread, clothing and shelter 

that has been the cornerstone of popular politics in South Asia. Instead of separating the 

language of legal rights and the language of customary rights it might be more productive 

to see the dialogical relationship between claims and rights, client-patronage relations and 

postcolonial governmentality in which the practice of claim-making is generative of new 

understandings and subjects of rights. In this sense social movements offer creative and 

diverse theories or claims to justice and this “means not just the reconstitution of law 

through the infusion of new cultural meanings or the production of culture through the 

generative power of law but also a shift in emphasis away from the encounter between 

law and culture toward the historicity of rights” (Subramanian 2010:xx). In doing so 

popular mobilization offers a way to rethink law and rights outside the diffusionist 

European origin story of juridical law and rights where later adoptions are rendered 

derivative. Instead, social movements invoke rights as a structure of feeling in a dynamic 

cultural formation that encodes local understandings of justice and accountability that are 

not of Western origin but interact or intersect with them. It is here that a certain politics 

of recognition and historical expectations tied to colonial infrastructure and regional 

identity became such a major factor in pushing a local livelihood struggle into national 

limelight.  

Bitter Harvests 

 Like all fieldwork situations, my path into the military farm chaks influenced my 

interaction with the tenant sharecropper (mazarin) community. I came into contact with 
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AMP through a Rawalpindi-based activist group Peoples Rights Movement (PRM), 

which had been working closely with AMP to build up solidarity networks with other 

movements in Pakistan and spread the word about the movement internationally. After a 

month of correspondence, I visited the military farms at a time when AMP leaders had 

become used to receiving visitors. There was a regular flow of journalists, civil-society 

members, and fact-finding missions coming through the chaks to document the 

conditions in the villages and to show solidarity with the besieged farmers. Hence my 

initial interactions in every village took the quality of a briefing where most people 

perceived me as a journalist before I told them about my project. At the time of my 

fieldwork the traffic in guests had slowed down considerably in the absence of any major 

actions by the army and the news media’s shifting focus. The Rangers, a paramilitary 

internal police force that has extra-judicial powers to tackle internal unrest and protect 

borders, had pulled back from the villages to the outskirts of Okara city. There was an 

uneasy détente in place with AMP in control of the farmlands and the Rangers patrolling 

the outlying areas waiting to catch any prominent members of AMP who would venture 

outside.  

 Activist groups like PRM forewarned me about tensions among AMP leaders 

when I told them my plan to live in the chaks. I was told that a possible split was 

emerging in the movement ostensibly along caste and religious lines. My initial 

impressions about this peasant movement met with contradictions before I started my 

fieldwork, whereas the narrative of the AMP was built on its ability to overcome caste 

and religious faultlines in the struggle for common livelihood. Given the history of 

Capuchin missionaries in the canal colonies, the contemporary presence of a large 

number of Christian peasants in the movement, with some in leadership positions, raised 

hopes of new forms of solidarity for liberal and leftist political activists who have been 
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frustrated by the resilience of caste and religious differences that have undermined the 

mobilization of landless peasant farmers in Pakistan.43 Later I realized that the conflict 

between camps was not entirely about pre-existing sectarian or caste tensions; rather, 

these differences were reiterated by the way Muslim and Christian leaders negotiated 

alliances and forged links with different civil society groups, NGOs and even the 

approach they took in dealing with state authorities.  

 I wanted to start in a location that was less caught up in leadership squabbles. I 

aimed to be in a village where the Muslim and Christian leaders were still working 

together. Through my conversations with different activists and tenants I decided that 

Chak 45 3/R would be the best place to start because this village was a bit more isolated 

from other farms and the AMP leaders here stayed out of the leadership squabbles at the 

time. I was already in contact with Latif Ali, one of the AMP leaders in Chak 45. Latif 

had gained wide respect among urban activists for his easy going personality, his sharp 

wit, and the ease with which he translated abstract critiques of global trade policies to 

tenant farmers in concrete local language. Latif extended an invitation for me to come 

and stay in his village and he offered to make the arrangements for my initial stay and 

travel. 

 My first trip to Chak 45 in June 2004 coincided with Punjab Chief Minister 

Pervaiz Elahi’s trip to the military cantonment in Okara city. There was a heavy presence 

of Army patrol vans, military police vehicles, and most prominently the presence of 

Rangers, the paramilitary forces. As the local newspaper explained there was “strict 

inspection going on in every village to protect from any unpleasant activity” (Nawai-

Waqt 6/18/04). The bus stops that are closer to the military farms villages were surveyed 

by a Rangers van that stayed parked at the Gambor stop to keep an eye out for AMP 

leadership and more generally to restrict their movement. My first stop was Gambor bus 
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stop outside Okara city, the bus stop nearest to village chak 45/3R. Most villagers have to 

catch a rickshaw or horse drawn tanga (carriage) to get to their respective villages. The 

journey from the bus stop starts once the driver has enough passengers, but as one 

rickshaw driver told me, this tactic works for passengers, too; otherwise no one could 

afford to pay the fuel cost for single ride.  

 Soon after I arrived in Chak 45, I was taken to a guestroom in Wazir’s house. 

Wazir was a young AMP activist who ran  a small bicycle and farm tools repair shop in 

the village. The shop was actually a small room facing the village, and the villagers used 

the room next to his shop as a meeting place on hot scorching days like that day. As we 

settled in Wazir’s place, I overheard a loud announcement of a ‘guests’ arrival from the 

mosque’s loudspeakers and soon a large group had gathered at Wazir’s place. I had not 

had a chance to properly introduce myself, and most people in the room probably 

assumed that I was a journalist or NGO worker. Local AMP leaders were keen to point 

out to me that the assembled group varied across caste and religious lines. Latif 

introduced me to Farid Daula, a village elder who is respected for being part of earlier 

protests in the military farms. Farid was elected the President of AMP at the Lahore 

convention in 2003 after which he was abducted and imprisoned for a month. “President” 

was a ceremonial title in contrast to the contested position of Party General Secretary. 

Tall and slim, Farid’s thick grey hair and well groomed beard projected a patriarchal and 

distant figure, while Latif’s self-deprecating humor made him seem more accessible.44 

 As Latif noted, “now that people have become more aware, the differences 

between caste and religion are not important.” The testimonial nature of some of the 

comments had to do with the fact that most people initially thought that I was a journalist. 

At this gathering I learned the most about abusive working conditions in these villages 

before the rise of AMP. However, there was a certain rehearsed quality to the speech of 
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some leaders, whereas I would hear a lot of different things when hanging out with 

ordinary tenants. 

 As Farid Daula, the elder leader of AMP in chak 45 testified, “Life under the batai 

system was miserable. The villages were administered under ‘corrupt law’ (kala kanoon) 

where people were held like prisoners.” These tenant farmer leaders seemed to want to 

give me a more authentic version of the struggle than those I found filtered through NGO 

narratives about the movement. In our first meeting Farid, the eldest leader in the village, 

proceeded to tell me the history of Mazarin. These testimonials were part of a speech act 

that was addressed to me as much as it was to the assembled group that had gathered to 

hear the re-narration of the conditions that brought about this movement. Farid’s long 

overview of the movement stressed the continuity of colonial history:  

 
... We were living under the British law, we have spent 87 years here and we have 
been held hostage by Englishman’s law. Our ancestors settled this land. We have 
been here since 1908 and we have been giving batai till 2000. There has been no 
change in the system. All of our harvests went to corruption. There was a lot of 
corruption. The law held us hostage (yargamal). People lived in fear of chak-in-
charge and the chowkidars (security guards). People were scared of them ...and 
(people) always tried to please them.  
 

The houses in the village were also considered the property of the military farms 
so farmers had to get NOC (no objection certification) to put miti (mud) on our 
house (to solidify the walls). There was a “leaping fee” for taking fruits from 
trees. Guards would fine people for planting a tree and they would do 
reassessments on crops. Every night at least one member of the mazara (tenant) 
family had to gather outside the office ground outside where they would get 
instructions for the next day. Sometimes he (chak-in-charge) would just do his 
work but people had to sit on the floor like worms [This practice continued till 
1999]... Occasionally when a General or VIP would visit everyone in the village 
was ordered to clean the streets for days, whitewash the walls, and water the 
plants. Old men were sweeping the streets. 
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 According to the tenant sharecroppers, the system of crop evaluations and 

estimating harvests was setup in such a way that the chak-in-charge would inflate the 

estimated harvests so the farmers had to surrender a greater portion of their share during 

sharecropping. 

 
 They would inspect the fields and make evaluation for the harvest crop. These 
evaluations were always inflated so when the time came for harvest and batai the 
government would demand greater share of the harvest. They would take as much 
as 65 to 70 percent or more of our harvest, and the chak-in-charge would demand 
some more. If there were a drop in the harvest due to bad weather or disease they 
wouldn’t lessen their evaluation. There was so much poverty in these villages 
before. People were so poor that there were times when people didn’t have 
enough to eat; they would dip roti in lasi (bread in buttermilk)… The landowning 
farmers used to come to our village because they knew we were poor. In those 
days there were fewer machines and there was a lot of physical labor involved in 
preparing fields. People did anything to feed themselves. People used to go into 
the Army. We couldn’t cover our costs; some would go enlist in the Army. There 
was only hunger here. People didn’t like going into Army. In the Army we were 
sepoys…. (Latif walks in to the room) now that we are doing well, some of us are 
putting on powder when we didn’t have ata (flour) before (teasing Latif).  

 

 The farmers allege that the farm administrators would steal most of the harvest 

collected, and they would send a fraction of the revenue to Army headquarters. Here Latif 

picked up from Farid’s narrative (2006 Interview).  
The military official abused their powers and profited by stealing from the batai 
that was collected. Even the chowkidars who had very small salaries would be 
driving new motorcycles and building houses in Okara city soon after working 
here. 

 At the end of our gathering I was asked to address the village during a meeting 

later in the evening. Farid said that it would be good to introduce me as a guest who has 

come from America. It would boost the morale of the tenants to hear that the word about 

the tenant’s movements had been heard across the world. I agreed to the meeting, but 
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there was considerable discussion among the leaders on whether to make the 

announcement on the “hooter” (local term for mosque loudspeaker). I was told that 

making any announcement meant that the spies (taunts) in the village will inform the 

military administrators. In the end AMP leadership decided that it would be safe to make 

a public announcement after all. The mosque loudspeaker is used to broadcast messages 

in the villages in this region of Punjab.  In addition to its use for call to prayer the 

“hooter” serves as a message board to give notice of death or birth to the entire village. 

During the siege the loudspeakers were also used to alert the entire village about 

approaching Rangers or police.  

 In the evening people gathered in the same maidan (common ground) area where 

the chak-in-charge used to hold daily assembly. The meeting place and time had been 

announced from the minaret loudspeakers. I was told that these meetings were held 

regularly to update everyone on any progress that had been made and also to ask for more 

donations for the movement. The meeting was held at 8 pm when most people ate dinner, 

and the smell of wood burning stoves and food was in the air. A sizeable number of 

people had gathered at the meeting ground by the time we (meaning me and a few AMP 

leaders) arrived at the field. A row of chairs was setup for us and the rest of the crowd 

was seated on the floor waiting for the meeting to start. I found it a bit distressing to be 

seated on these chairs just after hearing all the stories about how farm administrators used 

to sit in this very spot to give their commands to the farmers. This moment made me 

think once again about leadership of the AMP and the possible ‘circulation of elites’, as 

in the replacement of the old army guard with new leaders.  

 The meeting started slowly as we waited for all the AMP leaders to arrive. The 

announcer was Riaz, AMP’s “minister of propaganda” who had great ability to switch 

codes from streetwise Urdu (Karachi Urdu-English slang) with me to citing Punjabi 
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proverbs to captivate his audience of tenant farmers. He had grown up with his aunt in 

New Karachi (a working class Karachi suburb) before returning to his parent’s village 

during the late 1990s. He addressed the crowd and led the chants, “Malki Ya Maut” 

(“ownership or death”).  The meeting started with a recitation of Sura Al-Fatiha, a verse 

from the Quran by Maqsood, a young man who occasionally did the call to prayer in the 

village mosque. Safdar Jat recited a Kafi poem by Bulleh Shah that was deeply felt by the 

audience as many people in the gathering hummed along. There were no Christian 

prayers offered in this meeting but the Christian leaders like Riaz and James followed the 

prayer with Ameen. Riaz, who is Christian, also used words like Allah and Khuda in 

making claims about the moral position of AMP.45  

 As the meeting proceeded Latif gave a very heartfelt speech about the state of the 

movement and warned against the tendency of the peasant farmers to slow down or back 

down now that the military authorities have backed away. He said that the state was 

trying to put the tenants to sleep and to sow discord, and the tenant farmers needed to 

take more initiative in keeping the movement going by donating some money to AMP 

funds and coming out to the meetings. Then he turned to me to introduce me as a friend 

of the movement. He introduced me to the crowd as the friend of the peasants who had 

traveled all the way from America to meet them. These continuous gestures of my 

altruism by the leadership of AMP left me uncomfortable as I struggled to explain my 

motives to study this movement to peasant farmers to counterpoise the philanthropic 

notions that were being attributed to my presence in the chaks. Having arrived just a few 

hours earlier, I was at a loss for words. Moreover, I was still uncertain about the role of 

this leadership and the possible splits that were reportedly taking place within the 

movement. I tried to keep my statement to a minimum; I said something about the 

uniqueness of mazarin struggle in Pakistan. How word about AMP had reached far and 
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wide, and that the farmers had completely shaken up the elite establishment through their 

brave struggle. I ended by reiterating that the movement can continue to grow if it learns 

from what it has gained and stays united.  

 The President of AMP, Farid Daula, spoke last. As he talked I kept thinking about 

my exhortation for unity, wondering if I spoke too soon. My apprehension stemmed from 

the fact that I knew by now that there were internal differences in the tenants’ movement. 

One major theme that struck out to me was the degree to which the leadership criticized 

people in the community for slacking off now that the army had moved out. Zafar and 

Farid kept reminding the people that the battle was not over and that the Army was trying 

to put people to sleep. Their talk mostly consisted of warnings that some people wanted 

to create a level of friction in the community.  
 

 These AMP leaders described the stakes of the movement in ways that would 

speak to an urbanite like me, by drawing comparisons with the abject hunger faced by the 

indigent poor in Karachi who have no independent means of getting food except by 

buying it or begging for it. The tenant farmers argued that in contrast to the extreme 

poverty in the cities, even the poorest groups in their village (like the lower caste 

kammi’s) had a marla (a small plot) where they could grow enough food to survive, 

whereas being destitute in the city meant having no place to sleep and no land to grow 

food and no one to turn to. As these examples illustrate, proximity to urban life affects 

contemporary rural moral economy, and as I show later in this ethnography, consumption 

expectations (Edelman 2005). There is a foreboding sense that pure market calculation, 

like artificial chemicals, will also ruin the land. Indeed, there is an explicit sense that 

dispossession equals social death.  
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Framing Land Rights Movements 

 The AMP differs from many contemporary land rights movements in that it is not 

based on cultural claims to origin or indigeneity. Nor is it based on the model of 

Movimento Sem Terra (MST) in Brazil, which has championed landless peasant 

occupation of unused land from absentee landlords. Instead this place-based movement 

shares much with classic mobilizations (like in 19th century or early 20th century South 

Asia and Africa) that spontaneously arose to resist changes in land tenure. In the case of 

AMP, there are echoes of an earlier agitation in 1907 when the Punjab Government 

decided to change the terms of land tenure by formalizing the status of peasant settlers as 

tenants at will, thus restricting ownership rights until the tenants proved their capacity as 

model peasants living according to the stringent rules of Chenab colony administration.46 

The Colonization of Government Lands Act of 1907 also gave the colonization officer 

absolute authority that could not be challenged in courts. These measures led to 

widespread protests that shocked the colonial state, which had not anticipated anything 

from these select peasant subjects who owed their prosperity to the canal colonization. 

Certainly, Punjabi peasant farmers who by now supplied the largest surpluses of revenue 

and grains as well as recruits for the British Indian Army did not share this feeling of debt 

in the same way.  

 The sight of thousands of Muslim, Hindu and Sikh peasants and soldiers 

gathering against the 1907 land colonization act shocked the administration and 

convinced them that an external conspiracy was brewing in Punjab (Barrier). Colonial 

officers like Charles Rivaz and Denzil Ibbetson were unable to accept the fact that the 
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agitation was based on popular discontent; instead they were convinced that such a large 

peasant movement could only be the work of urban activists like Lajpat Rai, the leader of 

Arya Samaj (the urban Hindu reform movement) and Ajit Singh, the revolutionary 

lecturer of Persian in Punjab University and uncle of South Asian revolutionary icon 

Bhagat Singh, who was executed for his role in the bombing of the Central Legislative 

Assembly Punjab. The colonial state considered these two men co-conspirators even 

though they men did not have anything in common in terms of the their political 

worldview and both of them were subsequently deported from British India.47 However, 

the peasant mobilization only died down once the laws restricting inheritance and 

proprietorship were withdrawn in 1912.    

 From the standpoint of market orthodoxy, the Punjab Tenant’s Association might 

be seen as a conservative movement in its stubborn refusal to give way to a cash-based 

tenancy system. Indeed, throughout the 20th century many economic historians have 

reproduced the political economy narrative that refers to peasant land rights movements 

as the last gasp of pre-modern economic relations.48 However, it would be wrong to see 

AMP as a harbinger of the past because it also anticipated the proliferation of land 

struggles in both rural and urban locales in South Asia (like Singur, West Bengal or 

against the demolition of informal settlements in large cities) that is the subject of intense 

speculation.  

Among economists, Karl Polanyi was unique to take the moral dimensions of land 

relations seriously. He questioned the impoverished modern understanding of land 

economy when he wrote, “What we call land is an element of nature inextricably woven 
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with man's institutions. To isolate it and form a market out of it is perhaps the weirdest of 

all undertakings of our ancestors” (Polanyi 1948:1). Polanyi critiqued the narrow vision 

of private property as one that reduces the wider network of relations and claims on land. 

Anthropologists like Parker Shipton have argued that land rights in Africa and to varying 

degrees throughout the world come with a set of moral obligations as in the right to 

grazing, the right to the water below the earth's surface, the right to a share of the harvest, 

the right to gather wood, the claims of those who are buried and those who are yet to be 

born. Polanyi himself based his theories on the vast archive of land-market relations in 

Europe and across space via ethnological literature on exchange relations from 

Melanesia. This assessment of land as something more than a “possession” but rather a 

substantive point of connection of social relations, moral entitlements and social 

reproduction of a community echoes the claims to land that are made regularly in AMP 

speeches and pamphlets and that characterize the rhetoric of most peasant movements 

around land rights.  

 This farmland in Okara and other districts has a different set of claims for 

peasants depending on if they moved here under the initial settlement of these villages by 

the Catholic Church, or ended up here after the upheavals of Partition. Following this 

history I wanted to know what the claims to 'malkiyat' meant to the tenant farmers. Did 

they want ownership? Or, guaranteed possession? Moreover, I wanted to know how the 

tenant sharecroppers traced the genealogy of their political agitation. What enabled them 

to link up with urban activists and NGOs? How did they gain a level of recognition that 

made it impossible for the Army to launch an armed operation?  
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Culture of Property 

 As we saw in the last chapter, the formal rule of modern property was a 

conception of partitioned spaces linked by state infrastructures that promised to usher in 

new times and subjects. The natural appearance of the state is built out of distinct 

cartographic lines, standard plots, walls and borders that seek to simplify the three 

dimensional life world on to the flat text of maps, ledgers and property deeds by etching a 

line into the ground, appropriating the history of these lands and figuratively rooting the 

people into the soil.49 But this kind of state fixation (of spatial representations) only goes 

so far before clashing with local meanings, experiences and politics that exceed these 

representations.50 These frictions are especially acute in postcolonial states where state 

fixations are brittle, where “measurement competes with memory, inscription with 

inheritance, and technical abstraction with social experience as arbiters of reality” (Craib 

2004:52). These tensions between measurement and memory are ever present in the 

tenant sharecroppers’ refusal to see land as an inert object, which can be appropriated and 

alienated at will by the landlord (the Pakistan Army). Hence objectively progressive 

moves like the shift from sharecropping to cash-based contracts even on subsidized rates 

masked the violence that threatens to dispossess the tenant sharecroppers. Within this 

context the move towards impersonal market principles clashes with the very direct 

personal memory of debt and suffering that the sharecroppers endured for the last 

hundred years.    

 This complex history puts into question many assumptions about property as 

either exclusively individually owned or a social possession. For instance, AMP was 
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formed to retain the colonial era system of sharecropping (rent in kind) that was being 

discarded by the landlord, the Pakistan Army, whereas the Army justified the shift in the 

tenancy system as a progressive measure that would alleviate the dire poverty of 

sharecroppers (who were poorer then most small farmers and cash tenants in the 

districts). The cash contract system was also touted as a way to improve the transparency 

behind the farm operations and thus increase the income generated by the farms, which 

had decreased dramatically in the last decade.51  

The tenant sharecroppers did not share the state’s vision of development through 

privatization. Their refusal to sign on to a contract system has less to do with the 

romantic investment in a premodern way of life, but rather belief in maintaining the 

source of subsistence for most households in these farms. In fact these villages are fully 

embedded in market relations, where each household has family members who work in 

nearby dairy farms, small service sector industries in nearby towns, in the large mandi 

(agricultural markets) in Okara, Sahiwal, as laborers and farm tenants in Okara 

cantonment. Yet the overriding fear for the peasant sharecroppers is dispossession, which 

equals abject poverty. In their fight to retain control of the land the peasant sharecroppers 

have based their claims on the history of settlements, the history of bitter harvests under 

exploitive sharecropping and a peculiar understanding of land rights claims to make a 

case for ‘ownership’ based on a century of tilling this land.  

 They saw the new contract system as an attempt to transfer state cultivable land 

away from their use by rewarding it to retiring Army officers or by simply giving it to 

some transnational corporate agricultural firm that would be exempt from local labor 



 96 

laws, taxes or any ceiling on the size of landholding. The new tenure system came at the 

heels of several proposals to usher in Corporate Agricultural Farming (CAF).  Hence, 

state measures of development clashed with the memory of suffering shared amongst 

tenant farmers, who made them question the claims of improvement especially when it 

threatened their livelihood and security of tenure. 

 This experiential sense of how land relations figure in conjuring ideas about 

community, "place" and belonging to a certain place became apparent to me in 

conversations with ordinary tenant farmers. Here I recall a conversation with Hanif, a 

devoted AMP worker, which in local parlance meant he was a dedicated activist in the 

movement, but not a leader. Technically, Chak 15, Hanif’s village, was the last to join the 

movement and they were not directly managed by Remount and Military Farm Corps but 

another wing of the Army’s corporate complex, the Army Welfare Trust (AWT), whose 

function is to generate revenue for the welfare of the widows and families of deceased 

soldiers. In practice, AWT revenues are unaccounted and it works like a military 

supported corporation (Siddiqa 2007).  However, the tenants in Chak 15 were subject to 

the same unilateral change in land tenure from rent in kind sharecropping (with AWT) to 

cash contracts. It is clear that land struggles often take shape along the basis of large scale 

encounters like that between the Army and the mazarin, but these struggles have personal 

iterations. Here I narrate a brief conversation about the meaning of this land with Hanif 

whose family’s plot of land in Chak 15 served as an anchor point after the upheaval of 

partition.  
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Memory versus Measurement 

 There I sat with Hanif as the sun slowly faded out into the gray orange dusk.  It 

was cool enough now for the mosquitoes to come out and feast on us.  Most farmers were 

heading back to the village as young children helped their relatives gather tools and load 

bundles of feed-grass before steering the buffalo-carts back to the village. The evening 

calm was interrupted by the humming noise of the “Peter” engine as it pumped up 

groundwater from the new 200 ft. deep well.  The newly dug well (one of two in the 

village Chak 15 4/L) was a necessity now that the villagers were working more intensely 

on their fields and the canal water was simply inadequate for thirsty winter crops like 

rice.52 

 Earlier this afternoon, I joined Hanif and his two youngest sons to dig a channel to 

link their seven-acre plot to the mouth of the new well.  I was happy to help Hanif who 

generously offered to host me during my stay in Chak 15 4/L.  Arif, Hanif's son, loosened 

the soil with a steel rod as we followed him by digging a channel. Working with a plow I 

thought about the immense labor that was required to level these fields and dig canals 

throughout these plains at the turn of 20th century. Having been used to talking all day 

and not working in the fields, I was exhausted as we sat and waited for the water to reach 

the tail end of the field. Sitting there I thought about the difference between my "field-

work" and actual fieldwork.  

 That evening Hanif said something that brought me back to the present. He spoke 

after a long time, his voice heavy as he returned to an earlier conversation we had about 

the past and potential of this land. "This land is like gold, God almighty made this soil 
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rich and the Angraiz (British) made the canal system to last a thousand years... but look at 

our poverty here, our mud brick homes, our children in dirty clothes."  He paused. "Look 

over there where each bungalow costs twenty-thirty lakhs (2-3 million Rupees),” pointing 

out the twinkling lights from the nearby cantonment, “where they (the Military) use this 

precious land to march up and down and parade with their pipe band each morning." 

 Hanif's testimony brought up all the elements that have come to define the peasant 

movement in the military farms; the fertile soil, the foresight (or nightmare) of colonial 

irrigation, the uneven growth that perpetuates the daily suffering of the poor and the 

wealth that it affords to the few who live in affluent enclaves like the suburban Army 

cantonments. I sensed something deeper in Hanif's expression that challenged the lifeless 

representation of soil and land to question the natural assumptions about property. For 

him this earth, which includes all that has gone into it and all that has grown out of it, 

provides a moral prism through which to evaluate the relationship between property and 

propriety, servitude and freedom, state and society.  

 For Hanif this land is a subject/object tied to distinct notion of rights as expressed 

in the common refrain, Jeeray Pahway Ohi Khaway (“whoever sows the seed shall reap 

the harvest”).  These claims are embedded in how this land is inhabited, labored on, and 

talked about in everyday idioms. In other words the language of “rights” here is not the 

exclusive property of modernity, the state or some elaboration of liberalism, but there is a 

particular history of claims based on customs in the politics of this place. For the 

mazarin, their land rights claims are located in the densely layered histories of struggle in 

cultural expressions of legitimate authority and moral obligations, not the least those 
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expected from the state. My mind wandered as I thought about my conversation with 

Hanif and the stories people told me over and over again to reinforce a personal 

connection to this land. I knew the broad history of canal colonies and the tenants’ 

movement, but it was different to hear local accounts of life under sharecropping and the 

ongoing struggle to retain control of the land. These narratives mixed the past with the 

present, as in the suffering of past generations with the current fear of eviction, to tell the 

story of tenants' struggles in the military farms. I will discuss this point in greater detail in 

the next chapter.   

 These moral and almost sacred understandings about the meaning of land fall 

outside of policy evaluation of agrarian structures, matrices of crop yields, normative 

discourses of development and poverty alleviation (Zaidi 2005). Certainly, land 

distribution is highly unequal in Pakistan with the top five percent of landowners 

possessing as much as 33% of all cultivated areas while around half of rural households 

do not own any land (Gazdar 2009). Furthermore, land distribution varies widely with 

large holdings in Sindh, Southern Punjab and smaller plots with relatively more equitable 

distribution of land in canal colonies. However, some Pakistani economists have 

suggested that access to land and agriculture is less of a factor today as the rural economy 

matures towards formal employment, industry and service sector labor (Zaidi 2000).  

 The development oriented theories of social change leave out the fact that access 

to land, and the social capital that comes with it, makes all the difference for both 

subsistence or informal work, as well as in seeking formal employment, accessing 

government services and getting credit to participate in a diversifying economy where the 
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price of land has gone up with the expansion of roads, warehouses and infrastructural 

development in the rural hinterland. This price inflation creates new kinds of pressure on 

small cultivators. Secondly, the datasets derived from commercial crop production are 

inattentive to the value of food security in terms of subsistence farming, small livestock-

pasture, and dairy farming. The subsistence needs of the poorest sections of the rural 

population disappear from the econometric picture of the rural economy.   

 Hanif’s family, like most households in this village settled, here after 1947 when 

they left their natal village in Jullunder in the aftermath of the carnage of partition.  As I 

learned later his extended family is dispersed throughout Punjab and Sindh as they were 

sent to different places from Sahiwal refugee camp where they were stationed at the time 

of the partition. His own father only got to Chak 15 when he followed up on rumors in 

the camp that the Army was looking for experienced peasants (zamindars) to work as 

tenants (mazaras) on its military farmlands. Lacking any documentation Hanif's father 

rented a buffalo cart to show proof of his agrarian roots to claim his Arain caste. He rode 

down to the military farm headquarters in Okara and later he had to produce two 

character witnesses after which he received an allotment of 12.5 acres of land in Chak 15 

4/L on rent in kind basis. Hanif is married to his cousin whose family settled in Nankana 

Sahib near Lahore and his older sisters were married to relatives who settled in Dera 

Ghazi Khan in Southern Punjab and Nawabshah, Sindh.   

 

 The prospect of dispossession has resuscitated the feelings of displacement or 

some ineffable sense of the historical injuries of the past like the experience of partition, 
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or the everyday hardships of ancestors who toiled in poverty, daily harassment by the 

farm managers, and the right of future generations to have minimal food security.  As 

Farid Daula, the elder leader of AMP in chak 45 noted, “life under the batai system was 

miserable, the villages were administered under ‘corrupt law’ (kala kanoon) where people 

were held like prisoners. People lived in fear of chak-in-charge and the chowkidars 

(security guards). People were scared of them, (people) always tried to please them”. 

  Farid recounted the time when General Chatha toured the farms to assess the 

lands: 

He went around with his local touts as they went and looked and measured the 
land from every angle, they wanted to take 20 murabay (approximately 500 acres) 
from each our farms for the jarnails to make plots, sell it or rent it to some large 
farmers.  These jarnails look at land and they see money.  They don't look at land 
as a mother, nor do they see it as having anything to do with them. We know this 
land because we have worked it and sacrificed for it so many years. We know 
how it has changed; we know how to keep it healthy and how it can be ruined. We 
know that the DAP Sona urea (a fertilizer brand) makes our crops grow but it also 
takes the heat out of the land and too much fertilizer can ruin the land. But if it 
was up to them (Jarnails) they will first exhaust the land, evict the people and then 
sell the land in plots. 

 
Farid’s comments illustrate how tenant farmers experience land as generative of fertility, 

habitation and power. The fertility of the soil is self-evident with the vitality of its 

abundant crops and the fortunes it has created for artis (traders), landlords and those who 

reside in the Army cantonment, but the profits that come from intensive cultivation never 

go to those actually cultivate the land. 

The Cantonment 

 For Hanif and peasants in Chak 15, the question of belonging and power is visible 

in the spatial contrast between the mud brick homes in these villages and the spacious 
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airy streets of the nearby Okara cantonment, which I discuss below.  Chak 15 is located 

on the right side of a country road that veers off Multan Road Highway just south of 

Okara city. This thin road passes half a dozen villages, three of which (Chak 15 4/L, 

Chak 11, and Chak 9) were run by the military farm authorities and are now part of AMP. 

All of these villages are sandwiched between Okara city on one side and Okara 

cantonment on the other.53 In 2007 these farms were the site of contention with the Army 

threatening to take over a large portion of farmland for its rising security concerns.  

 The Army cantonment is another vestige of the British rule that has grown in 

proportion and role in postcolonial times. In colonial times the cantonment served as a 

reserved area of land to separately house and discipline the troops from existing towns 

(simply native quarters). It was made up of military residential houses, officers clubs, 

storehouses, offices, shooting ranges and parade grounds. Over time many of these 

cantonments grew into major towns, urban centers with large markets consuming much 

of the produce of nearby countryside. Hence, the cantonment played a major role in the 

shift to commercial agriculture as it absorbed the surplus produce or helped bring the 

railway by which cotton, wheat, and sugar cane could be exported. A great proportion of 

spending on infrastructure of roads, and railways was built to link these military 

cantonments became major garrison hubs as this then mobile frontier to Central Asia was 

sedentarized by the colonial state. In contemporary times many of the cantonment areas 

have been absorbed into large cities as posh localities or suburbs, even as they are 

continuously used for military uses.  

  



 103 

 

Figure 4: Chak 15 4/L and the expanding line of Okara Cantonment (highlighted in 
Border). Source Google Earth Maps. 

  

 The Okara cantonment occupies a huge chunk of the irrigated tracts in the district 

that is leased out to military officers who in turn build real estate or cultivate the farmland 

by hiring tenants. The Pakistan Army established Okara cantonment after the 1965 war 

with India, when it realized its vulnerability after a ground invasion by the Indian Army. 

A string of new cantonments were built in eastern districts of Punjab along the 

Indian/Pakistan border. Much of the residential land was allotted to retiring soldiers and 

serving officers to give them a stake in defending these lands in the case of possible 

invasion. Over the past forty years these cantonments have expanded as they have 

become a major source of real estate profits for retiring officers. These ‘developments’ 

come at a price to village dwellers, peasants and sharecroppers who suddenly find 

themselves behind the expanding fence of the cantonment. For instance, the Okara 
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cantonment was built by evicting four villages in the late 1960s. These displaced tenants 

were offered small plots of brackish land in compensation (in the outskirts of Multan). 

Most tenants moved to nearby villages where they had kin relations or became landless 

laborers. Since its establishment in the 1960s the cantonment has continued to expand by 

wholesale dispossessions of entire villages like Chak 16 3/R, which was demolished in 

the late 1980s.  

I came to know this history of eviction by chance when I was staying with Hanif 

during the wheat harvest season, which is a short spell of intense activity when dozens of 

laborers work in the fields from dawn to dusk.54  In the folklore of Punjab the spring 

wheat harvest is said to be a festive collective effort, a time when the entire village will 

chip in and harvest the wheat to the sound of drums. I learned early that this had not been 

the case in Chak 15 for a long time. Most tenants in Chak 15 hire former residents of 

Chak 16, a village that was demolished in 1989 when the cantonment authorities took 

over the land.  

Almost half of the laborers were women. Many of these laborers were once tenant 

sharecroppers themselves. During this time I had the chance to meet several laborers in 

the field. The labor intensive harvesting is done by hand, requiring one to bend down and 

cut the plant from the bottom. Larger tenants sometime hire tractors that are equipped 

with reapers, but small farmers do not use harvesters. Selma, a young mother who had 

two children sitting by her, told me, “We had four acres of land in our village but now we 

have nothing. We are like the kammi’s (landless laborers) and we work for people who 

were poorer then us.” She later told me that her husband had gone to Samundri, near 
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Faisalabad, where they get better rates for labor in harvest season. Selma’s family resides 

in a tiny improvised one-room shack that is tucked in the corner of the Chak 15 

fairground that looks out at the road that once led to her village, Chak 16.   

The Grid Village 

 All of the villages in the military farms are laid out in a dense grid formation for 

both the residential section (gaun) and the surrounding fields (khait). All the houses are 

adjoined to each other; most houses are comprised of a small enclosed courtyard with one 

or two rooms in the corner. In other slightly more prosperous villages like Chak 4/4L 

there are a few families (usually with relatives working abroad) that reside in brick 

houses with 2 and even 3 floors. The center of the village is a hub of activity with small 

stores, a mosque, and a church in the case of Chak 10, 9. The center of a canal colony 

village almost resembles a kutchi abadi (slum neighborhood) in a large city, as it is 

tightly packed in narrow lanes where the perimeter of the village opens up to an 

otherwise sprawling landscape of wheat, maize, and yellow mustard greens, and in the 

case of Chak 15, the neighboring Army cantonment flanked by fences, checkpoints and 

spacious airy streets. 

 The grid layout of the villages in this region gives a full view of the entire street 

to a person standing in the middle of the street. The contrast in village layout in this 

region made a big impression on Paul Paustian, an American economist who lived in 

Lahore in the 1920s. He predicted that these villages will “improve the shortcoming of 

the traditional Punjab village” (Paustian 1930:99). According to Paustian the traditional 

Punjab village was “generally quite bereft of order, its streets wandering crookedly about 
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in order to miss the mud huts and walls of the various individual compounds of which the 

village is composed” (Paustian 1930:98). In comparison these modern village had 

boundaries that “had been settled by the engineers, the main streets and general plan of 

the settlement were determined upon, keeping in mind the needs of the Punjab village in 

the matter of grazing grounds, accommodation for the village servants and land to be 

devoted to communal purposes growing out of caste customs and traditions” (Paustian 

1930:65). For instance, even today, despite the population transfer of partition, the most 

marginalized groups in the village hierarchy like the scheduled castes and the landless 

laborers are located on the periphery of the villages, while the most prominent families or 

the ones with greater number of land tenancies have historically resided in the center of 

the village near the administrative office of military farm managers. The significance of 

this discussion about spatial layout of the village will become more relevant with the 

discussion of people’s experiences of constant inspection and being watched by the 

farms’ administration in the following pages. 
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Figure 5: A hand drawn map of Chak 15 4/L by Mukhtar indicating the cantonment on 
the eastern side of the village. 

Grains of Sand, Sediments of Empire 

 In terms of belonging, the narrative of settlement and the hardships of turning this 

wilderness into lush fields is widely shared even though a large percentage of people 

arrived here as refugees after 1947, well after the establishment of these farms in 1913. 

There is some ambiguity about who lived here before irrigation, and people joke around 

about how so and so is a jangli (literally “the wild people,” the indigenous pastoralists 

who lived here before settlement). Similar doubts are raised about one's biradari 

(patrilineal caste and kin descent) identity, the purity of one's identity in heated moments 

or election times when people exchange doubts about who is an Arain or Kamboh 

(agrarian castes) and what it means to be a part of such and such biradari. Biradari is both 

a specific and elastic term; at times it implies a larger community that can include an 

entire village community, a particular religious identity or membership in a sect. As we 

will see in the last section of this chapter the notion of biradari came to play a major role 
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in the formation of land relations in Punjab. The customary rights that are associated with 

being part of a landholding biradari have been a crucial element in facilitating and 

impeding the kinds of alliances that could be made by tenant farmers during the course of 

their struggle.  

 The expansion of canal colonization and the entrenchment of colonial sociology 

of customary laws, the mahalwari tenure system and the landholding castes that went into 

settling Punjab shows the ways in which the colonial state took pains to preserve a sense 

of traditional order and authenticity identified with the idea of the village republic. In 

practice these transformation irrevocably changed the social fabric of the entire region. 

The new rule of property was not a singular process but a heterogeneous field of 

experiments and competing interests. Mixed with these new allotments were other 

consideration of institutional grants related to military interests for peasant recruitments, 

awards, the procurement of horses and camels, missionary societies, fruit orchards and 

experimental cotton growing farms. Hence the “redemptive aspect” of canal irrigation 

varied from project to project and continues to be contested in contemporary struggles.  

 In the previous chapter I offered the history of Anthonyabad, which is now known 

as chak 10, the site of the first skirmishes between tenant farmers and the military 

authorities. Long gone is the Catholic missionaries’ focus on social uplift targeting the 

most marginalized populations. However, one result of the short-lived project is a size-

able population of Christian landholding tenants who otherwise would be landless 

laborers. Yet many of the landholding Christians deny any kinship with lower castes, 

some go as far as claiming descent from Rana or Sikh backgrounds. These communities 

of Christian tenants are the oldest residents of Anthonyabad and many similar villages, 

towns like Gojra and Toba Tek Singh. But ironically, much like the Manto's famous short 

story, many of these tenants find themselves in the same predicament today as Bhishen 
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Singh wrote about in 1947, when the world goes mad and suddenly one finds oneself to 

be an outsider in the very place s/he belongs to. As we will see in the next two chapters, 

in the last three years the solidarity that was forged between Muslim and Christian 

peasants in AMP has been tested over and over again by the recrimination and changing 

world events that have brought great pressures on the Christian communities in Punjab. 

However, the most explicit source of tension between the Muslim tenant leaders and 

Christian leadership has to do with the action of a few Christian leaders who are seen as 

being too close to NGOs and other civil society actors.  

 Today, there is only a faint memory of pre-irrigation Ganji bar that is preserved in 

fragments and folklore one hears from the descendants of Biloch, Kharral, and Sial tribes. 

Stories and family histories about the pre-irrigation past persist, like the one offered by 

Majed sahib, the headmaster teacher in village Chak 15 and a descendant of original 

Biloch inhabitants. He told me his ancestors were once encamped in what is now the 

central bus depot in Okara city. “My ancestors,” he remarked woefully, “didn’t know 

much about property or land. They were scared of being penned in by the British.” They 

viewed year round cultivation as a punishment, a form of slavery, and they fled their 

homestead when the British wanted to settle them on what is now the main city bus stop 

(lari adda), prime property in the center of Okara city.  

 Majed muses about what it might've been like if his ancestor knew the value of 

land. Would they, the Biloch biraderi, be like the Raos or the Wattoos who dominate the 

politics and businesses in the towns? A few years after leaving their homestead in what is 

Okara city, Majed's family was forced to settle in a reform village for camel graziers that 

operated like a penal colony with a school and grazing ground. The initial restriction of 

movement on Majed's ancestors eased over time. Over the years camels ceased to be in 

demand and the later generations were encouraged to get an education to become village 



 110 

teachers.       

 The intense violence of partition and the absolute transfer of population is still 

playing itself out in the minds of people who either settled here after 1947 or those like 

the Christian tenants who have been living in these farms since their establishment but 

now find themselves being cast out as outsiders. Whereas, those who fled here from India 

feel insecure as the military turned its wrath on the peasant farmers to force them to 

accept contract farming. Their stories echo the experience of AMP activists in Okara like 

Hanif, whose family, like many in Chak 15 4/L, came to live in this village after escaping 

the violent carnage of partition in 1947. They left their ancestral village in Jullunder for a 

perilous trek that ended in a refugee camp in Sahiwal.  

 Despite the great diversity of land use and the violence and population transfer of 

partition, Pakistan's peculiar brand of nationalism ignores how space turns into place. It is 

based on the ideal of an abstract Indian Muslim community, which evades territorial 

specificity. However, the idea of Pakistan has always been circumscribed by various 

regional, ethnic, religious and linguistic differences within the geographic body of the 

nation-state. Ironically the one place where the vision of unmarked Pakistan national 

identity has gone furthest is the very region that underwent one of the world’s great 

environmental transformations in early the 19th and 20th century. Two generations later 

this region underwent the largest transfer of population the world has ever seen when the 

Punjab was split between India and Pakistan in 1947. The territorial claims of the tenants’ 

movement also provide a lens by which to re-evaluate how land relations vary across 

Pakistan from tribal-held commons in Baluchistan and FATA, to vast private 

landholdings (commonly called feudal estates) in Sindh, Southern Punjab, and smaller 

peasant landholdings in central Punjab (the site of my fieldwork).  

 Too often these territorial differences are evaluated in evolutionary (historical-
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materialist) terms ranging from the tribal pastoral societies of Baluchistan, to feudal debt 

bondage economies of Sindh/Punjab to the modern agricultural villages in the canal 

colonies Punjab. Such characterization tells us very little about the environmental history, 

identity, locality or rule as embodied in place. Here, the longstanding memory of the uses 

of natural resources, the modes of craft, trade and space is emptied out of its content by 

these methods of measurement. Perhaps these measurements are more revealing about the 

structures of government than the actual politics of place.  

 Movements like AMP erupt from time to time to shake up the all too naturalized 

picture of "Politics," people and places that in Pakistan’s context confines Punjabis to the 

status-quo like it assigns the Baluch to the tribal slot, and the Pakhtun to militant Islam. 

The real difficulty for anthropologists lies in the fact that these characterizations are 

congruent with local histories, colonial conjunctures and regional modernities that have 

indeed created these forms of recognition. Yet these oral histories of AMP and the 

experiences of tenant farmers offer a textured and nuanced understanding of a regional 

identity and the mechanisms of a distinct political culture at play in the making of a 

particular sense or politics of habitation. 

 The tenants' movement raises questions that get covered up in the talk about 

"Politics, Interests, Regions and Identities,” the kind of big concepts encased in neat 

formulations about globalization, modernization, feudalism, development and agricultural 

change. They are challenged by local epistemologies, particular memories, ineffable 

rememberings that seem to come out of nowhere and change our ways of seeing a place 

by giving new significance to historical fragments, local memories and provisional 

possibilities.  As I discussed in the previous chapter, the canal colonies make up the 

agricultural heartland of Pakistan nationalism. The settlement of canal colonies gave rise 

to a new agrarian society based on enumerated population and a tight relationship 
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between farm communities and bureaucracy. In the next chapter I will describe the 

protests, confrontation and repression that followed the tenants’ refusal to sign on to the 

unilateral change in land relations. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 - Movement & Mobilization 

… There is no room for pure spontaneity in history. 
Antonio Gramsci cited by Ranajit Guha (1993:12) 

 

In this chapter I give a processual account of AMP’s rise by reflecting on the 

trajectory of this subaltern social movement. I want to start with the simple yet vexing 

question; what sustains this mobilization while other communities facing similar or 

greater displacements have resigned or have not been heard of? Do movements emerge 

because of heightened political consciousness that comes with social political economic 

change; i.e., capitalism, neoliberalism? Or are they an assemblage of longstanding 

notions of rights and ethical sentiments that gather new urgency as tenants push back 

against policies carried out in the name of “improvement” and efficiency?  

Here I argue that the significance of any given social movement cannot simply be 

ascertained by counting the number of people it mobilizes or the concrete achievements it 
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makes. Instead the central force of a social movement is ontological in the way it ushers 

in a way of seeing and a way of relating to the world so that longstanding injustices 

suddenly become insufferable and intolerable. The radical slogans and actions of AMP 

clash with long-held assumption about spatial power in Pakistan, where the Army sees 

Central Punjab as its base of support and patronage. In this sense the study of the Punjab 

tenants’ mobilization not only reveals injustices carried out by the Pakistani military as 

landlord, but it also illuminates the historicity of power in practices and meanings of 

rights tied to territory and subjects. In the previous two chapters we have seen how 

certain customary notions of caste, biradari, irrigation technology, property, and modern 

agriculture took root in this place. In this chapter I will outline how these values became 

a force of mobilization when the state tried to change the terms of land relations.  

Most sympathetic narrations refer to AMP as a grassroots movement but offer 

little analysis of the active process through which ordinary tenants became assertive 

actors for change. For example in a very influential newspaper article titled “Terror in 

Okara,” Pervez Hoodbhoy, a noted public intellectual and activist, gives a detailed 

testimony of human rights abuses and violent repression in Okara military farms (2002). 

He concludes the essay by framing the peasant struggle as a non-political human rights 

issue: “For all practical purposes, the nearly 1 (million) people of Okara are under 

military occupation. Peasants have no political agenda –land is about livelihood and 

physical survival” (Hoodbhoy 2002: web).55  Hoodbhoy’s casting of the peasant as 

apolitical might be a tactic to dissuade the readership from the State’s legitimation of 
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military actions as a ‘law and order’ issue against anti-state elements. The state for its 

part paints the peasants as either gullible or childish or as cold and calculating. 

Yet Hoodbhoy’s depiction of peasants as pre-political subjects is similar to the 

elitist depiction of peasant struggles criticized by the subaltern studies project to 

challenge similar interpretations of poor people's struggles. In “Elementary Aspects of 

Peasant Rebellions,” Ranajit Guha set out to underscore the history of creative political 

deliberation by peasants in out of the way places (Guha 1993). He argued that the realm 

of ‘subaltern politics’ remains illegible to national elites because it takes place in a 

domain that is organized along traditional idioms of customary beliefs, “horizontal 

affiliations” of kinship and territoriality. In other words this form of popular politics had 

little to do with parliamentary procedures and the formal language of law. The subaltern 

studies project has been extremely productive in opening new ways of thinking about 

politics that are not based on pre-determined interests but rather on the experiences and 

memories of people who are cast out of elite domains of History and Politics. Here, I will 

look at some of the disjunctures between the theoretical directions (positions) of the 

subaltern project and my own findings.  

An ethnographic understanding of subalternity that steps out from textual analysis 

of historical archives brings a very different picture of peasant subjectivity that is less 

coherent and more contradictory, but also richer in understanding the relations of power 

at work (Tarlo 2001, Hansen 2002, Subramanian 2010).  For instance, academics and 

urban activists draw a very cohesive picture of mazarin subjectivity that overlooks the 

internal debates, diversity and tensions within the movement in terms of who speaks for it 
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and who is responsible for its success. In examining the trajectory of a social movement 

like AMP it is important to mention that many urban activists and civil society 

organizations see AMP as a symbol of a rural class struggle that overcame traditional 

loyalties or social affiliations based on caste, religious and tribal differences. 

In the case of AMP, the rise of a class-based rural social movement was hailed as 

a sign of modernization. In contrast the splits and faultlines that subsequently 

characterize it are attributed to the persistence of traditional forms of sociality and client-

patron networks that persist and create obstacles for the movement. Many progressive 

public intellectuals and activists believe in the inherent power of modernization, market 

pressures and new technologies to dissolve the caste and sectarian loyalties of peasant 

farmers. Ironically, this belief in “modernization” echoes the beliefs of colonial 

administrators and irrigation engineers that I discussed in the first chapter. For many 

urban activists, the countryside is an anachronistic space because it conjures up the image 

of authentic national identity, but it also doubles the haunting tropes of “backwardness,” 

and “underdevelopment.” In this sense AMP’s internal diversity is noted while imagining 

that these differences should fade away as people become participants in the movement.  

The dichotomy of “backwardness” and “development” effaces the lived experience of 

political agency as it is embedded in existing social relations. I argue that the mazarin 

(sharecropper) identity should not be seen in transcendent terms, but rather it should be 

located as a provisional identity that emerges within a dense set of associations like caste, 

religion and status of origin that intersect and diverge.  
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Similarly, the livelihood practices of the tenant farmers are far more diverse then 

what one might think based on its militant land rights discourse and the writings on AMP. 

Many households (in the four villages where I did the bulk of my fieldwork) rely on 

family members who work in the nearby cantonment, bazaars, or reside in Karachi and 

industrial towns in Punjab. Some families depend on remittance incomes from relatives 

laboring abroad in Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Saudi Arabia, and a few AMP activists had 

worked in cities in Pakistan or abroad in the past. Yet land remains a significant source 

for social capital and the basis on which people access different state services, take out 

loans, arrange marriages and the like. The ongoing infrastructural development of Punjab 

through building of new roads, bypasses and industrial zones has also increased the price 

of land. I offer this detail to argue that subalternity is not so much a fixed position but 

rather a multifaceted location within relations of power. 

 In contrast to the modernization narrative, the subaltern studies approach allows 

for incommensurability or different cultures of common sense without having to resolve 

them in some transcendent or unitary cultural or political logic.  In this mode I echo 

Gayatri Spivak’s warning of recovering ‘subaltern consciousness’ in a way that reiterates 

a univocal notion of subalternity that is posed either as a ‘negation’ of the oppressors or 

as emanating from a pre-existing indigenous response (Spivak 1988). I argue that a 

grounded perspective of subaltern social movements has to relate subalternity within 

existing hegemonies starting from local-regional traditions, to national-modern narratives 

and global trends. There also needs to be greater attention given to the spatiality of power 

through a spatial analysis that challenge the more essentialist ideas of indigeneity as 
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simply rooted in place and outside of the cultural flows, media circulations and political 

changes that transform the very meaning of community. Instead, my analysis focuses on 

very real differences of class, caste, gender and religion that remain significant 

components within the social movement.    

 These shifts occurred subtly during the course of events like the sit-in rally on GT 

road that I describe below. It was one of many extraordinary moments in AMP’s history. 

It affirmed that the Punjab Tenants Movement was intact despite the threat of state 

repression and the arrest of AMP leaders. As we will see later, the march to GT Road 

galvanized the movement and altered the course of the tenants’ mobilization by shifting 

the center of gravity of the movement to a different village from Chak 10 to Chak 4/4L 

and bringing new actors into prominence. Once again state repression failed to coerce the 

tenant farmers and their relatives to pay their cash dues according to the new contract 

system as tenants replied with the creative response of civil disobedience.  

 Political Feelings, Peasant Movement and the Question of Subalternity 

 Sarwar Mujahid, a freelance local reporter for the Urdu daily Nawai Waqt in 

Okara, wistfully recalled the first time he saw a large crowd of peasant men, women and 

children, marching on foot, riding on tractor trailers and motorcycles making their way to 

the Grand Trunk Road highway.56 I was interviewing him in 2007 when he recalled the 

first time when he came across the large protest in 2002.  He cut through a long line of 

standing traffic on his ancient Vespa scooter to get a close-up view. Hundreds of tenant 

farmers were gathering on both sides of the road to join a sit-in on the national highway. 

The paya jam (the wheel jam) sit-in effectively closed off the two-lane highway that 
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follows the ancient trade route all the way through Punjab's hinterland cutting through 

fields and towns, linking large cities like Islamabad and Lahore to Southern Punjab to 

roads all the way down to the port city of Karachi. Sarwar was struck by the size of the 

crowd. He had been to the military farm villages many times before but had never seen 

such a rally. There was no music blaring from loud speakers and few chants roaring 

through the crow. Within a few minutes he learned that this rally was an improvised 

response to the attack that happened just a few hours earlier.  

Earlier that morning (May 7, 2003) the paramilitary Rangers attacked Chak 4, one 

of 18 villages that make up the Okara district military farms.57  The Rangers and police 

force encircled the fields around the village while tenant farmers were harvesting their 

crops. They fired live ammunition in the air as tenants scrambled for shelter. Many 

villagers were caught in the middle as they hid in the fields or took shelter behind trees as 

the Rangers closed in on the village. The attack ended as abruptly as it started when the 

Rangers surrounded a tractor-trailer and arrested three AMP activists, all relatives of the 

acting chairperson of the movement. All three men were charged in the murder case of a 

young man, Suleyman Petras, who was shot by the Rangers in a similar attack on this 

village on August 23, 2002.  

 The news about the attack on Chak 4 spread fast to neighboring villages through 

SMS text messages and announcements on loudspeakers hoisted on minarets. As my 

acquaintances in Chak 4 told me, there was a déjà vu quality to all of this because the 

tenants had lived through a three-month siege in 2002 and that day's attack meant another 

season of attacks had commenced. The brazen arrest of three villagers in the murder case 



 119 

of a young man who was shot and killed by state authorities was interpreted as a clear 

message by the state about what it could do; or as Sarwar echoed the old proverb, “jis ki 

lathi us ki bhains” (whoever wields the stick owns the buffalo, in other words, might 

makes right). 

An overwhelming sense of isolation fell on the tenants’ moments after the attack 

and there was good reason to fear that the movement had run its course. Yaqoob Iqbal 

and Dilawar John, the two most dynamic leaders of the movement, had been arrested a 

week earlier in Lahore when they launched a website detailing the abuses in the military 

farms. Both men belonged to the minority Christian community. Yaqoob hailed from 

Chak 10, the predominantly Christian village that occupied a critical position in the 

movement, whereas Dilawar started organizing in the Punjab seed farms some 6 hours 

southwest by road from Okara in Pirowal. Both men were respected for their tireless 

efforts in linking together the 19 different farming estates throughout central Punjab 

under the banner of Anjuman-e Mazarin Punjab (AMP). Initially, mainly Muslim village 

elders who turned to local politicians then to the Kisan (Farmers) Board, which asked 

them to accept the Army’s contract system, ignored both men. But their ability to draw 

urban activists and draw attention to the plight of tenant farmers thrust them into greater 

prominence. Younger leaders like Yaqoob and Dilawar were adamant that the movement 

could not rely on local politicians and influential men (like Rao Sikander, who we will 

meet later). 

They had learned to negotiate the sectarian politics that pushed them to the 

margins as Christian minorities during the military dictator Zia ul Haq’s cultural 
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Islamization policy (1977-1988). As a young man, Yaqoob opted for clerical training as a 

way to escape the impoverishment of tenant farming. He left his parish training to work 

with CARITAS where he connected with NGOs and worked on bonded labor issues in 

Sindh. Similarly, Dilawar finished high school matriculation in 1989. At school he 

presided over the Muslim Student Club, as a Christian student, where he won medals for 

memorizing long Quranic passages (suras). Dilawar became politically active after a 

sectarian attack destroyed a neighboring Christian village, Shanti Nagar, in 1997. The 

mob violence spread throughout the district as the police and municipal administration 

showed callous indifference and tacit support for the rioters. The situation came under 

control when a large contingent of Christian community leaders brought in Human Rights 

Commissions of Pakistan and pressure from international human rights organization. 

Dilawar cites this experience as an object lesson in effective organizing through civil 

society organizations and journalists.  

As we will see in the next chapter, it was Yaqoob and Dilawar’s links with urban 

activists that became a matter of great concern and controversy within the movement. 

The prominence of the movement created a gulf between AMP leaders who were 

spending more time avoiding the police and doing outreach in the cities and the tenant 

farmers who were living under curfews, arrests and siege-like conditions. The rift among 

the leadership also had sectarian implications, as most Christian tenants remained 

sympathetic to Yaqoob and Dilawar, whereas in Okara the movement leadership shifted 

to Muslim leaders like Mehr Arbab, Latif and elders like Farid Daula.  
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 Mehr Arbab gained prominence by criticizing the role of NGOs and the character 

of Yaqoob and Dilawar. Arbab comes from an Arain caste, which puts him in a position 

of higher status even though he does not own much land. Arbab’s initial claim to fame 

within the movement was his willingness to sacrifice his lucrative M.Sc. degree (in 

veterinary science at the University of Agriculture at Faisalabad) to dedicate himself to 

the tenants struggle. The fact that Arbab has claim to less then an acre of land (a 

subsection plot based on his inheritance) was cited as an example of his sincerity and the 

general dedication of younger leaders of the tenants cause. As we will see, Arbab’s 

growing stature as AMP’s leader has fueled his political ambitions. Latif Ali on the other 

hand gained respect in the village through his involvement in the movement, especially 

his oratorical skills. Farid was elected as the President of AMP in a large rally in 2003 

that took place in Lahore shortly after the arrest of Yaqoob and Dilawar.  

One of the turning points in this new mobilization was the attack on Chak 4/4L 

that took a place a few weeks after Yaqoob and Dilawar’s arrest. There was some doubt 

if the tenants would be able to re-group and mobilize. There was an overwhelming sense 

of fear and the Rangers authorities tried to take advantage by forcing Yaqoob and 

Dilawar to renounce the movement under duress and forced them to tour through villages 

to tell the tenants to sign onto the contract system.  Yet these looming doubts were lifted 

after the aforementioned protest on GT Road, when tenant farmers from neighboring 

villages and districts started arriving en mass, cell phones started ringing with calls from 

tenants in distant districts, and text messages of solidarity came in from students, urban 

activists, and journalists.  
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Minute by minute the mood in the village changed dramatically as fear turned to 

anger and even excitement. The apprehension of arrest was lifted as tenants from 

neighboring villages gathered at the edge of the village to march towards the GT Road. 

By noon it was decided that the tenants would block the road with a sit-in so the whole 

world would know what was going on here in the village. They knew that the news about 

the road jam would be picked up faster and reach further than shootings, rallies or 

protests that take place in the villages. Hence, there is an explicit understanding of the 

value of connection and criculation afforded by infrastructures that can be subverted by 

subaltern communities to force the state to engage with them about their concerns. 

Otherwise, there was no guarantee that journalists would report on the basis of what they 

saw inside the village or whether they would go with the Army's version of events and 

press releases as many local reporters had done in the past. But blocking the highway was 

a sure way of getting the message out and telling the local authorities that the movement 

was still very much alive.  

 The mazarin waited for a large caravan to form before proceeding to the GT 

Road. The police had been alerted to the rally and they tried to intercept the marchers by 

charging in with batons and aerial gunfire, but the tenants were armed and reciprocated 

with their own aerial fire. The police backed off as the crowd continued to grow for 

hours. The tractor trolleys were packed with people and some carried large logs of wood 

and shrubs to set up road barriers. Later in the evening these barriers were set ablaze to 

prevent the police from evicting the road. The tenants also blocked the railway tracks 

thus obstructing both trucks and rail traffic. The momentum went back and forth as more 
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police and paramilitary reinforcements arrived to regain control of the situation and clear 

the highway, but they were overwhelmed by the growing size of the crowd. Altogether 

the tenants occupied the highway for 5 hours before dispersing back to their villages.  

By dusk the sit-in took on a festive appearance as the police retreated and vendors 

from the nearby bus stop made their way into the crowd selling everything from corn and 

roasted nuts to cassette tapes. Stranded passengers got off buses and stared at the 

spectacle from the side of the road. There were impromptu jokes, satirical poetry where 

village poets tried to outdo each other in making fun of the GHQ.  Then a few hours later 

the momentum changed again as dozens of jeeps brought in police and paramilitary 

reinforcements to clear the highway. The authorities encircled the protesters and fired 

tear gas canisters and aerial shots to disperse the crowd. The crowd fired back with rocks 

as the police clashed with protesters. The skirmish went on for a long time until the 

tenant leaders were able to secure visitation rights to the arrested and the police 

guaranteed their safe passage as they ended the sit-in.  

 Mujahid wrote an impassioned hour-by-hour account of the protest, which 

conflicted with the Rangers’ narrative that blamed outside miscreants who were trying to 

manipulate and mislead the Army’s tenants. In our interview in 2004 he told me how 

local reporters had been bought off by the Rangers administrators. Some reporters stood 

by the side of the Army Rangers where they took their statements and later faxed their 

articles from a fax machine in police headquarters. Mujahid was imprisoned for three 

months in 2003 for his reporting on the mazarin movement.58 After his release Sarwar 



 124 

has continued to publish articles about the tenants’ movement and was arrested and 

tortured shortly after our interview in 2004.59 

Rights: Historicity over Diffusion Models 

Partha Chatterjee has reformulated the subaltern studies project by moving 

subalternity away from autonomous or indigenous consciousness to locate it within 

postcolonial governmentality. He describes the processes by which subaltern populations, 

which he calls political society, are governed by the state. In setting up the argument he 

makes a distinction between civil society and political society, where civil society is 

made up of the small percentage of the population in India that is integrated into the 

universal tenets of liberal democratic citizenship, whereas political society is made up of 

the vast majority of people (the public) who are not governed as individual citizen-

subjects but as members of a particular caste, ethnic group or religious group.  Political 

society is governed by a politics of recognition that differentiates different publics along 

the axis of primitivism and modernity, or characterized as volatile or docile, mercantile or 

feudal. Hence, governmental policies have to contend with certain forms of recognitions 

and “(p)articular demands of cultural identity, which call for the differential treatment of 

particular groups on grounds of vulnerability or backwardness or historical injustice, or 

indeed for numerous others reasons (Chatterjee 2004:4).” 

In Chatterjee's formulation of governmentality, subaltern populations are not 

entirely living in the margins of the state, nor are they represented by the national elite, 

but rather as non-elite actors these communities use paralegal means, moral claims and 

even violence to contest and negotiate with the governmental policies of the state.  
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“As populations within the territorial jurisdiction of the state, they have to be both looked 

after and controlled by various governmental agencies. These activities bring these 

populations into a certain political relationship with the state” (2004:36). For Chatterjee 

the language of political negotiation and making claims from the state lies in pragmatic 

creative tactics by which groups in political society are able to live in and make their way 

through uncertain terrain under the shadows of markets and the state. These communities 

engage in tactics like encroachment on state property to build homes, obtain illegal 

connections electricity or municipal drainage, take over sidewalks as hawkers, and keep 

the state at bay by bribing officials or ensuring mass engagement in elections.  This 

happens in creative ways by seeking patronage from various political parties or even 

organs of the state, or at worst by issuing threats of unrest and violence. According to 

Chatterjee, this subaltern agency is distinct and different from the formal political realm 

of petitioning the state through the language of law and rights. Yet I read the process of 

negotiation not just as a war of maneuver, but also as reflective of a different language of 

rights.  

 For the tenant farmers in the military farms in Okara (and also Pirowal, Bhelganj 

and other sites of tenant organizing) this mobilization was not something calculated; nor 

was it based on rational self-interest or recourse to law. Rather, it is something visceral, a 

structure of feeling that is widely felt, or what the sociologist Deborah Gould calls a shift 

in the “emotional common sense” that gains immediacy as it propels people into action 

(cite). The Army’s unilateral change in the land relations on its farming estates was a 

threshold moment when longstanding doubts about the Army's ownership of the land and 
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the tenants historical resentments about unjust work conditions set off protests. 

‘Ownership or Death,’ AMP’s defiant slogan, speaks of the life and death stakes for the 

tenants who see their struggle as the only thing keeping them from being dispossessed 

from this land.  

Rupture, Genesis & Repetition.   

Cultural anthropologists have been trying to get at the break that characterizes 

political uprising by hypothesizing about external factors like changes in economic 

relations, or internal factors like the violation of some normative threshold or moral 

economy. There are divergent explanations for any particular mobilization, but one thing 

they share is a sense of rupture, a break that marks an end and a beginning. The break 

propels people to come together and unite around something, an identity, ideology or 

desire. The classical literature on social movements emphasizes resource mobilizations, 

political opportunities and rational scenarios.  

This kind of framing was challenged with the rise of a new social movement 

literature that did not see movements as driven by preset ideology or clear vision of a 

Utopian future, but more in terms of collective aspirations for recognition, for the right to 

be equal and different as exemplified by civil rights movements, third world 

nationalisms, third wave feminist movements and gay and lesbian movements.  For a 

long time now the overriding emphasis has been on the past, as if something breaks from 

the past or cuts across customary rules, interests that are rooted in traditions, hierarchies 

and normative order that gave meaning to community. Thus the idea of community is 

pre-figured in a shared history that is explicit and finished. However, the rise of any 
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social movement also hails creative energy by which notions of being (a sharecropper, 

peasant or Christian) and belonging (village) shift towards new collective forms. Hence 

there is a desire for a change that is inchoate but palpable when it suddenly feels like 

institutions can be broken and it seems possible to create a different relationship to the 

world. However, by reconciling political agency to a coherent past there is a subtle way 

in which new formations settle in sedimented forms. To paraphrase Raymond Williams, 

emergent cultural forms remain open to new possibilities even as they are being reworked 

by pre-existing histories of claim making:   

 
 
 
 
In most description and analysis, culture and society are expressed in a habitual 
past tense. The strongest barrier to the recognition of human cultural activity is 
this immediate and regular conversion of experience into finished products... 
relationships, institutions and formations in which we are still actively involved 
are converted, by this procedural mode, into formed wholes rather than forming 
and formative processes (p.128). 
 

Peasant movements find themselves in an ambivalent position in between these 

two broad categories of social movements in models of political mobilization that focus 

on the politics of distribution or the politics of recognition. Peasant struggles for land 

focus on maintaining a livelihood with dignity, the ability to produce food, and social 

reproduction that is the continued existence of a community and its access to natural 

resources. The agrarian populism articulated by AMP is based on a sense of community 

linked to bonds of obligations, reciprocity and responsibilities. Environmental activists 

champion these values, but other theorists of political actions like Hardt & Negri have 
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referred to peasant mobilization as conservative because they have a radical particularity 

that seeks to retain a space for community outside the logic of late capitalism rather then 

acquiesce to it. From this vanguardist perspective peasant movements have always been 

seen as out of step with the inevitable expansions of capitalism.  

Conversely, I argue that peasant movements like AMP move us away from the 

market-oriented ontology of seeing capitalism as natural by foregrounding different 

concepts of modernity from their own alternative and deeply rooted traditions as refracted 

through social histories. Hence, AMP does not presume an organic, essentialist position 

that is sometimes projected onto indigenous or peasant communities. Instead of thinking 

about peasant subjectivity in static terms, it is more fitting to situate these subjects in 

relational terms that look historically and empirically at production and social 

reproduction. Land, labor and subjectivity are consecrated through relations of property, 

tenancy, and propriety, which involve customary attitudes toward development or gender 

norms.  Moreover, taking the question of land seriously means coming to terms with the 

fact that modern wealth is not generated by human labor alone, but rather that “nature” is 

a constitutive factor in the creation of modern wealth.  

What follows is an account of the conditions in which the 'Mazarin' identity 

becomes more salient over and above other forms of difference. As I discussed in the 

previous two chapters, access to land and natural resources in South Asia is nested within 

customary notions of belonging to a certain community, caste and/or segmentary lineage. 

In central Punjab these customary relations had to be put in place at the time of great 

transformation (canal colonization) of this semi-arid pastoral zone into permanent 
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sedentary agriculture, which resulted in an unprecedented simplification and construction 

of “traditional village republics.” In this schema different agricultural castes and 

occupational groups found themselves in a regimented hierarchy.  

However, in the military farms the agrarian caste members were not full 

proprietors of their land in the sense that they had to work under close scrutiny of farm 

managers who also evaluated and collected shares of the crops as well as arranged for 

tenants to do a great deal of labor on farmlands that was cultivated by the Army itself. In 

addition, these villages involved another anomaly in that many of the villages in Okara, 

Pirowal and Sargodha were home to a substantial population of landholding Christian 

peasants who unlike most of their co-religionists had access to land here in these villages. 

Yet as I have noted earlier these internal differences were not the main focus of the 

mobilization, but rather it was the shared mazarin identity that became most closely 

associated with the movement.  

The Conditions of Possibility 

 Not surprisingly, the first major confrontation between the tenant farmers and the 

authorities took place in Chak 10 (two weeks after General Chatha's announcement of the 

incoming cash contracts). As I described earlier Chak 10 was the first settled village in 

the military farms by Catholic missionaries. Over the years other communities moved to 

this village; once the Pakistan Military farm managers controlled Chak 10, a substantial 

population of Muslims settled here after 1947, but the village remained predominantly 

Christian. Despite its claims to early origins, on the face of it Chak 10 seems far more out 

of the way and isolated then other villages that have been absorbed into Okara city or lie 
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next to the Okara cantonment. Yet out of all the 19 villages in Okara district, suspicion 

about the Army's intentions and even its legitimacy as the landlord went deepest here. As 

many people told me there was a strong sense that this land did not belong to the Army, 

that it was initially church land, and that ancestors in this village had sacrificed and toiled 

to clear this earth for agriculture.   

 Two weeks after the unilateral announcement of change in land relations the 

military farm authorities sent laborers to cut down the trees just outside the residential 

area of Chak 10. When a crowd of peasant farmers assembled to ask the authorities about 

cutting the trees, the farm managers offered little explanation but said that it was an order 

from the Brigadier. The tenants accused the farms management of profiteering by taking 

these trees to sell in the timber market. The village farm administrator, the chak-in-

charge, arrived after the tenants surrounded the laborers. Unbeknownst to them there was 

already a great amount of talk about the impending evictions and the tenants had been 

holding secret meetings about the course of action to take. The appearance of laborers 

sent to cut down trees precipitated the tenants in Chak 10 to take action in unison. The 

police was called in but the tenants refused to cooperate and the confrontation that 

followed resulted in the tenants evicting the chak-in-charge, the villages’ guards, and 

their touts from the village.   

 According to Ghani, one of the participants in the first confrontations in Chak 10, 

until this point AMP leaders stayed focused on local developments inside their villages 

and were afraid to confront the farm managers directly or even criticize the Army in 

public. Younger leaders from Chak 10 like Yaqoob Iqbal did most to spread the tenants’ 
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movement to other military farms in Renala, Lahore, Sargodha, Khanewal and Multan to 

create a Punjab wide movement. This way the military could not isolate the mazaras and 

if they were to attack one place then other farms would rise up in protest, and the 

military’s hands would be tied as they would not be able to suppress the movement on an 

Punjab-wide level. This is precisely what happened after the initial uprising in Chak 10: 

other tenants heard about the event and they started visiting. Villages were now talking to 

each other and those who had said that it was crazy to take such aggressive measures 

were now giving some of the loudest speeches against the GHQ.  

 Stressing the importance of external links of the movement, Ghani drew a 

comparison between AMP and the 1980s resistance movement in Sindh. “I was thinking 

that during the 1980s General Zia had aerial bombed one goth (village) in Sindh and 400 

people died in 10 minutes. At that time no one took any actions, they had pressed down 

all organizations, all NGOs. But NGOs have helped us so much that Musharraf once gave 

a statement that he will put restrictions against NGOs because they are giving unjustified 

support to the tenants.”60 The church has officially kept a distance from the movement in 

order to not alienate the military government. 

As we will see this kind of strategic essentialism, the tenant farmer identity (or 

“mazarin” in Urdu), worked well for a while, but the overriding structures of caste and 

tribal affiliation and religious identity also came to play a major factor. This mobilization 

saw tremendous shifts in the ways in which certain forms of association became less 

salient and certain bonds of solidarity weakened as other forms of difference became 

more meaningful. Initially, urban activists and allies hailed this class-based movement as 
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a sign of rising political awareness in the villages of Punjab, especially at a time when 

society was so “depoliticized” and relatively indifferent to a military-led coup against the 

widely unpopular Nawaz Sharif presidency.  

The government’s move to shift from the ‘betai’ or sharecropping system to a 

contract-based tenancy system came at a time when serious questions were being raised 

in the press about the military’s expansive role in land speculation, corporate sector 

investments, and greater entrenchment in private business interests.  The contractual 

change reversed the existing betai system in favor of contractual tenancy for the farmers. 

The farmers favored the pre-existing sharecropping system because it guaranteed the 

tenants permanent rights to use the lands under the Punjab Land Tenancy Act of 1887. 

“The Act stipulates that a tenant has the right of occupancy if he has been cultivating the 

land for more than two generations. He cannot be evicted from the land, and has the right 

to appeal to the civil court for redress.”61   

The Punjab Tenancy Law of 1887 is a good example of the protective clauses that 

were built in to the settlement schemes of canal colonization. However, these measures 

have greatly eroded in the Punjab with the growth of intensive commercial farming, cash 

based leasing. However, the contrast between the colonial law and the new contracts was 

not lost on the farmers in Okara when they entered dealings with the Army over the 

proposed changes to landholding rules. The military farm authority presented the new 

lease system as the first step in the impending development involving ‘model villages,’ 

clinics and schools. The new military regime promised to “end the culture of corruption 

(baimani)” and poverty in these farms. Here, the language of development was deployed 
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to depoliticize the issue of land tenure and transform it into a question of proper 

management of resources. Under the new contract system, the tenant farmers would 

become contract wage-laborers for a fixed period and pay a fixed amount of rent in cash 

per annum.  

The lease period was originally set at 3 years but later changed to 7 years as a 
concession towards the tenants. As such this period is somewhat inconsequential 
as the contract is subject to annual renewal on the basis of the previous year’s 
performance. The rate at which the land is to be leased out is currently set 
between a minimum of Rs. 2200 and a maximum of Rs. 3,600 per acre (Cheema 
2002).  

 
 According to the farms management, this decision would improve the revenue 

generated from these farms in view of the fall in annual farm income from Rs. 40.79 

million in 1995-1996 to Rs.15.87 million in 1999-2000 (Cheema 2002).62 After a few 

weeks of deliberation, the tenant farmers rejected the new contract system (even though 

they had suffered greatly under the old batai system) because they feared for the fate of 

the land. The tenant farmers’ mistrust of the military administration was reinforced after 

consultation with several lawyers and sympathetic local bureaucrats. The mazarin 

concluded that under the Punjab Tenancy Act of 1887 they had greater protection as 

tenants under batai than as commercial renters. In the words of Farid Daula, the elected 

President of AMP and a prominent elder:  

People told us later don’t take the lease system because they will push you out. 
They want to steal your land. In 10-15 days it became clear that people would not 
take the lease system.  It was announced that 25 muraba (a muraba is equivalent 
to 25 acres) from each chak would be turned over to military dairy operation 
adjacent to any village on military farms and then they razed several homes next 
to the military cantonment. We knew that as soon as we accept this contract 
system we would be thrown out of these lands. We can accept death but we don’t 
accept this contract system.  
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 Farid is widely respected in Okara for having taken part in previous mobilizations 

in the late 1970s. He had been arrested for leading a movement for greater transparency 

in the estimation of sharecropping process. He had also worked as a truck driver for the 

military dairy farm operations, where he learned the extent of the corruption in the 

military farm operations. Initially Farid had agreed to sign onto the cash payment system 

as a relief from the toil of rent-in kind sharecropping. But as he mentions in the above 

quote, he came to learn about the true intentions of the change in land tenure status 

through informal channels, contact with local revenue officials and new information 

obtained from the Punjab Board of Revenue.   

 Here Farid describes the testy exchange between General Chatha and the tenant 

farmers when they collectively refused to sign the contracts. Chatha came back a few 

weeks later and booked Alhambra hall in Okara city (19 chak). He gathered people from 

19 villages there in public. “He asked, ‘Why did you first say yes and now you are saying 

no?’ We told him in loud voice, we don’t accept this lease system. People told us that you 

are trying to remove us from our land. We were scared as is.” According to Farid, 

General Chatha’s voice became stern and his attitude changed as he warned the audience, 

Chatha- “Why are you trying to create some (show us) mischief…Don’t you know there 

is no greater badmash (rascal) then the military.” Chatha immediately ordered the police 

superintendent to surround the farmers, to force the mazaras into signing the lease. 

General Chatha asked the District Police Superintendent (DSP) to start a campaign of 

harassment to beat and intimidate them into accepting the contract system. When the 
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police could not control the public, people rebelled. The local officials called in the 

Rangers force. 

 The severe repression united a diverse body of peasant farmers who historically 

identified along the axis of caste and religious identities to come together along class 

lines as tenant farmers or mazarin. In this sense the start of repression was the break in 

the reciprocal client-patron relations that were brokered by farm managers, elders, and 

Chaudhary's (village notables). The predominantly Christian and Muslim villages came 

together under the umbrella of the AMP, which promoted a local populist class-based 

identity based on the shared history of hardships of being a tenant for the Army and the 

dire poverty when compared to other villages in the district. Over time the organization 

came to see itself as a broad social movement, a rural counterpoint to the authoritative 

state. The tenants’ movement successfully positioned itself in popular terms as a national 

movement. Hence the powerful message put out by this movement was that the state had 

turned against the nation, and this was the genesis moment for the Punjab tenants’ 

mobilization.  

 News about these small confrontations was making its way into regional 

newspapers, but the narrative changed dramatically by the time they made it out of 

Okara. For instance, the tenants’ mobilization was discredited by planted stories where 

respected peasant leaders like Dr. Chandio Munir Ahmad was quoted as saying that 

“leaders of the tenants being salary-paid [by] foreign based NGOs have been 

deteriorating the peace process [by] instigating the simpleton farmers against the Pak 

rangers to make their bosses happy” (Pakistan Newswire: 2003). Much of the pressure 
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over the deterioration of law and order was ascribed to the local police superintendents as 

the Okara police department saw a rotation of District Police Officers who would get 

much of the blame for not being able to control the situation, whereas the Army and 

Rangers authorities remained beyond reproach, the victims of NGO machinations. For 

instance in 2003, Okara’s newly appointed District Police Officer Zafar Abbas Bokhari 

pledged to make the police officials subservient to the people. "Touts have tarnished the 

image of police department hence their entries in the police stations will be banned 

completely," he told reporters.  

 However, it was through brave reporting by local journalists like Sarwar Mujahid 

that word about the tenants’ movement got out to the public and urban activists. Sarwar’s 

report about the sit-in at GT Road got the attention of a human rights delegation that 

toured the military farm for a fact-finding trip after the sit-in. The Rangers’ repression 

worsened in the days that followed the GT roadblock as many people were injured, 

arrested and beaten. On May 11, 2003, Baba Amer Ali, an elderly resident of Chak 4/4L, 

was shot and killed leaving a friend’s house in neighboring Chak 5. Coincidently, a team 

of reporters and human rights groups from Islamabad was on a fact-finding mission in the 

chaks. Here is an eyewitness report by Pervez Hoodbhoy on what he saw: 

As I stood by the blood-spattered earth next to a wall pockmarked with bullets, 
grim-faced villagers pointed out the field from where they said the rangers had 
machine-gunned the village for over an hour. A tour around Chak 5-L followed. It 
is a fairly typical village with mud-covered huts, open drains, barefooted children, 
and scrawny chickens. Branches of trees felled in the shooting lay all around. 
Many houses, as well as the village mosque, had bricks broken or chipped by 
heavy bullets. They are there for anyone to see-but only if they can successfully 
navigate through the siege imposed upon the 70-odd villages in the area. 
Roadblocks are everywhere, manned by soldiers with automatic weapons as well 
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as the lighter-armed police. Four-wheelers with mounted machine guns prowl 
menacingly upon the dirt roads next to the canals, raising huge clouds of dust 
(Hoodbhoy 2003). 
 

 The Rangers descended on each village and forced the tenants (mostly women 

who stayed behind during these incursions) to put their thumbprint on contract leases. 

The military blocked the water channels or “maindars” to Chak 5/4L and Chak 4/4L for 

three months. In other villages the tenant farmers also lost their crops because they could 

not go out to water their fields or work on their farms. The blockade of 18 villages was 

lifted three months later following international condemnation of the military repression 

of tenant farmers. Several articles in prominent media outlets like BBC, Washington 

Post, and Newsweek International covered the story. These reports greatly undermined 

the Pakistani Army’s image both domestically and internationally, and highlighted the 

increasing concentration of economic interests by the top military brass.   

 For its part, the military has denied any wrongdoing and it claims that the issue of 

the Okara military farms is a law and order issue. Speaking to a reporter from IRIN, a UN 

based Human Rights news service, Okara district’s SSP (Senior Superintendent of Police) 

Muhammad Aslam Tareen denied all reports of police brutality. "Their claims and 

charges are totally wrong. Nobody is harassed or tortured …Everybody is happy here. 

There is only a small minority of miscreants who want to create a law-and-order situation 

by protest and sabotage" (IRIN 2003). Colonel Saleem Khan, the commander of the 

Punjab Rangers deployed in the area said, "Do you think it would be difficult for us to 

occupy the land forcibly? It would take no time, should we choose to do it, but we want 
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to give them a chance to come around, to see the light" (IRIN 2003).  Instead the 

authorities tried to criminalize the tenant farmers:  

Col. Saleem Khan: “We are here to help maintain the peace," he said. "We are 
here to deal with the lawbreakers, not the people who respect the law.” 
 
SSP Aslam Tareen: I told the district nazim [administrator] that it was important 
the police force had the support of the paramilitaries…We know that there are all 
sorts of miscreants, proclaimed offenders and other criminals hiding in villages 
like four by four L who could take advantage of the confusion and create a law-
and-order situation we might not be able to control on our own (ibid). 
 

 The drawn out siege of military farms also took a heavy toll on the Rangers 

paramilitary units. Some of the more humorous stories about the siege have to do with the 

times when a Rangers unit was chased out of the village, or stopped in its tracks. The 

unease of some paramilitary soldiers in laying siege on poor villagers during scorching 

summer months can be assessed by a revealing observation by Riaz who noted that 

during the long, drawn out siege, many “Rangers had to sit in the heat and they weren’t 

provided water and food all day, so they would sometimes ask the villagers to rise up so 

they can run out of the village and leave. However, the townspeople didn’t do that 

because they didn’t want to provoke greater repression” (Riaz Interview). The local SSP 

Aslam Tareen was later transferred out of Okara district. 

 The authorities were forced to suspend the siege due to popular outrage against 

the violent operations against tenant farmers. However, the slow campaign of 

intimidation continues with arbitrary arrests, abductions (when tenants are held without 

being charged for any crime) and torture. The list of those who have been abducted and 

tortured includes children, some as young 9 years old. Here is a statement by ten year old 
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Abid Ali that was included in Human Rights Watch 2004 report, ‘Soiled Hands: The 

Pakistan’s Army’s Repression of the Punjab farmers’ Movement.’ On May 11, 2003, 

Abid Ali was one of five boys (ranging in age from 9 to 14 years old) who were making 

their regular morning delivery of milk to Okara City when Rangers detained him. Here he 

describes his experience:  

They snatched our milk and our bicycles. Gomi, the informer, took away the milk 
and bicycles. They blindfolded us and took us to Rangers Headquarters. As soon 
as we got there, they started beating us with sticks. After a while we even stopped 
crying or screaming. Then they asked if we wanted food. We refused the food 
saying we were not hungry and wanted to go home. We were again beaten on our 
refusal. And this time were whipped as well… There were sixteen farmers 
[already present when] we arrived there. [We saw them being] beaten badly with 
a flat leather whip by Wazir “Jallad” and Inspector Aashiq Ali in the presence of 
Major Tahir Malik. The farmers were bleeding and crying in pain. Some were 
weeping out of fear and sitting with their heads bowed (Human Rights Watch 
2004:30). 

 

 The explicit purpose of torture according to Human Rights Watch is to force the 

“tenant farmers or their relatives to sign the new contract and pay there cash dues 

according to these contracts” (Ibid 24). But as Michael Taussig has argued, the work of 

torture is not simply the task of carrying out violence on a body to gain its compliance, 

but rather to create an economy of fear--a space of death--through its many examples, 

recollections, rumors and reports (1987:3-37). In the case of military farms the work of 

torture is aimed at re-creating the ‘symbolic capital’ of deference, obedience and 

submission that has been shaken loose with the rise of the farmers’ movement. However, 

the use of torture is always deficient in its effects because the tenant farmers make their 

own truth claims also utilizing the sensory memory of pain. For example, the names of 
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Ranger officers like Inspector Aashiq Ali and Major Tahir Malik have become 

synonymous with abuse. In everyday conversations their names serve as “sensory 

artifacts” whose mention triggers strong emotions.63 As Nadia Seremetakis has 

elaborated in The Senses Still, these evocative recollections of pain create shared social 

meaning and articulate a political subjectivity based on collective experience of suffering 

(1994, Das & Klienman 2000). Moreover, the tenants have been able to resist the Army’s 

ongoing campaign of torture and intimidation by invoking a deeper fear of dispossession.  

 Inside the village, everyday activities take place with a latent fear of a Rangers 

attack or capture in the fields. As Mukhtar Lala of Chak 11 described the situation, “Now 

things are better here but we can’t go to the city easily, they will arrest us. Now we are 

booked here. We even go to our (farm) land with fear. But people are not scared when 

they are together, only when they are by themselves.” Time serves as a mimetic faculty in 

the chaks. People get caught up in their routine of long days of tending to their farms in 

the early morning, cutting fodder, milking the buffaloes and thrashing wheat. Days and 

weeks pass calmly and suddenly news arrives, like the day in July when Wasim, a young 

man from Chak 12, was arrested while on a trip to the market in Okara City.  

 Each arrest and abduction brings with it great consternation in the village. I was in 

Chak 12 a few days after Wasim was arrested. He was charged as a bandit and the 

indictment was extended to other prominent activists in Chak 12. Wasim’s mother 

wanted to go to the Rangers office to secure his release but most of the people at the 

gathering were trying to convince her not to give in to their demands. The police were 

demanding that Wasim’s family sign on to the new tenure contract and also wanted a 
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bribe for the Wasim’s release. A few days after Wasim’s arrest AMP leaders had 

received a call by a Rangers’ officer demanding a bribe and his family’s signature on the 

contract for his release. There was a lot of debate in the room about what was to be done. 

Everyone in the room knew precisely what Wasim was facing under custody. Mr. Malik, 

a respected lawyer in Okara City who was a regular visitor to the AMP office in 2004 

when the tenant leaders could not travel to Okara City, was representing Okara tenants in 

legal cases. These moments and these discussions heightened a sense of dread or 

uncertainty just when things started to feel better, when the tenants felt as if they had 

won. But with these arrests and court cases there was no knowing what could happen 

next.  

 

Banal Work of Mobilization: Daily Life with AMP 

 There is an AMP office in every chak, but the head office of AMP (majority) is 

located in Chak 4/4L, one of the more prosperous villages in the military farms.64 The 

AMP office serves as a meeting space where people gather to discuss current issues, 

share information and resolve local disputes. Most AMP offices are makeshift places 

based in someone’s house or granary that formerly belonged to the chak-in-charge or 

their collaborators who were routed out of the village in the early days of insurgency. In 

some villages the AMP office is simply a dera (sitting place where men gather) in the 

outskirts of the village. In chak 4, younger AMP leaders, namely Abdul Arbab, Noor 

Nabi and Nadeem, have taken up residence in the AMP office. The AMP office formerly 

belonged to an informant of the chak-in-charge and this family was subsequently 
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hounded out of the village after the movement’s rise. This building has a narrow 

courtyard with several charpoys (traditional South Asian beds) folded next to the walls 

during the day. Across the courtyard there are two tiny rooms and a small kitchen that 

opens into the courtyard. The two rooms lie bare with little or no furniture. A small side 

table in a corner that holds up a heavy stack of newspapers, a fax machine that stays 

unhooked to the phone line and a TV that occasionally works, furnishes the main 

reception room. Several cushion pillows are dispersed throughout the room for visitors to 

lean on. There is constant activity with people coming and going from early dawn to late 

night. 

 The daily activities in AMP offices involve resolving conflicts that rise up in the 

chaks, reading newspapers, and corresponding with journalists and political allies. In 

replying to my questions about the burdensome task of delegating local disputes, Abrar, 

one of the AMP leaders, replied that there is no such thing as ‘Law’ available to the poor. 

Referring to the state, he argued, “The law is made by (those) people to do what they 

want. It’s their law and they do what they want.”  Each village committee handles all 

internal conflicts. If the village committee cannot resolve a case or if a case is appealed it 

is sent to the “supreme court,” the AMP headquarters office in Chak 4.65 “We don’t have 

to go to the police or courts; we try to solve our problems here. If someone wants to go 

the police we strongly recommend them to solve our problems here because we don’t do 

what they want us to do, they want to divide us in groups, in castes.” Most ordinary cases 

range from property disputes to personal issues. AMP’s juridical practice in the chaks 
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gives the movement a quasi-sovereign status through which leaders of the movement 

reinforce certain normative rules that carry the force of community. 

 One interesting case that came to the AMP office during my stay involved a man 

who was trying to settle his complicated marital status. The plaintiff was a Christian man 

married to a Christian woman for several years. Recently, he had converted to Islam so 

he could marry another Christian woman (who subsequently converted to Islam) to have 

a polygamous living arrangement. Both communities (Muslim and Christian) were upset 

about this arrangement and threatened to file a case against him. The local village 

committee had ruled that his conversion was opportunistic and that he needed to choose 

which wife to stay with. He had come to the AMP headquarters office to appeal the 

ruling but his appeal remained unsuccessful. Remarking on this case a younger AMP 

leader, Noor Nabi, told me that in the past people would marry whoever they wished to 

but now things had changed. For example, it would not be permissible for a Muslim 

woman to marry a Christian man. Hence, the regimentation of local ‘law’ has intensified 

the local precepts of morality and law that is exercised by AMP in these villages. 

(However, during my fieldwork I did not hear of any instances of any exogamous 

marriages betweeen Muslims and Christians, and almost all of the marriages were within 

the same biradari caste if not the same sub-caste lines.) 

 Although AMP has claimed autonomy form the corrupt law of the state, the AMP 

leadership shares many precepts with majoritarian legal morality of the Pakistani state. 

Unlike traditional ‘panchayat’ which is made up of elder village leader, the AMP 

leadership mainly consists of younger men who enjoy a different kind of social capital 
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then the elder leaders. Most of the Chaudhary’s are hierarchically placed -or caste- 

leaders who took initiative at the start of the movement but withdrew once the Rangers 

descended onto the villages. Within AMP circles the credit for the success and survival of 

the movement is given to younger leaders. Much is made of the fact that several younger 

leaders have sacrificed other opportunities or their higher education to work for the 

principle of tenants’ rights. As I mentioned earlier, Abdul Arbab the General Secretary of 

AMP quit his M.Sc. degree at the University of Agriculture at Faisalabad to dedicate 

himself to the struggle. The fact that Arbab has claim to less then an acre of land (a 

subsection plot based on his inheritance) is cited as an example for his sincerity and 

general dedication of younger leaders to the tenants cause.  

 

 

Intermediaries 

 Working in solidarity with the movement, several prominent figures in Okara City 

routinely pass though the AMP office to catch up on the latest developments and channel 

information between the tenants and civilian authorities in Okara City, including the local 

police. One of the notables I met during my stay included Chauhdary Iftikhar, the 

president of the local wholesale agrarian market (mandi) in Okara City. Iftikhar served as 

an unofficial liaison between the AMP (Muslim leaders in Chak 4) and the civilian 

administration of Okara City (including the local police). He was also important in 

providing the tenant farmers with vital links to market merchants in the harvest seasons 

between 2002 to Spring 2004 when the tenant farmers were under strict surveillance and 
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could not take their crops to Okara City without getting them seized or facing arrests. The 

market merchants bought crops of wheat, maize, and potatoes in the villages at 

discounted rates. Secondly, Iftikhar served as a liaison between the local police 

superintendent at the time, SSP Zafar Abbas Bokhari, who according to Iftikhar was 

sympathetic to the plight of the mazarin struggle, urging the farmers to keep things quiet 

in exchange for which he would try to reduce the criminal charges against some AMP 

leaders.66 According to Iftikhar the police feel a level of sympathy with the peasant 

farmers but some tenants reject such declarations by talking about the police actions and 

their arrests and beatings by police officers as well as the hated Rangers. Yet others say 

that the police are caught in the middle, their goal being to keep the Army happy but also 

to maintain peace so the Rangers forces leave.  Iftikhar also brings information about city 

politics, news about prominent traders in the mandi and the rumors about the Army’s 

strategy in the coming months.  

On our first meeting Iftikhar pointedly asked me about the ‘real reason’ why the 

Okara farmers struggle was able to succeed against the Army.  I told him that I did not 

know the answer but I was there in part to study that very question. Without taking a 

moment he offered me his explanation, “The only reason why the Okara farmers’ case 

became international issue was due to the Christian influence. They have influence.” He 

argued that Musharraf could not carry out a siege in Okara because the Christian 

governments in Europe and America will not allow such a violent operation against 

fellow Christians. Iftikhars’ theory irked Arbab and AMP’s mostly Muslim leaders in 

Chak 4 who argued that the movements’ success had to do with the will of God and the 
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hard work of mazarin. For AMP (M) the idea of giving all of the credit for the success of 

the movement to the Christian community or its connections was to nullify their own 

achievements and also to weaken their position next to Yousuf Salim and the other AMP 

faction in Chak 10.  

However, Iftikhars assertion about the Christian influence did not condone the 

Army’s position either. He shared the common resentment against the military actions in 

Okara by the local traders and businessmen. He told me that people in Okara City were 

tired of Rangers patrols. Some of the officers on duty steal peoples car, or they disrupt 

people’s businesses, take their milk containers and harass people who have family links 

to the villages. As a result there is much dislike of the Army in Okara City. These 

descriptions of the military’s arbitrary and supra-legal authority were also the subject of 

popular discourse as many newspapers and magazines were carrying stories about a host 

of illegal practices of land grabbing, car thefts and dubious financial dealings of military 

officers. This state of exception of the military shows a complicated picture of 

sovereignty in Pakistan where the official rights ensured by the state are deemed 

subservient to the might of the military regime.  

Another local notable who was a fixture in AMP’s head office in Chak 4\4 L was 

Mr. Malik, a reputed local lawyer who represented AMP leaders. In addition to his legal 

expertise Mr. Malik would also bring in the gossip from local courts, rumors about local 

police officials who were about to be transferred, what people were saying about the 

movement and the general idea of where the different actors were positioned vis-à-vis the 

tenants movement. At the time of my fieldwork he was preoccupied with tracking the 
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whereabouts of Wasim, a young man from Chak 11 who had gone missing on a trip to 

Okara City. We learned later that Wasim had been charged as a bandit, which brought 

him under the jurisdiction of special courts with lesser burden of proving guilt and 

accountability. The police also used Wasim’s arrest to add additional charges against the 

AMP leaders in Chak 12/4L (Akram’s village). Mr. Malik replied to my question about 

the arbitrary way in which the police were pressing charges against the tenant farmers 

(including sometimes children as young as four years old). Here is a snippet from the 

conversation between Mr. Malik and Noor Nabi, a local AMP leader, Arbab’s friend and 

assistant. Here Nabi and Malik were describing their visit to the police station when they 

went to see Wasim: 

Nabi: The police can arrest anyone to make money on discharge, they hit people 
with doubled sticks… they tie peoples hands to their calves until they accept guilt 
for something they didn’t commit. 
 
Malik: The police had killed someone when I last went to the police station. A 
body was being transferred. The police can kill anyone they want especially if 
someone confronts or stands up to them. 
 
Nabi: It’s open warfare on people, but these thinkers (danishwars), they don’t 
know what is going on. They keep talking about whether the Prime Minister is 
retiring or not. 
 
Malik: I am caught in the middle, not here or there…local court is better then high 
court where they do as they are told. The local judge is fair. 

 
Everyone was discussing the imperious way the police worked with little recourse 

or accountability. Yet men like Mr. Ifthikhar who enjoyed close contact with and the 

confidence of the district police superintendent also attended these gatherings. Mr. 

Ifthikhar would bring informal messages from the police authorities, and it was common 
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knowledge that the police, Rangers and other interested parties were well informed about 

the discussions and differences voiced openly in gatherings like this.67 And then there 

were other prominent personalities like the deceased politician Rao Sikander who never 

came to the AMP office but who were always present in everyday conversations or any 

talk of district politics in Okara.  

Rao Sikander Iqbal (1943-2008) was a larger then life figure in Okara district. 

Iqbal was a landlord and politician and served as Federal Minister in both Benazir 

Bhutto’s government in the 1990s and then as Defense Minister throughout General 

Musharraf’s terms in office. As Nazir, the former police superintendent in Okara recalled, 

Iqbal was unusual in his accessible style and democratic demeanor, which was different 

from most other landlords and politicians who keep ample distance from the public and 

carry themselves with a certain air of self-importance. Iqbal belonged to the powerful 

Rao family (a Rajput sub-caste) that dominates the political and commercial activity in 

Okara City. The Rao’s replaced the influential Sikh Bedi’ families in Okara after 1947 in 

the district.  

Iqbal rose to prominence as one of the founding members of Pakistan People’s 

Party (PPP) in Okara and central Punjab. His house was the headquarters for PPP 

activists and he also went to jail five times for his active participation in the Movement 

for Restoration of Democracy. Ironically, many elder tenant farmers recall that they had 

gone to jail at the same time as Rao Sikander and many of them associate him with their 

struggle at the time for a fairer and more transparent distribution of sharecropping. Iqbal 

has twice served as Federal Minister in the capacity of Minister for Food, Agriculture and 
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Cooperatives in 1988 and Minister of Sports, Culture and Tourism in 1993. He was 

elected to the National Assembly PPP ticket but than he abandoned the PPP to create a 

splinter (“forward block of PPP-Patriots”) with 20 other politicians to join Musharraf’s 

regime.  He was rewarded the Defense Ministry, which technically gave him authority 

over the military farms. Yet, he never did anything to support the mazarin cause. The 

tenant farmers were especially disappointed given Iqbal's long record of sympathy and 

advocacy for tenant sharecroppers.  In his final days, Iqbal was seen as a close ally of 

General Musharraf and he spent his last years trying to convince the tenant sharecroppers 

to support the Musharraf regime because it was only a uniform regime (military rule) that 

had the capacity to give the tenant’s their land rights. In the end Iqbal lost his last 

elections to his longtime rivals.  

Politics as Process: The Rise of Political Subjectivization in the Military Farms 

 The tenant farmers consistently bring up the term shau’r meaning consciousness 

in narrating their experience. The end to the culture of servility and fear is attributed to 

increasing awareness in the chaks. The question of consciousness is embodied in the 

sense of independence in the chaks. “Shau’r” serves as a polysemic term referring at 

times to an increase in education, political consciousness, and/or connections with the 

outside material world.68 Here is one comment by Umar that reflects the sentiments that 

are widely shared in the chaks: 

The movement started in 2000 because people didn’t have the same knowledge or 
consciousness before…they were scared before but this time they knew that they 
will not have any place to go if they sign on to the lease system and their lands 
will be eventually taken. Also this time the leadership hasn’t cut a deal with the 
army. It’s mostly younger people who made sacrifices… 
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Many tenants blame themselves and their lack of education for enduring so many 

years of brutal repression without rising up sooner. As Hanif put it, “Our biggest fault is 

that this movement should have started a long time ago. Our biggest mistake is that our 

ancestors should have started this work. We have served Pakistan and that is why we 

have gotten kicked by Pakistan (juti khai).”  But a closer examination of people’s stories 

also reveals an unbroken chain of suspicion over the Army’s claim over the land since the 

earliest days of settlement. Elders like Bashir remember their parents telling him that this 

land was theirs, not the Army’s. “Our ancestors told us about the past that Father Herman 

had given the land to the mazaras. (They told us) the land is yours, Chak 14, 11, 10, 9, 6, 

8 these chaks were settled by missionaries… I remember that older ladies used to sing, 

‘We left fertile land to come to land that had no water.” Many younger leaders remember 

being told to be suspicious about the military claim over the land. Some young leaders 

claim that they already knew that the Army did not have lease over the land, that the lease 

expired in 1938 and they were occupying it without any title. Similarly, there is also a 

long history of protests going back to 1928 (interview with Ulfat). 

The measurement of social change and consciousness by opposing poles of 

awareness and ignorance (or binaries of ‘resistance and conformity’ often used to 

distinguish between the city and the countryside) occludes the long history of passive 

resistance in the chaks, or the divergent ways in which existing power relations are 

operative in the rise of the tenants movement. As the course of events in Okara shows, 
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agency is not something that is exercised by self-sovereign subjects, but rather it is a field 

of action shaped by power relations.  

The dichotomous assessment of consciousness/ignorance closes off the space of 

interpretation to view social change as a messier process. This is not to dismiss the claims 

of greater awareness (shau’r) in the chaks as an important shift in the self-perception of 

the mazarin. Rather, it is to say that “political agency is always moving in-between 

discursive possibility, grounded experiences, and changing conditions of possibility” 

(Aretxaga 1997:9, Comaroffs 1991, Gramsci 1972).  For instance the banal work of 

making a living and subsistence slowly evolved into changing relations between people 

and things, the market, and figures of authority in ways that was generative of a new 

politics of protest. 

 The mazarin rarely attributed increasing shau’r to formal education because 

access to secondary schooling is still very limited in the chaks.69 Instead, other forms of 

experience might play a greater pedagogic role in the countryside. Some of the more 

prosaic aspects of print culture in the chaks are not tied to reading (which mostly pre-

occupies the leadership of AMP) but to different forms of literacy. Here I am referring to 

popular use of newspaper advertisements, posters and pictures clipped from magazines as 

constituting a means of knowledge of the translocal commodity culture that is greatly 

present in the villages. For instance, a list of decorative items hanging in a guest room in 

a relatively prosperous home in Chak 45 included a “Tapal Family Time Tea” 

advertisement clipped from a newspaper (depicting a very contented middle class family 

enjoying having tea together). A 2002 Royal Fan calendar with an image of a happy 
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couple in a trendy living room. A poster of cricket player Wasim Akram and a framed 

calligraphy print of Ya Allah juxtaposed with a photo of Masjid Nabwi or the Prophets’ 

Mosque in Medina. Outside peoples’ homes there are far more racy posters of Bollywood 

actresses,70 cricket heroes, and scenic posters (of a snow peaked mountain, presumably 

K-2, the tallest peak in Pakistan and also a popular cigarette brand) are pasted on local 

grocery stores in the villages. These images elicit intimate--or individuating--feelings. 

This economy of consumptive desire might find its expression in objects and things in the 

villages in ways that might not be intended, the industry of knock-off items, and 

“imitation” brands. However, the appropriation of these images binds ‘individuals’ to 

consumptive ‘publics.’ These symbols represent new forms of knowledge that are lurking 

in the public culture of the village, rubbing shoulders with local worldviews and resulting 

in myriad different forms of meaning.  

 Within the chaks there are many ambivalent feelings about the changing character 

of the village. As Dil Muhammad, a well to do dairy farmer in Chak 4/4L who formerly 

worked in a Greek cargo ship and traveled throughout Europe recalls, “milk was never 

sold in my childhood, such a thing would have been considered shameful. We mostly 

exchanged things like milk for wheat. People used to give away wheat to the poor. People 

only went to the market for gold. There was less difference and everyone could eat.” 

Bashir also remembers the days when no one would sell or ask for milk as it was not a 

commodity. “If there was a wedding one would ask for some milk and their containers 

would fill up. People didn’t need money to go about.” The commodification of milk 

signals a change in interpersonal relations in the chaks. The increasing cost of subsistence 
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in the last thirty years has increased the connections of the chaks with the market. As 

mentioned above, for the past thirty years it has become a rite of passage for young men 

to move to the city to work as laborers, as land availability and average family 

landholding shrink with every generation. The structural adjustment ‘reforms’ in the 

1990s deteriorated the economic and living conditions for small farmers. The tenant 

farmers saw the state protection and support for agricultural items like milk and wheat 

disappear even as the international market in food commodities remained artificially low 

due to the enormous subsidies handed out to corporate agribusiness in the United States 

and Europe (Oxfam 2003). Hence, the market value of small farmers’ harvests and dairy 

hovered at (or sometimes below) the cost of their inputs. Slowly it is becoming 

impossible for families with smaller parcel of land to survive in Okara district. Many 

farmers I spoke to were more afraid of the arrival of multinational agribusiness like 

Nestle than the Army or Rangers. Here is a telling conversation that was provoked by a 

conversation about the cost of things: 

Hanif: Before in all the villages there was no Dalda (a brand of hydrogenated 
cooking oil popular in Pakistan), people ate real ghee (clarified butter traditionally 
used in cooking). People used to say that this Dalda is from America and it is 
made from pork fat. People did not go close to Dalda.  
Abrar: Now people don’t like their roti if it’s not cooked with Dalda…. 
Hanif: It’s not that they don’t like, the problem is that they have no choice 
because desi ghee is so expensive. 
Farid: But habits also change.  
Hanif: Habits change because of necessity. Desi ghee per kilo is much more 
expensive than Dalda. No one would want to sell the ghee that he makes after 
going through so much trouble to feed his cow, taking care of his cow. He makes 
ghee out of the milk he gets from the cow. He wouldn’t want to sell it if it wasn’t 
for necessity. The small tenant farmer is selling ghee due to necessity. This is not 
a business for the person who might only own one buffalo. People who have 
dozens of cows, they sell ghee for business. Few people used to sell milk before. 
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It really started since 1977. In the past people in the village rarely went to the 
market for gold. We have to go to the market sometimes but things are too 
expensive now, the government does not think about the poor.  
Abrar: When we win this struggle then we will start another campaign about 
inflation. We will bring people together on this issue.  
 
Farid: I have been struggling against inflation all of my life. We will keep going. 
This inflation system will have to end. This Nestle problem. 
Hanif: Let me talk about this about Nestle. This milk, the pure milk which has all 
of the vitamins, they buy this milk from us at 12 R/L but Nestle sells it for 36 R/L. 
They buy the milk from us, remove the vitamins and sell it in the city for 36 R/L. 
Why are people not buying fresh milk? Good milk that has all the vitamins is 
available for R 12 but why do people buy Nestle milk? People give 300 percent 
profit to these international companies. So what about our own people, our 
workers, farmers, why don’t we give profit to our local industries? The generals 
are making these profits; those big zamindars (big land owners) that are making 
their factories are making these profits.  

 
In another conversation Hanif added that now everything is sold in the village and 

with the exception of flour everything is more expensive in the village. He said 

“everything is more expensive in villages, than in the city. Our goal is that after getting 

this land we will start building a movement for small farmers and not an NGO” (Hanif 

Ali, Group Interview).  

 

 In this chapter, I have presented a partial perspective of different values by which 

social movements emerge to demand justice and rights. However, these movements also 

empower certain AMP leaders who become the spokespersons of the movement and at 

times speak in ways that reflect the dominant hegemonic speech of the state. Secondly, 

this chapter shows how social movements break with the past yet also remain tied to 

certain customary notions of rights, justice and difference. Hence, these mobilizations are 

points of tension between vertical and horizontal sources of solidarity and belonging. A 
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newfound commonality of class interests allows agrarian Muslim castes to join up with 

landholding Christians who raise questions about the new cash contract tenancy system. 

Yet as we will see in the next chapter, the sudden growth and prominence of this 

movement also stirs rumors of imperial authority at work as local mediators worry about 

the decisive effects of Christian influence on Pakistan and on the Okara farmers’ 

movement through NGOs.  It is through these discursive and empirical practices that we 

get a multifaceted perspective of the state as both something outside and above 

community, but also present in intimate shared moral precepts of power and authority. 

For example, the case of the Christian-Muslim marriage shows how AMP shares certain 

normative (majoritarian) imperatives with the Pakistani state, while they remain 

divergent on issues of land and the quality of subjection of people and territory. Here, I 

find Talal Asad’s rhetorical challenge to European secular-nationalism to be instructive 

in thinking about “how overlapping patterns of territory, authority and time collide with 

the idea of the imagined national community” (2003:179). It is precisely this significant 

yet little understood realm of imagination (or the ‘how’ of imagination) that remains 

poorly analyzed in theories of nationalism and the state. In the next chapter, I will 

describe the brutal state repression of tenant farmers in Okara military farms. Here, I look 

at how the recollection of fear and pain affects everyday activities of tenant farmers and 

informs their political commitments to the land rights struggle. I will look at some recent 

developments in AMP that occurred after the movement successfully managed to retain 

control of the land and the police and paramilitary officials left the villages.  
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Chapter 4: Solidarities, Faultlines and the Scale of Struggle: AMP, NGOs and 
Urban Activists 
        

 As we have seen in the previous chapter, the violent siege and the tenants’ 

resistance had a radicalizing force in these villages. Traditional modes of authority were 

undermined as the tenant farmers faced dispossession and state repression. It was a 

political event in a way that theorists of social movements talk about 'critical events' as 

something that not merely happen to people, but define them and propel them to act in 

ways that go beyond the threshold of what is expected to usher in something new, a 

structure of feeling, a field of leadership opportunities and a way of being that gave a 

radical sense of a mazarin identity that I illustrated in the previous chapter. As such the 

peasant mobilization gave rise to new modes of action as people were propelled into 

unpredicted terrains; Christian and Muslim tenants, rival patrilineal clans  (landed 

agricultural tenants like the Arain, Kamboh and Jats) and landless farm laborers 
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(Kammis) came together under AMP’s banner as they participated in everyday village 

meetings and large conventions with thousands of tenants gathering in Khanewal and 

Okara. Tenant leaders, men and women, hailing from different communities traveled 

together, ate together in spite of gender, caste and religious barriers.  

 This mobilization captured the imagination of political activists and urban leftists 

in Pakistan who heard about these rallies and were baffled to see the sheer size of them.  

As Farooq Sattar the chairman of Labor Party Pakistan remarked on the first time he went 

to the tenants’ convention in Pirowal, “I was shocked to see such large mobilization with 

people coming from afar. Sitting on the stage I saw a large crowd getting larger, as 

tractors kept pulling in with lorries packed with people. I couldn’t believe that there was 

such a large mobilization happening and people didn’t know about it (in Lahore) … I 

contacted friends like Aasim and people in Action Aid about this mobilization.”  Farooq 

Arbab went to the rally in place of the eminent left leaning economist Dr. Mubashir 

Hasan who was invited by AMP conveners as a guest of honor. 

 In this chapter I will look at the links forged between AMP and civil society 

actors as represented by various NGOs and urban activists to analyze the following 

questions: What is entailed in the translation of local livelihood struggles over land as a 

coherent social-political 'movement' by NGOs and political parties? How did the tenant 

farmers grapple with the influx of civil society actors in their villages and in their 

struggle? To what extent did the political imaginary of the tenants differ from the one 

represented in the pamphlets, brochures and literature produced by the movement as it 

was funded by NGOs and left parties? Given the large role played by NGOs and left 
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leaning activists in the movement, AMP provides a good case study to understand the 

impact of urban activists on a social movement and the reshaping of class politics in 

Pakistan. 

 In the past thirty years civil society organizations and NGOs have come to speak 

for and represent different political and livelihood movements in Pakistan ranging from 

bonded laborers in Tharparkar to the artisanal fishing communities off the coast of Sindh 

and most notably the tenant farmers’ movement in the military farms in Punjab. An 

examination of the close alliance between NGOs, urban political activists and AMP can 

reveal the potentials and pitfalls for oppositional politics that moves across scale to gain 

quick recognition and visibility. Similarly, the small but active left in Pakistan gained a 

new foothold with this movement after many years of confusion that followed the Soviet 

Union’s demise. Left-oriented parties like the Labour Party of Pakistan (LPP), the Maoist 

Communist Mazdoor Kisan Party (CMKP) and the People's Rights Movement (PRM) 

emerged as active players in the movement. The alliance between the peasants, NGOs 

and the left helped forge a network of support, communication and solidarity that 

succeeded in forcing the Pakistan Army to withdraw from these villages and thus leaving 

the land under the control of tenant farmers.  

  I did most of my fieldwork research in 2007-2008 when things were different 

from the scene described by Farooq. There was an uneasy détente in place, where the 

tenants had control over the land, and the Army had withdrawn the paramilitary forces 

from the district. There was a lingering threat of arrests and the police harassed the 

tenants during harvest season, but the main thing was that the movement had split along 
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caste and religious lines. I had shown up to some puzzlement of my friends in the village 

who associated me with the string of journalists, students and activists who frequented 

the villages a few years ago when the movement was still active. Here is a brief 

description of the changed scenario in the Okara military farms after the movement had 

peaked, which was about the time when I did my extended research. 

Faultlines 

 Riding in the back of a Honda CD 70, I was in for a rude surprise when Yaqoob 

Iqbal suddenly changed our plans and swerved the motorcycle towards the village Chak 

4/4L. I was just getting used to the fact that AMP leaders, like Yaqoob, were moving 

about freely between villages and towns, when as late as 2004, a journey on Yaqoob’s 

motorcycle was a harrowing detour through cornfield embankments and dusty back 

roads. Back in those days the tenant farmers used to avoid traveling outside their villages 

due to the paramilitary enforced curfew. The tenants lived under the constant fear of 

arbitrary arrest. For those who dared to move about it took considerable skill to navigate 

the motorcycle through the fields, as the caked dry earth turned soft in the early hours 

before dawn. Most people limited their travels between dusk and dawn under the limited 

visibility of moonlight. In these conditions it was inevitable to get stung by swarming 

bugs in the fields. But these hassles were better than getting arrested. 

Now, in 2007, there were no checkpoints and no paramilitary Rangers.71 The 

tenants and AMP leaders moved about freely in the countryside and in Okara City. Yet 

new barriers were emerging as AMP split in two different groups. Yaqoob who had 

played a dynamic role in organizing the protest movement was now sidelined after 
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persistent rumors of corruption and collaboration with NGOs and state agencies. Un-

deterred by this setback Yaqoob still saw himself as the genuine guide and leader (Quaid) 

of the movement. He led a much smaller faction of AMP with mostly (but not 

exclusively) Christian membership. I had gone to his village, Chak 10, to catch up with 

my acquaintances, when unknown to me at the time, Yaqoob suddenly showed up and 

decided to make the most of my visit by taking me for a show and tell session at the 

headquarters of his rival, Mehr Abdul Arbab, who is the leader of the AMP majority 

faction in Chak 4/4L.  

 The sudden detour complicated my earlier efforts to stay out of the partisan 

politics of AMP leadership. For a long time I had taken the position of solidarity with the 

peasant movement but not necessarily with the internal dealings of the leadership. For 

years I hesitated to write about the tensions within the movement but I knew that my 

principled position was naive in the present context and now I was simply catching up 

with the situation on the ground. Yaqoob on the other hand wanted to show me his 

continuing importance, while using me to demonstrate his established contacts with 

translocal activists/journalists who played a significant role in getting the word out about 

the movement. 

 Things became awkward as we approached Chak 4/4L. I spotted Haji Arshad 

waving as we drove onto the road adjoining the village. Privately Arshad never missed a 

chance to remind me about Yaqoob’s lower caste background, thus implying his 

untrustworthiness, as well his real social position. Later, I saw Noor Nabi, my host in that 

village who warned me earlier about Yaqoob’s actions and intentions. Seizing the 
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opportunity Yaqoob slowed the motorcycle to stop next to Nabi, and we exchanged an 

awkward greeting. Nabi was just getting over our chance meeting when Yaqoob abruptly 

pressed on the accelerator and we were off to our destination in the village. I was left 

wondering if Nabi felt betrayed by me, when he had hosted me multiple times at his 

home. Noor Nabi was a close ally of Mehr Arbab, and Nabi was very critical of Yaqoob. 

A lingering feeling of betrayal came over me, even though I didn't share Nabi's views 

regarding Yaqoob. These thoughts were circling in my mind as we made our way to 

Chaudary Dil Moh'd's dera. A bulky man with jet-black comb-over, Chaudhary is an 

influential dairy farmer in Chak 4, who worked abroad on a Greek cargo ship for eighteen 

years before returning back to his village in the late 1980s. Chaudhary used to be a 

fixture in Arbab’s AMP (M) inner circle but now he had little good to say about Arbab. 

Yaqoob brought me to Chak 4 to hear firsthand from Dil Moh'd about how Mehr Abdul 

Arbab was abusing his leadership position in AMP (M) to promote his own personal and 

political ambitions by hobnobbing with the Okara City elite for the nomination seat in the 

upcoming Provincial Assembly elections. I offer this awkward encounter to explore how 

political subjectivity in AMP is navigated through the shifting bonds of solidarity, 

alliances and conflicts that emerged among a dissident group of tenant farmers who 

belong to a diverse set of castes, class positions and religious beliefs. In this chapter I 

focus on the frictions that characterize social movements like AMP’s mobilization over 

time and space as they make alliances with different NGOs, political parties and notable 

civil society activists. 

Ethnographic Refusal 
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My fieldwork research is filled with awkward encounters like the one I found myself in 

on that April morning in 2007. Early on these experiences (in the villages of the military 

farms in Okara and Punjab Seed Corporation Farms in Pirowal, the primary locus of 

AMP mobilization at the time) challenged my preconceived ideas about AMP in 

particular and social movements in general as unified and coherent struggles. These 

experiences made me acutely aware that my initial understanding and approach to study 

AMP was limited to the narratives about the struggle. I was asking the standard questions 

pertaining to external forces of change that are reshaping rural life, i.e. the socio-

economic effects of mechanized agriculture, the green revolution and migrant labor. I 

figured that caste and religious beliefs were an important feature of life in rural Punjab 

but I did not anticipate the intricate role played by local (cultural) dynamics in the 

articulation of this social movement's oppositional politics. During my time in the 

villages I got a sense of the dynamic process by which the incipient political vocabulary 

or critiques of NGOs were interpreted and merged within the solidarities, cleavages and 

points of convergence that shape the field of politics in these villages.  

 Initially, it was the unique combination of peasant protest along with Christian-

Muslim solidarity that captured the imagination of so many liberals in Pakistan. Starting 

in 2001 groups of activists, journalists and civil society personalities like Asma Jehangir 

(noted human rights lawyer and former UN Rapporteur on Religious Freedom), Mubashir 

Hassan (former finance minister and advocate of socialist development policies), Dr.  

Pervez Hoodhboy (a physicist and public intellectual) and retired Generals like Fasih 

Bokhari started paying close attention to the tenants’ struggle. Several fact-finding 
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missions passed through the villages after the clashes and abuses were reported in the 

media. The struggle in the military farms offered a new situation to urban activists who 

were frustrated by the resilience of  “feudalism” or “personality driven politics” of caste 

allegiances and sectarian beliefs in the countryside. For many progressive and civil 

society actors the persistence of pre-modern affiliations has been a major stumbling block 

in the democratization process. In this sense the rise of AMP was seen as an important 

event in that it displaced conventions, created new alliances, and rendered significance to 

the possibility of a new oppositional politics based clearly on class interests. The fact that 

there was a large contingent of Christians in AMP and that Yaqoob, a Christian, became 

the chairman of this peasant movement further reinforced the image of AMP as 

progressive. However, this hopeful moment was short lived and by 2007 the conflicts 

among the leadership were threatening to undo the gains made by the movement.   

 Sherry Ortner identified this tension between the cohesive image of a movement 

and the messy reality within social movements almost twenty years ago when she 

questioned the “ethnographic refusal” in anthropological literature on resistance 

movements. Ortner was pointing to the wide gulf between the neat ways in which social 

movements are framed and the messy formation, factions or internal differences that 

pervade the work of social movements. For example, a leading activist-scholar who has 

been closely involved with the tenants' movement published an academic article in the 

Journal of Peasant Studies, where he claims that the rise of AMP resulted in the cessation 

of traditional conflicts as “primordial loyalties” were overcome with nascent 

consciousness of class struggle (Akhtar 2007). Certainly, the peasant struggle 
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transformed the relations between tenant farmers and the military farm managers but the 

claim that the “primordial loyalties” or traditional conflicts were overcome flies against 

the situation on the ground at the time. Certainly, this kind of 'ethnographic refusal' is 

strategic as it might be required to sustain the symbolic unity of a political movement in 

the face of real differences and splits that make up the movement and a hostile state that 

is unwilling to recognize the tenants’ claims to the land. This tension offers a challenge to 

anthropologists’ and activists’ sensibilities of what qualifies as politics. To what extent 

can activists efface real differences and tensions “for the sake of the movement”? The 

success of AMP is attributed in large part to the movement’s connections with civil 

society organizations that generate certain kinds of recognition and legitimation for the 

movement. But there is little attention given to the disjunctures between what is said 

about the movement and what happens within the villages. Rarely do we hear about the 

impact of urban activists or researchers like myself on social movements. The dynamics 

of any social movement fluctuate as a movement grows, with growing distances between 

leadership and the people who are represented by leaders on the ground. In the case of 

AMP, there is limited reflection on the effects of trans-local connections, and the politics 

of translation that take place between the situation on the ground and the ways in which it 

is represented by NGOs and left-based activists.  

 For the anthropologist or academic who sets out to work collaboratively, the 

internal frictions within political movements create a crisis where one has to decide if 

s/he has to take sides? What are the costs of taking or not taking sides? Which faction to 

affiliate with, if at all? How to represent the voices of the dissenting groups? How to 
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handle the allegation of betrayal or distrust that emerges irrespective of if one decides to 

work with one group or both? In most social movements, even ones that have the general 

support of the local community or constituency, there is always a minority of people who 

make up the organizational leadership. While journalists and humanitarian fact-finding 

missions generally focus on what leaders have to say, ethnographic fieldwork is oriented 

to gathering the mundane everyday attitudes of local residents (passive participants) who 

might stray from the careful scripts used to underscore the political trajectory of the 

movement. It also gives understanding of why movements suddenly lose momentum after 

emerging so forcefully, when they might deviate from the wishes and aspirations of the 

group. Urban activists usually attribute the failures or splits in the course of the 

movement to internal corruption or factionalism, whereas most tenant farmers blame the 

splits on outside meddling and involvement in the movement. 

 Early reports of splits within AMP were dismissed as the government's 

clandestine plans to sow divisions among the tenant farmers. Whatever differences 

remained among the leadership it was said that the tenants were unified behind their 

demands. By 2005 the splits in AMP were no longer secret, but widely known and 

debated in the small but active left circles and the NGO community. Most urban activists 

acknowledged the problems in AMP but they attributed them to the resilience of 

premodern bonds or 'primordial loyalties' like caste, beraderi (patrilineal lineage) or 

community over a more universal and unbounded class-based sense of identity. At 

another level the allies of the movement also hurled blame on each other for patronizing 

the wrong leaders or encouraging certain tendencies. Implicit in these critique is the 
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enduring belief or bias regarding the peasants’ inability to understand their political 

interests, or in the words of Marx “to become a class for themselves.” Analytically, for 

most activists the tension emerges from two different visions of political subjectivity. 

One is based on the language of politics as articulated by the universal category of the 

peasant, the working class and the citizen. The second model of class or political 

subjectivity is inflected by existing hegemonies of a particular place which in the case of 

the mazarin movements were around religious identities, beraderi like the mazara, 

Kammi, Arain, and an incipient sense of mazarin identity which had something more 

then being a sharecropper but instead an inspiration for radical change. 

 

 The ways these different political vocabularies intersect and diverge became clear 

in my fieldwork just as the AMP was fading out of the national debate. A few years after 

highlighting the Army's business and land interests in the national debate, there was little 

talk about the tenants' issue in the media or among urban activists circles.  The urgency in 

the movement had died down as the military withdrew from the farms, and the 

paramilitary (Rangers) forces were called back. The détente left the tenants in control 

over the farmland and the Army standing (literally at check-posts) behind the neighboring 

cantonment.  The local police force declared the villages a 'No Go Area', a zone of 

exception where the police rarely enter to uphold law or respond to calls for intervention. 

The rotating line of police chiefs varied in temperament ranging from the likes of Zafar 

Abbas Bokhari who stressed filial kinship between the tenants and local police officers, 
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yet he did not hesitate to send in police constables to harass tenants around harvest or 

sowing times.  

 The unquiet peace faded clear lines of antagonism as other contradictions 

emerged. As we shall see the line between collaboration and loyalty became grayer. 

Ordinary tenant farmers accused their leaders of cozying up with the police, while AMP 

leaders accused each other of selling out the movement for NGO funds or government 

bribes. Similar tensions were present within local government level administration where 

local officials like the police chief or district commissioner were appointed and dismissed 

in quick successions for being too friendly with the tenants. Lower rank officers felt as if 

they were caught in between the mazarin who could organize in vast numbers to block 

the national highway, Lahore-Multan Road, and the Army commanders who wanted 

greater pressure on tenant farmers.72 

 

Return/Re-Arrival 

 In early 2007, I travelled to meet some AMP leaders in village 45 3/R, which is 

located in the deep interior some distance to most military farms.73 For the previous 

month I was waiting for an opportunity to go to the movement’s headquarters in village 

Chak 4/4L to meet up with Mehr Arbab who is the Chairperson of the AMP (M), but 

Arbab was hard to reach now. Since our last meeting in 2004, Arbab had become the 

Chairman of the AMP and he had grown in stature after replacing Yaqoob as the 

movement’s de facto leader. Arbab conducted himself with a cold air of self-importance, 

while other AMP leaders had retreated to their smallholdings as leaders. Arbab had taken 
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on a leader persona as people started referring to him as Chauhdary (big landlord, a 

patron). He was commonly invited to city functions, he was good friends with then 

serving police DSP (Farhan Baig) and it was an open secret that he was positioning 

himself for the next Provincial Assembly elections and I would have to wait for my turn. 

 I decided to revisit Farid and Latif, both senior AMP leaders who reside in Chak 

45 3/R, the most distant military farm village in Okara district, with whom I had a better 

friendship. Farid served as a Private rank (junior-most rank) in East Pakistan at the border 

with India in the mid-1960s. He left the army in 1970 and he was recalled during the ‘71 

war in East Pakistan but he opted to work as a driver for the military’s dairy operation 

(that employs many people from the military farm villages). He took to farming after his 

brother left the land out of poverty. It was while he was employed in dairy farms that 

Farid learned from other workers the rampant corruption in the military farms. As a 

driver for the factory, Farid also learned about fraudulent schemes by which the milk 

from the dairy plant (that was ostensibly being produced for military use) was diverted to 

the market by local administrators for their own personal profit. 

 Latif on the other hand gained respect in the village through his involvement in 

the movement, especially his oratorical skills. He is almost a generation younger than 

Farid Daula and he hailed from a panahgir (refugee, a term used in contradistinction to 

muhajir, someone who migrated by choice) family that settled in the village after the 

partition. Latif spent most of his youth working in the subzi-mandi (wholesale produce 

and vegetable) markets in Karachi and Nawabshah. He moved back to Okara after a 

string of anti-Punjabi riots swept through Sindh in the aftermath of Zia ul Haq’s plane 
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crash. Unlike, the patriarchal leadership style of Farid, Latif is more jovial and self-

deprecating, and he is a moving speaker. Latif’s claim to fame was his performance on a 

talk show program on GEO television. In full view of a live recording audience he waved 

his tattered Bata flip-flops in the face of the Pakistan Army’s spokesperson, General 

Sultan. Latif’s symbolic act, broadcasted and recorded for posterity, was a reply to 

Sultan’s accusations that the peasant farmers were well off and the few dissidents were 

being paid by outside parties to make trouble. That is when Latif raised his sandal and 

pointedly asked him if he knew any well to do zamindars that wear tattered chapals (flip-

flops) like these. The GEO show was recorded by the mazarin and played over and over 

again to the great enjoyment of the audience. Latif was also a favorite AMP spokesperson 

for PRM.  

  Chak 45 lies far from most military farm villages as it is on the right side of the 

canal. It was annexed by the military after independence but it belonged to a Hindu 

landlord in the area before partition. There are fewer stores and less commercial activity 

in 45 then other villages like 10, 11 and 4/4L. There are no secondary schools in the 

village and there is no girls’ school. However, people report greater prosperity (khushali) 

in the past few years since the farmers have been reaping full harvest without 

surrendering their crops to the Army. There are approximately 4 thousand people who 

live in this village.  The residents belong to many castes (Arain, Jat, Durray, Doggar, 

Machi, Sheik, Masih [Christian], Bhatti, Tirkhan, Nai, Kamboh, and more). A quarter of 

the population of 45  3/R is Christian. Less than half the people have land and the rest are 

landless laborers or employees in neighboring dairy farms. The complex configuration of 
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religion and caste has been both a source of conflict and solidarity in these villages in the 

past and it has been a major factor for the movement to contend with during the course of 

the struggle for land rights. 

         Three hours after starting my journey in Lahore, I ended up in Chak 45/3R. I was 

sitting in front of Farid's bhetak on that wintry night. There was a sense of calm in the 

village as we sat wrapped in shawls and blankets; the sweet pungent smell of firewood 

fueled by dung cakes permeated the air. Wispy black plumes of smoke rose up from 

behind the courtyard walls where the chatter of TV and FM radio accompanied everyday 

rhythms of gendered labor as rotis were prepared for dinner.  It had been three years since 

I’d been to this village and some of my acquaintances were surprised to see me again. 

“Things have really improved,” said Latif, “thanks to friends like you we won, we chased 

them away… after all they (the paramilitary Ranger forces and the Army) should be 

protecting our borders and not running these farms,” he implored. Things had indeed 

changed as there were no checkpoints to be wary of and no patrol jeeps manned by the 

Rangers. A general sense of calm had replaced the lingering fear I felt in my earlier trips. 

         Latif was being gracious when he kindly included me in the list of more 

prominent ‘friends,’ political activists and civil society personalities who highlighted the 

plight of the tenant farmers in 2003-2004. Latif reassured me that the movement was still 

very much alive but things had changed for the better so people had moved on with their 

everyday lives. “Things have really improved, we have prospered greatly,” he noted by 

giving me his own example. “Even with four acres of land I have been able to refurbish 

my kutcha gharib khana (poor man's home; mud brick home) with cement bricks and 
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choona (paint).” Pointing to his neighbors’ tractor he noted, “There are dozens of tractors 

in the village when there were hardly 5 tractors before, and now we have a traffic jam 

with so many tractors going to the fields in the morning. People are farming more 

intensely now that they are getting full returns on their harvest.” Those who could not 

afford to keep their own animals in the past were now buying two or three buffaloes. He 

admitted that “with prosperity comes other problems, people become selfish and they 

want more from their leaders.” 

         Despite his reassurances, Latif’s examples seemed incongruent with the radical 

slogans I’d heard before, chants of ‘Ownership or Death,’ ‘Whoever sows the seed shall 

reap the harvest’ and the invocation of a hundred years of slavery, servitude, and unpaid 

debts to ancestors that had to be addressed by the GHQ (Army’s headquarters). The 

memory of paramilitary siege was still painfully fresh and just below the surface when 

brought up in conversations. The operations resulted in the murder of 8 tenant farmers 

and many villagers, especially women in labor, died as a result of the unrelenting curfew 

that closed off access to health clinics and hospitals to eighteen villages in Okara district 

in the summer of 2003 and harvest time in 2004. Four young men were still languishing 

in jail on made up charges and almost every household in these villages had someone 

who was shuffling back and forth from the local courts for hearings on various charges 

ranging from disturbance of public order (MPO) to charges of aiding terror. 

 Returning back to the village after three years, it was remarkable how the rhythms 

of daily life had changed as a result of the détente. There was no obvious sign of a 

peasant mobilization, no AMP flags hoisted on rooftops, no bullet marks or signs of the 
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siege. No longer did one see people engaged in regular meetings to raise funds, or hold 

nighttime meetings to discuss what comes next. At first it seemed that the tenants had 

moved on. Some people had resumed working in the neighboring military dairy farms, 

the Army's self-cultivating lands in the cantonment and in the city's large grain market as 

transporters and laborers. Everyday life in the villages revolves around the sowing, 

tending and harvesting of wheat, sugarcane and chara (livestock feed) potato, with small 

patches of vegetable grown for personal use.  However, the normalcy, as I came to find 

out, resumed under the mutual recognition that the fight over the land was not over but 

rather that the Army would come back some time in the future. The siege was 

occasionally commemorated on the death anniversary of a martyr, or in conversations 

with an odd visitor, journalists or student delegations that would come by to meet people 

in the movement. Otherwise, there was little discussion about the movement.  

 The most animated discussions among the AMP leadership involved the fast 

changing political situation in Lahore (Provincial government) and Islamabad 

(Parliamentary government). People paid close attention to news in the military farms, 

reading several newspapers in detail. TV talk shows were popular and important.  The 

nightly bhetak gatherings at Farid's or Latif's were a time to discuss issues in the village, 

with joking and teasing that challenged or reinforced authority. AMP leaders still gather 

at evening to smoke and chat, and many bhetaks turn into dispute resolutions where the 

moral force of the community is deployed in sorting out domestic conflicts or issues as 

serious as theft of water. In 45/3R the gathering at Farid's house carries the most moral 

weight as he is seen as the paternalistic figure. However, Latif's satellite television is a 
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big attraction for younger people who arrive at his house to watch the news talk shows 

but switch to Music videos and Indian films. 

 The foreboding nature of this gossip/rumor network in the villages dawned on me 

much later in the second half of 2007. When the farfetched talk about the rapprochement 

(or “deal”) between the increasingly unpopular General Musharraf and Prime Minister 

Benazir Bhutto materialized, I had first heard about in a village in Okara in December 

2006. A coterie of local journalists, local traders, lawyers and party workers who were 

sympathetic to the movements passed through the chaks to take part in these discussions. 

Tenant leaders were also clued in to gossip gleaned from offices and drawing rooms in 

Islamabad, Rawalpindi and Lahore through their urban activist allies. 

 Here one day, I unintentionally started a row between Farid and Latif when I 

asked about AMP's take on Baluchistan where the dissident Baluchi nationalist leader 

Akbar Bugti had been killed along with his bodyguards. Latif had gone to Dera Bugti 

along with a group of Leftist activists as a gesture of solidarity, whereas Farid Duala was 

far more critical of feudal institutions like Sardar's in Baluchistan and large landlords in 

Sindh who employed bonded labor. 

 Besides national politics there were many conversations about what America 

wanted from Pakistan. In my previous trip, I had been asked many questions about the 

American government, American people and the war in Iraq.  In a telling reversal of 

fieldwork expectations, the bulk of questions were posed to me: Where was I from? How 

did I come to know about the Okara farmers’ movement? How did I get in touch with the 

movement? How many people knew about their struggle in the America? And shortly 
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thereafter more general inquiries like, who do you think carried out the 9/11 attacks? 

These questions were a constant reminder of how the ‘local’ is continually in-formed in 

relation to the ‘global’ (and vice versa). How the ethnographer is an object of curiosity, 

how s/he is made a conscript into local perspectives. The American war in Afghanistan 

was spilling over into Pakistan and the Pakistan Army's operations in its tribal areas were 

seen in the light of their own experience with the paramilitary forces. However, this was 

a time before the profusion of bomb attacks of Pakistan’s urban centers. There was great 

sympathy for the people of South Waziristan who were resisting what they saw as the 

Pakistan Army’s mercenary role in America's war against Islam. These sentiments took a 

different perspective with Christian AMP leaders who also saw these developments as 

instigated at the behest of American imperial interests, but they did not talk about a 

global war against Islam. 

 These wide ranging and disparate conversations guided by the goings-on of world 

historical events also reiterated the tenants’ views about the Pakistan state as captive and 

client of American imperial interests, where even district-level developments or the 

tenants’ own struggle for land rights were weighted in terms of their alignment or 

deviation from the American intentions and Pakistan Agencies.  However, despite these 

conspiracy theories there was great anticipation about the elections, and the political 

theater that accompanies it, and Okara City was already full of hoardings and posters for 

Rao Sikander, the senior patrician politician. He had cunningly sought out votes as a 

center-Left leaning PPP candidate, but after winning the elections Sikander joined a 
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group of 20 PPP elected senators who switched their allegiance to President Musharraf 

by splitting into a PPP-Patriots bloc. 

  The elections were scheduled for the coming year but there was no knowing if 

they would actually happen, or if the political parties would be allowed to participate in 

them. Locally there was great speculation on whether the opposition political parties 

would repay their debt to the tenants’ movement. It was the tenants issue that chipped 

away the Pakistan Army's claims of managerial efficiency and legitimacy. However, the 

elections also had their pitfalls. The looming elections also threatened to exacerbate the 

tensions within the movement by exposing divisive biraderi (caste) and religious 

differences among the mazarin. Initially, most AMP leaders tried to avoid questions 

about local elections because they replied that the movement’s goal was something 

beyond elections; it was to work with anyone who would secure the tenants’ rights to the 

land. However, the chaks were abuzz in the anticipation of Mehr Abdul Arbab’s 

independent campaign for the provincial assembly seat on the basis of his leadership in 

AMP.74  

Bhetak: Sitting and Chatting 

Most of these conversations took place in Latif's newly renovated house that included a 

new bhetak (living room) that was now furnished with sofa seats, a large bed, and a small 

color TV that was connected to the satellite receiver (it was the only satellite TV in the 

village). This room was now the most popular meeting place for AMP influentials. Most 

of the time I found Latif and his friends watching news cable talk shows, Hindi films and 

Punjabi stage plays. Latif's new adda clearly led to some tension between the village 
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patriarch Farid Daula who refused to put a TV in his bhetak. His gathering still consisted 

of a circle of men sitting out at night smoking, and most villagers turned to Farid Daula to 

resolve small disputes at his bhetak. 

 Outside such gatherings I sensed a much greater level of concern about the 

movement. Some tenants voiced disappointment with the leaders of the movement. A 

common complaint was that the leaders were betraying the sacrifices of ordinary tenants 

by furthering their own financial and political ambitions. It was ordinary tenants and 

women who confronted the military whereas the leadership ran to Islamabad during the 

paramilitary operations. However, they were quick to come back to reap the benefits of 

full harvests and currying favors due to their leadership position. The newfound 

prosperity was only spread among landed tenant farmers, and the village laborers who 

make up approximately 30-50 % tenants in any given village were left out. 

 The first person to speak candidly with me about the changed situation was 

Baseera, Hanif’s sister-in-law in Chak 15. Baseera is one of the most prominent female 

leaders and her indomitable spirit is the stuff of legend in the villages. She along with a 

handful of female leaders took the lead in organizing a group of “old ladies” to fight the 

invading paramilitary forces with Thapa sticks (used for laundry).  However, in 2007 the 

prominent female leaders were pushed aside as most of the discussion about the 

movement took place in mens’ gatherings in bhetaks. Baseera felt a great sorrow due to 

the lack of urgency in the movement and a sense that the leaders were now looking out 

for their own personal interests given Arbab’s angling for the Provincial Assembly 

position. As Baseera explained over a couple of cigarettes: 
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(T)he government has big policies, they sent down these Rangers, they sent down 
the police, and then the Army came. We beat them all. Now the government 
wants to encourage traitors among us who are trying to demoralize us. As a result 
(of this situation) there are some cowardly people who are secretly paying rent to 
the Army but I would rather see this land destroyed before I pay them rent on land 
that belongs to us, but most people don't have the strength to keep going and they 
will give up in the middle.  
 

         Baseera's formidable and brutally honest critique was jarring in contrast to the 

diplomatic dismissals of any changes in the movement. In fact Baseera chastised me for 

taking so long to overcome my hesitation to ask her what I considered “tough questions” 

during the interview. With great relish she recounted how the 'leaders' who are hailed as 

Chaudharies today, those who go around solving disputes, or speaking for the movement, 

were the first ones to flee when the villages were under siege. Some went so far as to don 

a burka to escape the curfew and the siege. According to Baseera it was the women with 

their children armed with Thapa sticks and stones who faced the 'unwanted guests' that 

descended upon the village in 2003. 

         The soldiers were confused when directly confronted by women and children who 

greeted them in kin terms as mothers and sons, drawing parallels between themselves as 

rural women like the soldiers’ own family members in other villages in Punjab. These 

situations were highly tense and the Army often backed away. The male farmers were 

beaten up or arrested, but it was different with women. However, women engaged in 

confrontations as the siege went on and the authorities did not spare hitting the women 

even if they weren't targeted for arrests. The most violent episodes were ones where the 

Rangers entered the villages to arrest certain leaders where the ‘Thapa Force’ of women 

armed with laundry sticks confronted them by the canal. Baseera proudly recalled how 
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“we didn’t let them arrest our men. We chased them down and released our men even if it 

meant that we had to capture one or two of the soldiers... We even went so far as to 

follow them to the precinct offices to surround the police station and get them to release 

our men... Women showed more courage and we fought more than men.” Later in the 

conversation when we were talking about the current state of things (back then) she 

resigned and said that  “these leaders, despite our sacrifices they don't have time to 

consult with us and/or listen to us, but rather they spend all their time with these 

collaborators, selfish people. These leaders don’t have any respect for the women and 

children (and what they have done) and for this they should be made to stand on the 

firing line.”  

         My interaction with female leaders was more constricted because public 

gatherings were mostly male or divided by gender. Over time I was able to meet some 

prominent leaders through my friendship with their family members. I was able to forge 

friendly relations with Mukhtara Bibi from 11 and Baseera Bibi from 15. They were most 

vocal in their disappointment with the movement, yet they were largely ignored now that 

there were no confrontations. They criticized the lack of recognition of the sacrifices and 

struggles enacted by the women, and how the leadership that had largely been absent 

from the villages during the confrontations had come back to make deals and cozy up 

with the government officials. While Baseera felt betrayed by the leaders, Mukhtaraa 

Bibi was in the curious position of being the President of AMP (Yaqoob group), a 

position occupied by Farid in Arbab’s Majority group. Mukhtaraa had gained wide 

recognition for her bold confrontation of a military major during the village siege in 
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2004, when she defied the military orders and marched to water her fields in Chak 11. 

She single handedly confronted and challenged the Army officers to either shoot her or to 

release the canal water to the villages.  

 Latif’s response to Baseera and Mukhtara's critiques was that people had become 

too selfish and narrow in their interests to see the larger improvement in their conditions. 

Secondly he noted that some leaders have set a bad example by taking money from 

NGOs.  He went on to argue that the villagers were gullible and they were prone to 

believe any rumors they might hear from government “touts” or outsiders who incite 

them against the leadership. He argued that even the kammi's (landless laborers) were 

doing better now that there were more tube wells being dug in the village, more homes 

renovated and more work in the fields. They could work right here in their villages and 

they did not have to leave their families and go to the city to find work. There were 

plenty of jobs in the village and people had more things. Referring to my questions Latif 

repeated that the matter was not resolved because the authorities wanted to let things cool 

down here so people started bickering and fighting amongst themselves. He noted that 

some people had become greedy and they were not gaining money from the movement. 

 The multi-religious composition of AMP--the presence of a large number of 

Christian peasants in the movement with some in leadership positions--also raised hopes 

of new forms of class solidarity for political activists.  However, the growing prominence 

and proximity to civil society groups also resulted in growing distrust if not acrimony in 

the movement. As Abrar from Chak 45 had summed up the opinion of AMP Majority: 
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Muslim Christian- we have been together. This Yaqoob Iqbal was eating money 
from other agencies. He went to all these places and he gave out all these 
advertisements to what had happened to our people, our women, and he gave out 
all these big advertising. In China, Thailand, Japan, Germany, and America. Look 
at this we are poor, the government doesn’t give us bread to eat….those people 
gave them a lot of money. These people got so much money and eat it all. Aqila 
Naz, Dilawar, Yaqoob were eating the money. When they were caught they told 
us to give the lease to the government. We said, “Why should we listen to you. 
You have made so much money.” 

 

 Returning back to the career of Yaqoob Iqbal as a political leader can serve as an 

important illustration of the modes of resistance, the alliances and the divisions within the 

movement. Yaqoob plays an important role in this story. as a young man growing up in 

the early 1980s, Yaqoob opted to join the clergy to escape from the clutches of 

sharecropping and military farms authorities. During his training, he became involved 

with several NGOs and civil rights organizations that were working with CARITAS 

(Catholic Charities group) like the Pak Kisan organization, and several other 

organizations that were primarily working on bonded labor issues in Southern Punjab and 

Sindh. Yaqoob left his clerical training to work with several NGOs as an organizer for 

Bonded Labour Liberation Front (BLLF). He later returned to Chak 10. In 2001 when the 

tenants’ movement was targeted by military authorities, Yaqoob lobbied AMP leaders not 

to rely on longtime political representatives and local influential men like Sajjad Haider 

and Rao Sikander. Instead the tenants should contact NGOs and those organizations that 

have international connections to spread word about AMP internationally. He stated: 

I had experience working as an organizer for BLLF (Bonded Labor Liberation 
Front) in Okara and Sahiwal. The bonded labor act was passed in 1992 due to the 
attention and the international pressure from overseas, not from internal pressure 
or a movement. So I was convinced that when they feel the pressure from outside 
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they will themselves make a law for us, they will themselves pass legislation in 
the national assembly and they will themselves implement these laws. Whenever 
we have worked with politicians, they have only used us for their own deal 
making and then they made deals with the establishment. When we contacted 
NGOs and people started visiting us from Karachi and Islamabad, that’s when 
people gained reassurance and became confident… We knew that NGOs gain 
funds and reputation for supporting our cause, but we felt as long as our message 
is getting out, that’s fine…. I brought this issue to NGOs, no one else knew about 
this thing. Then our message got out throughout the world. The media played a 
great role but before we were able to bring these people from Karachi, Lahore and 
Islamabad no one would even put a line in the newspaper about our movement, 
the local jouranlists were scared to put anything against the government in the 
newspaper. 

          

 I had this conversation with Yaqoob in Chak 10, a predominantly Christian 

village with a sizeable Muslim population. As mentioned above, Chak 10 occupies a 

critical position in the Okara farmers’ movement as well as in the history of military 

farms. It was the first of six villages that were settled by the Catholic Church and later 

absorbed by the British Indian Army in 1913, as part of efforts to set up dairy and feed 

farms for extensive mounted cavalry. Today, it remains a Christian majority village 

(although with much smaller tenancies) that is unusual in the Punjabi countryside where 

most Christians are scheduled castes or landless laborers (kammi’s; i.e. ‘lower’ labor 

caste).75 In 2000, Chak 10 was also the site of the first confrontation between the tenant 

farmers and the military farms authorities that instigated the farmers’ movement. The role 

of Chak 10 is marginalized by AMP (Majority) leaders. Most of AMP (M) leadership’s 

talk about Chak 10 involves Yaqoob Iqbal, his dealings with NGOs and his alleged 

‘corruption.’ The main contention leading to the split of AMP (ostensibly along religious 

lines) was the fact that many people in Chak 10 (as well as many Christian tenants in 
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their own villages) accepted Yaqoob as the leader of AMP, whereas AMP (M) would 

only accept him as a regular member, not a leader. 

         In my interviews with AMP (M) representatives there were mixed references to 

the split. Initially most leaders like Farid Daula minimized the differences by stating that 

all sides agreed on the fundamental things and neither side would accept the contract 

system or any deals with the military. Yet in passing conversations there were many 

allusions to the greater influence wielded by the Christian community through the church 

and other non-profit organizations, which were seen as the apparatuses of western 

governments by some AMP leaders. Influential AMP (M) leaders reminded me several 

times that the Christians are poorer and they come from scheduled caste (formerly 

sweeper or leather worker caste). According to his interpretation the lower caste groups 

had converted to Christianity to escape their caste status. The AMP (M) leaderships’ 

suspicion of Christian tenants often falls in the double bind of sectarian prejudice where 

the ‘other’ community is seen as both inferior and more powerful.76 The “greater 

‘influence’” of the Christian community is offset by their lower caste position. The 

outward claims of AMP’s fraternity and equality were hollowed out by internal 

suspicions and differences, and prejudice grew to polarize the movement as the Army 

retreated. 

         The prevailing apprehension of NGOs by AMP (M) faction was surprising 

considering that it was through the reports and email alerts sent out by several human 

rights groups and NGOs that the Okara farmers’ struggle became an international human 

rights issue. It was only after international condemnation that the siege was lifted from 
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the military farms and the Rangers were pulled back, and the tenants recognized this. One 

major reason why the younger leadership of AMP (M) is most apprehensive about NGOs 

and other outside organizations is due to internal rifts that occurred after some leaders in 

AMP received a sizeable fund from Action Aid, a UK based non-governmental 

organization that aims to curb poverty on a global level.  

 One of the major goals of Action Aid is to provide immediate relief in 

emergencies to help the most vulnerable people build their lives. The Pakistan chapter of 

Action Aid has offices in Islamabad, Lahore and Karachi that are staffed by veteran 

activists, former student leaders and recent graduates from elite liberal arts schools. Yet 

in the village the most common refrain I heard about the NGOs in AMP (M) villages was 

that these organizations were set up by the agencies (intelligence services), international 

interests to ‘cool down’ movements before they boiled over. The one NGO that became 

the target of most critiques was Action Aid, which had given Yaqoob and Dilawar a 

check for 20,000 Pakistan Rupees to set up a communications office in the outskirts of 

Lahore.   

 According to Farid Daula, the funds from Action Aid and others were accepted 

without the consent of the organization and gave rise to much speculation on how this 

money was being used. The controversy over the role of NGOs and outside funds quickly 

took on a sectarian character because it was alleged that most of the money was received 

by Christian leaders like Yaqoob Iqbal of Chak 10 and Dilawar John of Pirowal military 

farms. These two leaders were also the most active in spreading the word about the Okara 

tenants’ movement to urban activists and also in forging stronger links and a united 
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platform with the 18 other military farms that are scattered across Central Punjab. The 

controversy over the funds and internal suspicion about Yaqoob’s dealings with 

authorities led to a split between AMP (M) leadership and another group under the 

leadership of Yaqoob Iqbal; i.e., AMP (Y). 

 Over the last fifty years the various different military farm villages have 

undergone dramatic changes based on the surrounding topography, built spaces and 

infrastructure. For instance Chak 10 is the oldest of all military farm villages with 

incredibly far reaching historical connections with Capuchin Friars from Flanders, the 

colonial state, etc. Yet this village's vast distance from any paved or pukka roads gave it a 

remote and isolated appearance. Whereas other villages like Chak 4 or for that matter 

Chak 15 are easily reached by roads and buses, the lack of a smooth road from Okara 

City to Chak 10 requires one to take a rickety ride on a motorcycle rickshaw or wait for 

the horse-drawn tanga that needs ample passengers before making the trip to the village. 

However, this unpaved country road also crosscuts remnants of the ancient Sher Shah 

Suri road whose cobblestones are testaments to a more extensive 16th century road.  

  Upon reaching the village a young man led me to the AMP (Y) office where a 

group of elderly men were engaged in a lively discussion. I was told that most people 

were tending to the fields and the leadership people had gone to Lahore for the day. We 

sat outside the AMP office as it was getting dark. Early evening is a time of bustling 

activity in the village with people returning from the fields with their mavashi’s (farm 

animals, usually buffaloes). The smell of wood burning cooking emanates from clay 

stoves and there is a cacophony of Punjabi and Urdu songs blaring from tape recorders. 
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As we settled outside the AMP (Y) office, Yaqoob offered to give me the AMP (Y) 

perspective on the movement. According to Yaqoob the movement started in Chak 10. In 

the past ten years the villagers had successfully apprehended a few farms managers who 

were stealing from their harvests and selling grain bags in the market. They had filed 

complaints against the farms’ management with GHQ. Since the end of Zia’s regime 

different tenant farmer groups had entered negotiations with civilian governments of 

Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif over the status of this land. Nawaz Sharif’s Muslim 

League party gave assurances to the tenant farmers that the government will recognize 

the tenants’ rights over their homes (which are technically also a property of military 

farms). 

After Nawaz Sharif won the elections we took two buses full of people to Lahore 
to ask the Revenue board people about the lease file for these farms. They kept 
looking for the record and they couldn’t find the lease. We felt stronger that they 
didn’t have a lease or any putta (legal land claim)… All we had to do was to stand 
up and fight but people were too afraid. Six months later we found out that there 
were these three files, which indicated that the army’s lease had expired. I went to 
the revenue board I picked up a copy of those files Pakistani style (i.e. through 
bribing an official). We showed these files to people and told them that all we 
have to do is to stand up and fight. 
 

         However, people were afraid to do something as long as the sharecropping system 

stayed intact and their subsistence was guaranteed: 

We have been trying to start this movement since 1987. But people used to be 
very scared back then… Some of us already knew (before Chatha’s 
announcement) that this land did not belong to the military because we were 
already in touch with the Punjab Revenue Board… After Chatha’s announcement 
people came together and created Anjuman-e Mazarin Punjab, Okara. 
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         Stressing the importance of external links of the movement, Yaqoob drew a 

comparison between AMP and the 1980s resistance movement in Sindh. “I was thinking 

that during the 1980s General Zia had aerial bombed one goth (village) in Sindh and 400 

people died in 10 minutes. At that time no one took any actions, they had pressed down 

all organizations, all NGOs. But NGOs have helped us so much that Musharraf once gave 

a statement that he will put restrictions against NGOs because they are giving unjustified 

support to the tenants.”77 The church has officially kept a distance from the movement in 

order to not alienate the military government. 

         In addition to their cooperation, NGOs like Action Aid Pakistan gave a large grant 

to Yaqoob, which was used to set up an office in Lahore. This move alienated many 

AMP leaders who were upset that central AMP body wasn’t consulted. The AMP office 

was in operation for only four months from December 2002 to April 2003 before the 

Army shut it down. The Army was alarmed by the launch of the AMP website, which 

detailed the history of the tenants’ struggle and gave detailed accounts with photographs 

of the state’s abuses against the farmers. However, the closure of the AMP office, the 

subsequent arrest of Yaqoob and Dilawar led to heightened speculations in Okara about 

the activities of AMP leaders in Lahore and questions were raised about their motives. 

Yaqoob and Dilawar spent eight months in jail, where they were tortured. During this 

time they called on the tenant farmers to negotiate with the military farm authorities. This 

further heightened suspicions over Yaqoob’s motives and commitment to the movement. 

During the time of his incarceration Yaqoob was brought to his village (Chak 10) by the 
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Rangers to inaugurate harvest season and to encourage residents to cooperate with the 

authorities. 

         Yaqoob denies these allegations. He maintains that he was forced to ask the 

tenants to accept cash contracts under duress. His calls for a dialogue did not mean a 

cessation of the movement; rather, it was a deal to gain early release from jail. Yaqoob 

and Dilawar both deny these accusations and they argue that they had made it clear to 

their neighbors and friends that they were being forced to put on a show. Both Yaqoob 

and Dilawar were repeatedly beaten and threatened with execution if they did not 

cooperate. As far as the allegation of eating huge sums of money from Action Aid, he 

told me that the entire sum was much smaller (some 20,000 Pakistan Rupees) then the 

alleged tens of millions, which into the running of the office and costs for lawyers. 

Action Aid  had provided an auditor for the grant and Yaqoob had a record of all the 

money. Yaqoob blames the involvement of outside forces like People Rights Movement, 

Labor Party and internal jealousies for the divisions in the movement. He contends that it 

was the interference of activist organizations that led to the dissension within the 

movement. In contrast to Yaqoob’s viewpoint, AMP (M) leaders point out that so many 

people have suffered long jail terms precisely for not cooperating with the authorities. 

Therefore, they argue that Yaqoob’s gestures of cooperation with the authorities make 

him untrustworthy of leadership. The question of trust is not exclusively a sectarian 

matter; several Christian leaders have also objected to Yaqoob’s dealings and have 

aligned themselves with AMP (M), whereas there are many Muslim peasants like 
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Mukhtara Bibi, and most tenants in Pirowal farms who still accept Yaqoob and Dilawar 

as the leaders of the movement. 

 According to Yaqoob and Dilawar, the political activists who are most critical of 

AMP’s contacts with NGOs, like Action Aid and Shirkat Gah, are the very ones who put 

them in touch with NGOs. For instance, in an interview Taimur Rahman, the energetic 

leader of the Communist Mazdoor Kissan Party, confirmed that he helped fill out the 

application for the Action Aid grant for the Lahore office, but he also clarified that he 

advised against it and he worked on the grant as a favor in his personal capacity not 

through the party. Similarly, AMP leaders noted that Aasim Sajjad Akhtar who is one of 

the conveners of People's Rights Movement (PRM) was instrumental in putting the 

movement in touch with Action Aid at a time of dire need when the Army had closed 

down all contact with the military farms in Okara and Pirowal. It was at this time that 

Action Aid had sent in its first delegation with foodstuffs, first aid and money to these 

isolated villages in Okara. According to Yaqoob and Dilawar, people in PRM had 

arranged this.  

 It was at this juncture that the newly formed PRM, which modeled itself around 

the network model of new social movements like EZLN, the historically Maoist leaning 

CMKP party and the Labor Party of Pakistan (LPP) became important allies and 

intermediaries between AMP and networks of civil society organizations, NGOs, 

journalists, etc.  Ironically many of these parties would go on to decry the fissures caused 

by donor money politics that divided the movement leaders from the masses.  
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 Irfan, a caseworker with Action Aid Lahore, argued that AMP was the first social 

movement to emerge after the Rights based framework came to dominate politics in 

Pakistan (that is post-ideological or after 1989). He went on to give me an example of his 

own involvement in politics. Irfan first started out as a student activist in Saraiki 

nationalist parties that were sympathetic to MRD and participated in the movement 

against Zia’s dictatorship. These movements were ideologically driven and worked on the 

ethic of radical transformation. People paid out of their own pockets or raised their own 

funds to take part in something they believed in. Therefore, there has been a greater need 

to seek out donors. Ideally people should give donations to run their own movements but 

he went on to say that ‘we cant afford to do that kind of voluntarism now that we have 

more responsibilities.” Later when I tried to get him to clarify what he meant by this 

statement he said, “Things move fast these days and today movements take much less 

time to get ahead. We have to be more efficient, NGOs have had to become more 

specialized like the market in many cases.”  

 Irfan replied to my to my questions regarding funds to AMP leaders by placing 

the blame on former Action Aid staff members and AMP leaders. He first started by 

countering the broad allegation against Action Aid and NGOs for derailing the movement 

through funds. “There was always some funding coming from outside sources whether 

the Soviets or Communist parties and things weren’t as transparent as now.” He went on 

to admit that certain staff members (without naming names) who lacked 

“professionalism” and “human development” made big mistakes by giving out funds 

without proper transparency. However, it was hard to be too open due to the repression at 
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the time because things were moving so fast. After I pressed him further with questions 

regarding the mazarins’ distrust of the organization and its contacts with some leaders, 

Irfan explained: 

The movement had become so huge in a short span of time that they (Yaqoob and 
Dilawar) weren’t able to handle it. They alienated the common people in the 
chaks by staying away for too long or taking a car back to the villages. In contrast 
we also worked with another large movement of fisher communities in interior 
Sindh who are fighting against very similar enforcement of cash contracts that 
were being imposed on them by the paramilitary Rangers forces, but the Pakistan 
Fisherfolk Forum worked slowly to build itself against the contract system. We 
worked closely with them and they didn’t encounter any such divisions. In Okara 
the rangers decapitated the movement when the picked up the leaders.  

 

  To get another perspective on the question of NGOs I turn to Saqib, who has 

worked with the movement as an activist for the Labor party and later as a Project 

manager for the NGO Applied Social Research Centre (ASR). I had met Saqib at various 

protests and different gatherings, but it was only after many meetings that he revealed to 

me that he was one of three employees in the short lived AMP office and that he was 

arrested with Yaqoob and Dilawar and spent eight months in jail. He confirmed Yaqoob 

and Dilawar had been severely beaten. Saqib opted out of the mazarin struggle after his 

release from prison. To him it was clear that the movement was cracking from its own 

divisions, whereas in the early days it felt like this mobilization could grow to challenge 

the broader landlord system and uneven land distribution in Pakistan. Saqib attributed the 

dramatic rise of the movement to the commitment of the tenant sharecroppers but the 

other contributing factor was the role of new technologies like the mobile phones that 

were just coming into common use in the village, which gave the tenants a level of 
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connection and coordination that had not been possible before and let them stay in close 

contact with urban activists. The rise of new cable news channels was also a factor, but 

the media was still scared to cover this issue at the risk of offending the all-powerful 

Army. However, the tenants had the capacity of challenging and embarrassing the media 

into covering their issue by issuing reports on the Internet and chat forums.  

 According to Saqib the movement never lived up to its larger potential due to the 

short-term decisions made by the leadership. Here he also blames Yaqoob and Dilawar’s 

application of funds from Action Aid without making a strong case to AMP members. He 

thinks that the movement would have been able to come up with the money to set up the 

office. Yet he also denies the allegation that they sought out the funds for personal gain. 

More than the leaders of AMP, he finds much to blame on various NGOs (like Action 

Aid, Shirkat Gah and South Asia Partnership) and political parties ranging from his own 

former party Labor Party Pakistan, CMKP and PRM as being more interested in seeking 

out partners in the movement (or clients as he put it further) than working to reconcile the 

differences between the tenants. He blames these groups for siding with rival sides in the 

conflict and working with only one group after the split. Instead of reconciling the rift 

these parties and NGOs were much more eager to shape the movement as patrons.  

 Saqib’s comments rang true in the sense that following the rift in the movement, 

CMKP supported Yaqoob’ faction and PRM supported AMP (M) led by Mehr Arbab. 

The Labor Party went back and forth in their support since the time of the split, but at the 

time of my fieldwork the chairperson of the Labor Party made it clear to me that he was 

with the AMP (M) camp. In fact he sent a message to Arbab to come and see me urgently 
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when I shared my observation that Arbab was much more keen on working on his 

election candidacy seat then discussing the movement.  

  Of all three political parties it is widely agreed the PRM played the most crucial 

role in terms of getting the news about the movement into the cities. Activists like Aasim, 

Asha Amirali, Bashir Buttar and Sajada spent weeks locked down in curfew-like 

situations in solidarity, and they helped the activists find shelter during the brutal 

crackdown on the villages in 2003. As I mentioned earlier, my own contacts in AMP 

were made with PRM’s help. And now after months of fieldwork, I had the opportunity 

to interview Aasim about what he thought about the movement in terms of what it had 

achieved, whether it had lived up to its potential as he had envisioned it or it was in the 

end a disappointment.  

 Aasim replied to my question using a structural framework where he argued that 

because this movement was based on a basic single issue about maintaining subsistence 

farming, it would lose steam as soon as the tenant farmers got in charge of their farmland, 

which is what had happened. We will need to do far more political training or create 

counter-discourses to promote a more radical result. However, Aasim also decried the 

fact that so many civil society members helped promote the significance of the 

movement’s diversity--its large population of Christian minorities--because this came to 

overshadow the movement and enabled someone like Yaqoob to play politics and work 

for self-interest. Both Yaqoob and Dilawar had noted that it was the PRM activists like 

Bashir Buttar who were the first to raise doubts about their leadership in the village even 

before their arrests by spreading rumors about the leaders’ opulent and decadent lives in 
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the city at a time when the tenants were daily facing deadly force all around the villages. 

CMKP on the other hand takes a very critical line against AMP (M) as it sees this group 

as the more conservative and reactionary. They allege that Yaqoob was only kicked out 

of the movement at the behest of leaders who sought to make their name and also to 

reassert their religious and class position. Yaqoob himself put much of the blame on 

PRM for raising someone like Arbab to a position of great importance. 

 Things came to a head in 2008 as the rivalry between the different AMP camps 

intensified in the run up to the elections. Mehr Arbab failed to get a ticket from the 

Pakistan People's Party and he decided to run as an independent candidate for the 

Provincial Assembly. Yaqoob Iqbal supported Arbab's opponent who was allied with Rao 

Sikander and General Pervez Musharraf’s Pakistan Muslim League -Q league whose hold 

on power was slipping fast. When I asked Yaqoob how he justified campaigning for 

Musharraf and Rao Sikander the Defense minister, he replied that since Musharraf was 

desperate to hold power and keep his party going, he would resolve the tenants’ land 

issue. He went on, “These lands will only be given to the mazarin by an Army general. 

No politician will have the backbone to confront the Army.” By this time both Arbab and 

Yaqoob had moved far away from the initial vision of the peasant mobilization based on 

mass action, civil disobedience and seeking recognition of other claims to land. Instead 

the political vision of the leadership became constricted to electoral politics that revolved 

around the leader persona of Arbab instead of AMP as a political party or even 

movement. The symbol for Arbab's candidacy was a football, not the sickle. 
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 The case of AMP shows the multiple ways in which NGOs serve both as a force 

of ‘legitimation’ through established networks but also constrict and limit the political 

vision of the movement. Similarly the leftist parties’ and activists’ crucial support of the 

movement also had far reaching impact in the ways tenant farmers understood their 

struggle and their own differences. Their strong critique of NGOs also enabled the rise of 

a conservative political leadership. The interaction of a local movement with urban 

activists and international NGOs slowly transformed the movement’s dynamic in a way 

that no longer reflected the hopes and aspirations of the struggle.  

 The rise of AMP demonstrates the pitfalls and possibilities of political 

collaboration between NGOs, urban activists, and local movements. The rise of AMP is a 

radical demonstration of how the relationship between the state and populations is 

mitigated by NGOs (Ali 2003). Scholars like Michel-Rolph Trouillot (2001) have argued 

that the currency of civil society activism shows the rise of a new form of state-like 

power. As Trouillot demonstrates, NGO governmentality has far reaching effects in 

postcolonial states where the limited programs of social development, public health, 

education and infrastructure have been sourced out to NGOs. This has happened in the 

last 25 years, as many nation-states in the global south have been forced or have chosen 

to absolve themselves from social development and food security (protections) policies 

through forced structural adjustment measures and other pre-conditions for world trade 

and access to credit systems. Invoking Poulantzas’ reworking of Foucault’s insistence on 

the productive nature of power for a theory of the state, Trouillot argues that certain 

fundamental effects of sovereign power are no longer being performed by many nation-
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states, but by private civil society groups. Hence, the isolating effect of sovereign power 

as in the “production of atomized individualized subjects molded and modeled for 

governance as part of an undifferentiated but specific “public” becomes more elusive” 

(Trouillot 2001:126). Similarly, the identification effect--the reconciliation of disparate 

ethnic, sectarian and linguistic differences within a monolithic ‘beneficent’ state--

becomes more impracticable (ibid). If anything, the ‘nation’ can be imagined only in 

opposition to the state (Trouillot 1990). As we can see in Yaqoob’s comments about the 

repression of MRD (Movement for Restoration of Democracy) in Sindh during the 1980s 

or the recurring comments about the Army’s violent operation at the Afghanistan border 

in Waziristan at the time of my fieldwork, the one thing that unites disparate ethnic 

groups might be a shared sense of suffering and the corruption of the ‘state.’ 

         The nexus between AMP and international NGOs like Action Aid creates a new 

understanding of politics by which the domain of ‘rights’ associated with notions of ‘civil 

society’ becomes increasingly significant in shaping the trajectory of movements, 

subjectivities and social relations. Yaqoob’s sharp perception of the effectiveness of 

international human rights groups’ pressure on the Pakistani regime is coupled with an 

understanding that the military is not able to crush a social movement as long as AMP 

can reach out on moral grounds and evoke sympathy. The location of the Okara tenants’ 

movement in the Punjabi heartland also evokes majoritarian sentiments (as opposed to 

differently located ethnic groups) that limit the military’s ability to effectively cast the 

tenant farmers movement as one consisting of terrorists, bandits and other criminal types. 

The military administration is unable to physically destroy the tenant farmers movement 
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with sheer force as long as the tenant farmers have forged strong links with ‘civil society’ 

actors, and networks that are connected with the normative regimes of multinational 

NGOs and foreign governments. The autonomization of individual subjects as well as 

society as a whole is very conducive for the expansion of capitalist social relations and 

disciplining of the population (Ali 2003, Foucault 1990). However, the rise of particular 

social movements such as the one in the Okara military farms (or other militant 

movements that are fighting for subsistence and food security) also offers counterpoints 

to the path to progress through displacement. Whether or not AMP is susceptible to 

cooption by the state through governmental policies or pliable through coercive action is 

an open-ended question at this moment. But, as I have emphasized here, local histories 

and practices continuously refract the colonizing impulse through histories and memories 

and embodied practices. 
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Conclusion: Land, Rights and Political Subjectivity in Punjab 

 This dissertation has analyzed the rise of AMP to understand the relationship 

between land (spatiality), rights, and political subjectivity in Punjab. Rather than looking 

at the settlement of the Okara military farms or the rise of peasant mobilization in 

isolation, I have shown the material, relational and political aspect of technology, 

territory, identity and power in shifting relations of rule, going as far back as late colonial 

infrastructure projects to emerging configuration of rule and contestation of power in 

Central Punjab. My primary goal was to show the disputed farmland is tangled up in 

webs of political significance where colonial modernity, memory of suffering, and the 

insecurity over land create an powerful peasant whose rise challenged the regional 

military hegemony with a ‘politics without guarantees’ (Hall 1986). 
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 ‘Masters Not Friends’ suggests relationality between events on a broad scale 

ranging from the near and present to the distant past. It goes beyond the evolutionism or 

scientism of ‘History’ to look at the many different conditions of possibility that resulted 

in this mobilization. Between the initial settlement of the canal colonies and the rise of 

AMP, we see a shift in the ways in which the territorialization of ‘model villages’ and the 

subsequent partition of British Punjab that gives way to a more insecure terrain where 

peasants have to migrate as laborers to support their families, and the change in land 

relations that made the tenants fear evictions. The two temporal poles discussed here, 

namely, the settlement of this territory and the emergence of AMP, represent the shifting 

rationalities by which the relationship between land, labor and peasant subjects is 

consecrated through regimes of accumulation, discipline and governance. Respectively 

both moments of settlement and recent threat of deterritorialization are regarded as 

necessary for the “development and betterment” of peasant livelihood in the state 

narrative about these military farms. This logic (of governance or development) is 

challenged by peasant farmers who share the invoke the fears of dispossession and a 

politics based on ethical claims to this land. Meanwhile, new modes of power enter the 

fray through the discourse of Rights, NGOs, increasing consumption and self-

governance.    

 In the first chapter, I discussed the settlement of Okara military farms within the 

larger process of canal colonization in Punjab. The settlement of the military farms was 

effectively articulated through multiple scales that ranged from the local to the global, 

within and beyond Punjab. The canal branches flowed through dry ‘wild plains’ 



 199 

instantiating power relations in the form of new ‘model villages,’ new relations of 

property and new subjectivities. Slowly, property possession refashioned ‘community’ as 

the pivot between subjects and the state. However, this differential recognition of 

communities as enumerated-ethnographic units of tribes, castes or sectarian identity 

along utilitarian axis of value and waste, industry and crime, redemption and exclusion 

fissured centuries of coexistence even as it connected this region through infrastructure of 

canals and trains.  

 Yet, a relational analysis also remains attuned to the un-intended consequences of 

infrastructure projects, the hidden costs and the legacy of this project continues to play on 

the spatial politics of belonging, on notions of value and exclusion of entire communities 

from state resources. The transformation of ‘wastelands’ into lush landscapes was seen 

through imperial vision as the alliance of science, producers and the state. The 

technological transformation of central Punjab justified colonial rule as a project of 

development in imperial imagination, even as huge sums of agricultural surplus were 

extracted by the British Empire. The heavy involvement of the military in the allocation 

and settlement of these territories (which involved ethnological mapping of the Punjabi 

population as a martial race) also proved conducive for large-scale recruitment of Punjabi 

peasants in the imperial army (Fox 1984).78 Yet as I noted that these narratives, projects 

and expectations exacerbated  

 Chapter 2, “Masters Not Friends,” analyzed the formation of new kinds of 

‘peasant subjects’ with the creation of the Okara military farms. Here, I shift from history 

to memory of tenant sharecroppers (‘mazarin’) to look at the discrepancy between the 
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dominant historical narratives about this region and the personal experiences and 

historical claims made by tenant farmers who are not indigenous to this land yet have 

claims of belonging and struggle that is associated with this land.  

 While according to the colonial administrators like Richard Temple argued that 

“Land allocation and property became the basis on which the native peasant could be 

made into a “…wiser and better man” (Temple 1852 cited by Gilmartin 1994). Similarly, 

Malcolm Darling noted in his influential monograph, ‘The Punjab Peasant in Prosperity 

and Debt’ the ‘colonization’ of canal colonies represented nothing short of “…new life 

brought in by the Pax Britannica, prosperous, progressive and modern” (Darling 1925: 

128). However, such biopolitical renderings about new forms of life have to take account 

of kind of cultural adaptations, unintended consequences and contingencies that came 

with the settlement of this region and the myriad meanings associated with this land, 

especially for people who are as marginalized as the mazarin. The idea of central Punjab 

as the modern, conservative region has been dominant in the political discourse of 

Pakistan. However, the rise of AMP and its success in gaining control over the military 

farmland is a important illustration of the limits of the theoretical understanding of power 

that give too much weight to disciplinary and juridical understandings of power. 

However, as I show in my discussion of AMP, that the agency of peasant farmers is not 

based on some indigenous or pre-colonial sovereign zone but rather it is an assemblage of 

formative and destructive, internal and external forces that have given shape to the 

tenants’ movement. The situated practice of peasant farmers in Okara and the rise of 

AMP shows how political agency encompasses the historicity of rule in this region that 
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shifts along various alliances and contingent constellations of power; namely the 

missionaries, the colonial irrigation engineers, the British, Pakistan Army and its unique 

appropriations of the neoliberal doctrine. Moreover, my goal in pointing to this 

complexity is to challenge the clean idea of some overall context which explains the rise 

of peasant dissent but in fact to acknowledge the relationship between context, 

subjectivity and the creative practice of protest that give rise to a radical and subversive 

potentiality to the category of the ‘mazarin’ (tenant sharecropper), a word that otherwise 

connotes landlessness and powerlessness.  

 Another important goal of this dissertation is to look at politics of space and 

subjection. Political analysis based on purely tracking governmental process through 

textual and archival analysis privileges the ‘effectiveness’ of certain institutional 

rationalities of rule (Moore 2005). However, by looking at situated practices (what I call 

the politics of place) we see political technologies through specific social spatial practices 

relevant to subject formation. For instance, the settlement of OMF was exceptional in the 

canal colonies in the sense that most of the earliest tenants on OMF were lower caste 

communities from Sialkot (a major city in Northern Punjab) who had converted to 

Christianity. These peasants were lured to Montgomery district (the former name for 

Sahiwal district that was split into Sahiwal and Okara districts in the 1980s) by the 

missionary church with the promise of permanent land grants in exchange for the 

cultivation and settlement of this land. However, the promise of land grants never 

transpired, and the peasant farmers remained subjugated to a sharecropping system where 

the military became the new landlord after taking over this estate in 1913. Now, if we 
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were to rely purely on archival and textual sources we get a very different narrative of the 

history of OMF. Officially, the function of these farms was always reformatory, even a 

philanthropic project of upliftment of weaker communities. As Malcolm Darling, one of 

the most influential colonial civil services officers of Punjab put it, the function of the 

‘co-operative’ farms in Montgomery district was to inculcate ‘reform’ and instill a drive 

for progress in the native population. The aim of these farms was one of ‘education and 

progress”; i.e. “Their (OMF peasants) welfare and the development of their resources is 

its only care, and all its energies are bent upon teaching the most skilled use of their 

land.”  

 I mention this quote by Darling to point out the dangers of taking bureaucratic 

texts (or claims) at face value that render modes of governmentality with greater 

coherence and effectiveness than in actual practice. Moreover, these representations 

might elide the coercive practices that might have taken place in order to create the 

smooth space of order and reform.  

 In practice, the land rights demand in Okara military farms is a collective 

struggle, where the language of rights operates in both liberal and illiberal modalities. 

Hence local social movements based around local collective memory of suffering and 

historical claims over land can lapse into a neoliberal international political agenda that is 

supported by international human rights agencies if not by the Pakistani state itself.  

However, I argue that the “rhetoric” of rights is distinct because it lies in localized 

meanings, genealogies and imaginaries that exceed the juridical-disciplinary models of 

liberalism and transnational human rights discourse. I argue that in the case of Okara 
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military farms the emerging discourse of rights is in part normalizing language, but it is 

also a discursive construction of interests that emphasizes the terrain of political struggle 

in the violence of political economic relations. 

 As I show in several ethnographic and historical examples, the attempts to 

orchestrate peasant farmers’ conduct in Okara has been partly effective in creating a new 

sense of ‘peasant identity’ that is closely woven to governmental power but also 

delimited by the experiences and memories of tenant farmers. This is most telling in the 

narratives about the migration and settlement of this land where the foundational tropes 

of settlement are processed through particular identities based around the narrative of 

conversion at the turn of 20th century, of bringing this barren landscape to “life,”’, the 

history displacement and suffering at partition and setting roots in these farms. The pre-

history of this land remains insignificant and subject to sensational lore. However, this 

very identity of abadkar (settler) peasant is deployed to criticize the persistence of 

poverty and suffering in their villages. As I demonstrate in the ethnography, shared 

subjection does not produce a stable collective identity. The relations of power within 

which subjects are formed are not necessarily the ones they enact after being formed. 

Rather Judith Butler’s caution against using “subject” interchangeably with “person” or 

“individual” needs to be taken seriously (1997:10, cited by Agrawal 2005:180). In this 

form subaltern agency or peasant politics is distinctive but never autonomous or isolated. 

Peasant politics in Okara military farms is forged relationally and historically.  

 As I have demonstrated, the tenant movement emerged so powerfully because it 

intersects and upsets conventional notions of Punjab peasantry that was built around state 
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assurances of security and development. However, these tacit understandings unraveled 

at a crucial juncture when political change seemed so imminent. The creative response of 

the tenant farmers in adapting to new venues of protest offered by civil society actors and 

the invocation of historical claims of suffering forcefully challenge the dominant image 

about Pakistan Army’s managerial expertise and opened the window into the possibility 

of class-based politics, however provisional, that emerged to. The tenant sharecroppers’ 

movements’ critiques were a powerful ingredient in the emergence of popular opposition 

to military rule that forced the retirement of General Musharraf’s reign on power in 2008. 

 The situation for the tenant sharecroppers remains uncertain today with tenant 

farmers in control of the lands and the Army threatening to take back the land. Since 

2007 the Army has used the deteriorating security condition in Pakistan to usurp a greater 

share of the farmland from military farm villages that fall next to Army cantonments and 

ammunition storage sheds near Chak 15. However, the success of peasant resistance in 

the military farms in Okara has also galvanized similar efforts by peasant sharecroppers 

in places like Kalyana state farms, which is now one of the most active and organized 

branches of AMP in Punjab.  

 The short-term success of the movement has been one of the biggest challenges 

for the mobilization. Most tenants now fully occupy their land and most have experienced 

great prosperity by not having to pay any rent or the water tax (abiana). Yet the peasant 

with little or no access to land claim that this has led to greater inequality. The leadership 

of AMP majority faction has gained influence both as political leaders in the district and 

influential men in the village. Most of these leaders have experienced disproportionate 
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gains, for instance Latif, the General Secretary of AMP majority is now a wholesale 

trader and loan shark in the agrarian market in Okara. Mehr Arbab has a large entourage, 

an influential bhetak (sitting), a driver and Toyota corolla sedan, which are the trappings 

of influence in rural context. Arbab’s influence in the district lies in his proven ability to 

mobilize large protests but there is some concern among long time tenant activists who 

confided in me about their doubts about the mobilizations ability to draw the same 

number of peasants with the same level of enthusiasm. Arbab’s influence within the 

villages comes with his authority of settling disputes, resolving problems for the tenant 

farmers and collecting donations for the movement. These donations are a fraction of the 

going rent land in the region and much less then the subsidized rents proposed by the 

military farm authorities. Formally these donations are used to pay for rallies, the lawyer 

fee’s, the pending cases of tenants are facing charges of terrorism and the families those 

who died in the struggle.  However, there is no accounting of this money, nor has there 

been any changes in the leadership structure of the movement.  

 The tenant leaders claim that their social mobility and wealth indicates the success 

of the movement that experienced by all tenant farmers. However, most of my close 

friends and acquaintances both residents of these farms and others who are close 

observers and allies express a grave concern about the future and the movement’s ability 

to contain the Army. The female leaders who were received prominent attention during 

the course of mobilization have been marginalized in the aftermath of the mobilization. 

However, AMP leaders like Arbab and Latif continue to receive support and wide 

recognition from left based political parties like Labor Party Pakistan who continue to 
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cite the movement as an example of organic class based movement that surpassed the 

customary divides of rural Pakistan.  

 This kind of representation is challenged by the Christian leaders like Yaqoob and 

Dilawar who continue to make their own case as “authentic” leaders of AMP even as 

they have been pushed aside and forced to work closer with NGOs who support them. 

However, their leadership was instrumental in expanding the scope of the movement but 

Yaqoob’s questionable tactics have also raised ethical questions about taking money from 

NGO’s. The vicissitudes of AMP also show the problems faced by local grass roots 

mobilizations that grow across scale and link up with civil society organizations and 

urban activists who tend to work with them from very different orientations and goals. 

The radical potential of a land based movement that came from local claims to land based 

on local claims of settling the land, the hardships of sharecropping and a century of  

stolen harvests did not have a place within the larger analytical framework used by PRM, 

LPP, Action Aid who saw the movement as a leap in the political consciousness of 

Punjab peasantry that gave them an unexpected opportunity to launch wider movement 

against the military establishment. However, this interpretation about the mazarin proved 

incorrect as the movement fragmented along caste and religious faultlines, where the 

urban activists and NGOs paid little attention to the historicity of the rural struggle within 

the context of colonial policies, and the intricate relationship between technology, 

agriculture and the so-called primordial loyalties of caste, religion and inherited status. 

The incipient performative language of a ‘mazarin’ or bonded sharecropper as deployed 

by AMP activists had a subversive potential by which they could talk about the plight of 
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underpaid, indebted laborers who worked in the city, the non-commissioned subaltern 

soldiers who had to conform to a very hierarchical orders of the officer ranks, etc. This 

kind of provisional and contextual notion of class was imbricated in the social habitus of 

the military farms and the countryside of central Punjab. 
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1 I use the term ‘peasant’ cautiously, because I am weary of it is usage in Anthropological and Marxist 
literature. Here the term is not used with temporal or mechanistic readings of small farmers as being 
bounded within different temporal, spatial and even moral economies and outside the purview of relations 
of exchange, wage labor and flux of social change.  The career of ‘peasant societies’ as an object of 
Anthropological study is a good example of the many limitations and complicities in emerging forms of 
knowledge. ‘Peasant’ societies came to take on greater significance in Anthropological literature after 
WWII. This period saw a growing interest in the newly independent post-colonial states and the rise of 
various socialist-communist alternatives. During this time the common Anthropological field site shifted 
from primitive communities to rural geographies designated as pre-capitalist. In this sense “peasant” came 
to occupy an ambivalent position between the modern and the primitive (Kearney 1996). The focus of these 
studies was on agrarian change and development. The spatial fix of ‘peasant societies’ was derived from 
colonial ethnology that was invested in ahistoric assumptions about the peasants being arrested in their 
traits, habits, and locality. The peasant represents the near distant past, a spatio-temporality that is waiting 
to be subsumed by the forces of capital.  
 
2 The elected government of Nawaz Sharif’s Pakistan Muslim League was dismissed on charges of 
corruption and treason. The official version of the events that transpired holds that the military launched a 
coup d’etat on Oct 12, 1999, when Nawaz Sharif attempted to dismiss General Musharraf as the Chief of 
Army Staff while Musharraf was on an official trip to Sri Lanka. After the coup Nawaz Sharif was arrested 
on charges of treason and hijacking. He was sentenced to a life in prison in April 2000, but transferred to 
Saudi Arabia in December 2000 for ten years of exile.   
 
3 The military farms’ headquarters stand between the G.T. road and the maize fields that emanate from 
chak 3. The headquarters building is characterized by “manicured lawns and flower beds, graveled paths 
and ornate structures from British colonial times” (Hoodbhoy 2002). However, adjacent to the building are 
the dusty unpaved roads that lead to the mud brick homes and open fields that characterize the villages in 
Okara military farms.  
 
4 Many Christians in the villages also referred to God as Allah. I am not sure as to how common a practice 
it is for Christian communities in Pakistan to refer to God as Allah in vernacular speech.  
 
5 As these examples illustrate the greater proximity to urban life is affecting contemporary rural moral 
economy and, as I show later in the ethnography, consumption expectations (Edelman 2005). 
 
6 The structural adjustment programs (SAP) that were instituted in Pakistan as part of IMF loan packages in 
1992-1993 resulted in diminishing subsidies for farming inputs like fertilizers and seeds. The World Bank’s 
opinion regarding the pre-existing subsidies were expressed in a preliminary report in 1988 that stated, 
“Fertilizer subsidies should be eliminated in line with government plans, wheat subsidies reduced further, 
and edible oil and sugar subsidies kept from reappearing” (World Bank 1988; cf. Zaidi 2000:58).  
Subsequently, the farming and subsistence costs have increased with increasing price of fertilizer and 
inputs, even as farmers’ incomes have declined. This economic situation for the rural poor has been further 
aggravated with greater exposure to global agribusiness markets that are dominated by large Euro-
American agricultural corporations like ADM and Cargill (which benefit from Euro-American subsidies 
and dumping practices). More and more rural households have come to depend on remittance income from 
migrant relatives/laborers to stay afloat. While these changes in agricultural production have also led to 
rising food insecurity (even with an overall increase in food availability) in Pakistan:  
This discrepancy between growing food availability and increasing malnourishment occurs because access 
to adequate food depends upon household income and food prices. Despite an increase in the total 
availability of food from 1980 to 1999 in Pakistan, the incidence of food poverty increased over the same 
period, and the problem has been further exacerbated in recent years. At present, about one-third of 
households there live below the income poverty line, and they cannot meet their daily minimum nutritional 
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requirements. Liberalization policies are further widening the gap between the rich and the poor, [and] any 
fluctuation in incomes, production shortfalls, or loss of employment place them on the verge of food 
insecurity. (Gera 2004:7) 
Food insecurity is mitigated in the Okara military farms due to the practice of subsistence farming. 
Nevertheless, the peasant farmers are keenly aware of the precariousness of their mode of survival and they 
view any threats to land tenure as a further challenge to their continued existence. Meanwhile, the limited 
economic growth since the early 1990’s has resulted in overall income decline for small farmers in lieu of 
diminishing subsidies and expansion of corporate agriculture (Gera 2004).  
 
7 By territorial sovereignty I am discussing the new conception of space that comes to link identity and 
history with the geography of nation space. For earlier conceptions of Sovereignty and authority in South 
Asia, see David Ludden (2003) and Azfar Moin (2010). 
 
8Here is the complete passage: “Its origin is supposed to be explained when it is told as an anecdote of the 
past. In times long gone by there were two sorts of people; one, the diligent, intelligent, and, above all 
frugal elite; the other, lazy rascals, spending their substance, and more in riotous living. The legend of the 
theological original sin tells us certainly how man came to be condemned to eat his bread in the sweat of 
his brow but the history of economic original sin reveals to us that there are people to whom this is by no 
means essential. Never mind! Thus it came to pass that the former sort accumulated wealth, and the latter 
sort had at last nothing to sell except his or her own skins. And from this original sin dates the poverty of 
the great majority that, despite all its labour, has up to now nothing to sell but itself, and the wealth of the 
few that increases constantly although they long ceased to work” (Marx 1867, 1984: 667).  
  
As Raymond Craib points out, there is a delicious irony here that in the 18th-19th century the commons 
such as the ejidos in Vera Cruz, or in our case the pastoral landscape of central Punjab, were seen as the last 
remnants of the state of nature, which induced laziness and lethargy in the natives. Thus the privatization of 
land and permanent and orderly settlements were required to transform the great under-used natural wealth 
and transform these wastes into productive land. The intensive cultivation of land would in effect transform 
native populations into productive persons. However, by the middle of the 20th century the most famous 
argument against the commons completely reversed this logic. In The Tragedy of the Commons, Garrett 
Hardin (1968) argued that the ready availability of precious resource like land and water leads to intensive 
use and overexploitation by rational self-interest and demographic pressures, thus depleting the precious 
resource. Therefore, we need to have rational markets to allocate and preserve natural resources. This in 
effect is the rationale behind the contemporary wave of privatization of carbon credits, informal land 
settlements in the postcolonial world. 
 
9As Carol Rose and Carol Pateman have pointed out (1994, 1988), liberal conceptions of property and 
citizen almost always excluded women at this time.  
 
10For instance the title of administrative reports used by Punjab Government in the colonial period. The 
Settlement Reports, Gazetteers, Census Reports, Reports on Customary Law, and The Material and Moral 
Progress.  
 
11Here, I am struck by the way in which popular understandings of property change as material things like 
land or gold give way to emergent forms of property that are constituted in immaterial things like data, 
cultural heritage, or biochemical patents. The changing face of property can also be seen in a historical 
survey of things that have been valued as property; such a list includes everything from pearl shells to 
persons, from oil to genetic material, and more recently human organs. In discussing property, I hesitate to 
use the term ‘commodity’ because it foregrounds social relationships in a capitalist society; i.e. social 
relations where people become things and things become more people-like. Taking a historical look at the 
idea of property reveals various forms of ‘property’ that do not fully correspond to the commodity as an 
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individual possession (i.e., commons, kin based land holdings or group-community entitlements), but are 
subject to other forms of reification and symbolic materialism. There is a slippery line between property as 
a trait or shared attribute and property as possession. From an anthropological perspective I understand 
property to be a social relationship among persons by means of (or with reference to) things/objects 
(Verdrey 2001). The idea of property emanates from social relations. It is the materialization of symbols in 
an object, which then is distributed according the normative entitlements. Here property is a cultural artifact 
that also structures social relations. Speaking broadly property is a form of reification in both a gift 
economy and in a market-based society. For example, in many indigenous communities (or forms of gift 
exchange) ‘objects’ may also be grasped or apprehended as persons (Povinelli 2002). This position is most 
clearly articulated by Marilyn Strathern: 

By reification I simply intend to point to the manner in which entities are made into objects when 
they are seen to assume a particular form (gift, exchange) this form indicates the properties by 
which they are known and in being rendered knowable or graspable through such properties 
entities appear (in European-American) idiom as things. More broadly it is the way in which 
entities are made into objects through the relations which people have with each other (Strathern 
1998:13). 

  
Perhaps in order to grasp our understanding of the changing face of property we need to ask how changing 
social relations might allow for new domains of property. Here we face the same challenge as Walter 
Benjamin who argued against social democrats who viewed capitalism as an inevitable historical process 
rather than seeing it as a historically “grounded” process or socialized materiality. It remains the case that 
most narratives of economic transformation are written from a reified standpoint of capital, often with 
capital standing in as the agent of Modernity.  
 
12Outside of India the concept of the village republic has had a profound impact on Western notions of 
Asian and Indian society as theorized by Maine and Karl Marx who wholeheartedly took on the ahistorical 
notion of village republics to come up with functionalist understandings of Asian peasant life. 
 
13The Muslim community emerges out of the colonial period in a precarious position, as both minoritized 
outsider-insiders. However, the degree of this displacement varied greatly according to region and status. In 
a suggestive article, Faisal Devji demonstrates how ‘politics of space’ underwent significant change in 
North Indian Muslim discourse in the second half of 19th century with the onset of British Raj. He shows 
how pre-modern notions of sovereignty tied to a particular idea of the ‘Moral City’ (or certain 
understanding of the ‘Public’ defined as the community of zaif or moral guardians) withered after the 
defeat of the 1857 Mutiny. Like the elite Hindu nationalists, the Muslim reformers created new distinctions 
between the home and the outside world. The private sphere, which was previously seen as a place of moral 
exception and weakness (the inner domain being associated with feminine gendered notions of fitna or 
social chaos) became the domain of virtue, tradition and moral sovereignty. The foundational Islamic 
reformist institutions in colonial India were founded outside the major cities in rural locales like Aligarh 
and Deoband to better impart this notion of reform (See Faisal Devji: Gender and the Politics of Space: the 
movement for women’s reform, 1857-1900 in Forging Identities 1994). 
 
14 Even the subaltern school of critical historiography largely accepts this characterization of peasantry as 
timeless and spatially confined. See Guha, Chatterjee, Amin. 
 
15 See Watts 1996 for more nuanced readings of the cultural significance of natural resources in political 
ecology. 
 
16 The circularity of archive and empire is palpable in India Office Collection as one comes across memoirs 
like those of .  This junior officer commenced his career in the East with a farewell gathering at the St. 
Pancras hotel before taking the train at Kings Cross to Southampton Port where he boarded a ship to India. 
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The writings, reflections, and orders that were composed in the ship on the Suez Canal, the port of 
Bombay, the bungalow in Madras and the canal guest house in Punjab ended up in two boxes of manuscript 
that sits in the basement vaults of the British Public Library building near the St. Pancras hotel where he 
started his journey. 
   
17The India Office Collection used to be housed in the old East India Company/India Office Headquarter 
Building. 
 
18See Prakash Tandon's account of Punjab Modernity in Sargodha in A Punjabi Century (1968). 
 
19Mss Eur D1195- 1195/2. Opening Ceremony of the Head Works at Mangla Upper Jhelum. Allahabad –
The Pioneer December 11, 1915. 
 
“The Viceroy proceeded to give some details of the schemes for the colonization of the lands brought under 
cultivation and remarked that he thought the most severe critics of Government policy should be convinced 
that it was not unmindful of those who do good and faithful service. “I will take this opportunity of saying 
how very highly I appreciate the spirit, which has been shown by the cultivating classes in the Punjab 
during the difficult times through which we have been passing. Whether they have been called on to resist 
the persuasive influences of foreign agitators or to track down armed desperadoes, often at the risk of their 
lives or to supply recruits to fight for the British Empire, their pluck and loyalty have been beyond all 
praise. …I am assisting today in the inauguration of a scheme that I am sure that the benefits of which will 
especially accrue to the cultivating castes. There is something, not a little solemn and awe inspiring, in 
bending the service of this great God-given river to our will, and I turn now to the task that has been 
allotted to me with an earnest prayer that God’s blessing may rest upon the work of our hands.”   
 
20For a very topical and contemporary take on the gift economy of International Aid and Terror see Mckee 
(2006) and Morton (2006) on Alia Hasan-Khan's sculpture installation 'Gift.' 
 
21These very same canal colonies and garrison town of Rawalpindi saw the most horrific violence. 
 
22While, The partition of British India was a moment of exceptional brutality, sectarian violence continues 
to lurk in Pakistan and India to this day. 
 
23 Reza Ali, Understanding Urbanism. EPW 
 
24 This essentialist reading of the ethnicity question has been part of social science scholarship as well. A 
recent example of an otherwise sophisticated study of state question in Pakistan is The Politics of Identity 
in Pakistan by Adeel Khan (2005). 
 
25Index no. of Proceeding: 23-5. Aug 1913, 23-5—B, File No. 208.  
Proposal of the Government of India to make a recurring assignment of Rs 15,000 per annum to the Punjab 
Government in consideration of the loss that will be occasioned to Provincial revenues in consequence of 
the remission of land revenue and malikana charges in respect of the land which it is proposed to allot for 
an oat-hay farm in the Lower Bari Doab Colony.  
No. and date of order. 9th August 1843-44 S. Date of Previous Proceedings: Decr 1912, 26-8—B. File No. 
253. 
May 1914, 41-3—B, File No. 105. Allotment of certain land on the Lower Bari Doab canal for an Oat Hay 
Farm ( 4th May 1914, Order # 105).  
Lease vide Memo No. 1844-S dated 9-8-1913 for a period  of 20 years @ 15000/- per annum for the entire 
land” (EDOR, 2001) 31 December 813. November 1915, 30-B file No 264 
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26 The tradition of seasonal migration, which has entered the folklore as Kabuliwala, still continues with 
laborers from Afghanistan (not just refugees) who travel through the Punjab seeking labor and construction 
work. They were mostly known for building adobe walls, money lending, livestock trade and seasonal 
labor. 
 
27General Report Upon the Administration of The Punjab Proper. For the Years 1849-50—1850-1851 
OP.3282.351.1 Being the First Two Years After Annexation with a Supplementary Notice of The CIS and 
TRANS Sutlej. Printed At the Chronicle Press, By Mahomed Azeeem 1854 
 
28 Wikipedia Entry- Richard Temple was “made lieutenant-governor of Bengal Presidency in 1874, and did 
admirable work during the famine of 1874, importing half a million tons of rice from Burma to 
substantially bring relief to the starving. [1] The British government, dogmatically committed to a laissez-
faire economic policy, castigated Temple for interfering in the workings of the market. The Viceroy as a 
plenipotentiary famine delegate to Madras appointed him during the famine of 1877 there. Seeing this 
appointment as an opportunity to "retrieve his reputation for extravagance in the last famine"[2] Temple 
implemented relief policies that made the starvation of millions inevitable.”  
29 Cell summarizes that the Punjab Tradition of colonial administration stressed authoritarianism and 
paternalism. Combining judicial, revenue and administrative powers separated in more established regimes, 
Punjab officials were instructed to act firmly at the first sign of trouble lest their notoriously turbulent 
peoples should explode in violence. Their decisions were supposed to deliver rough, simple and direct 
justice consistent with the spirit of the law if not necessarily its letter. The ideal official was not a deskman. 
He spent his days on horseback, at polo, pig sticking when not touring, carefully investigating complaints 
and making quick commonsense decisions under a tree. In a province where agriculture was the sole 
occupation, he was to gain and keep the loyalty of landowning and peasant classes. The personal bond 
between these men and their people could not be overstressed. These millions of ordinary villagers 
unlettered and unsophisticated, not the small minority of Lahore, Amritsar and Delhi were the ‘real India.’ 
Identifying themselves rather arrogantly as the authentic spokesmen of the agrarian masses the British 
offices referred to themselves as Punjabis.  
 
30Massive irrigation projects were undertaken in vastly different contexts of the American West, the 
Australian hinterlands and different regions of the British Empire, most prominently in India and Egypt. 
These projects, the forerunners to modern dams, were seen as technological solutions that promised high 
productivity and prosperity. They embodied, what Michael Adas has noted, a modernist ‘will to power’ that 
justified colonial rule based on a superior ability to control nature and engineer it for human use. However, 
the relationship between ‘men and things’ as consecrated by the irrigation programs diverged greatly in the 
colonies as they were based on different structures of power. The cultural logic of the Euro-American 
settler states saw the irrigation projects in California and Australia as a way of conquering nature and 
bringing frontier spaces within the folds of the expanding nation-state. These irrigation projects created a 
partnership between the expanding state and European settlers to subdue the vagaries of nature--a stand in 
for environment as well as native people. However, the expansion spirit was defined by rugged pioneer 
individualism, the conquest of nature and the striking potential for individual reinvention if not fortune-
making. In contrast, the settlement of the wastes in Punjab was different as it was driven by a call for 
redemption of an ancient and almost biblical landscape.  The new agrarian environment was seen as a 
medium by which to cultivate the people as part and parcel of the environment to root them into the soil. 
Governance of the native population took place by distinguishing the rehabilitated modern population from 
the ones who were seen as beyond reform. 
 
31  argued that native peasants of the Indus Basin could never become modern farmers. 
 
32Raymond Craib elaborates on the spatio-temporal conceit of landscape aesthetic in his innovative book on 
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the making of a cartographic map of Mexico where he argues that the making of maps, surveying and 
settlement of land conjures up a vision of national-space that comes into its own by putting in place a 
teleological history that gives precedence to certain forms of life over other ways of living: 
In other words, as space becomes a stage, history becomes teleology. The ambiguities of (and struggles in) 
history are reconciled and suppressed through spatial order as the open-ended yields to the inevitable. The 
complexity, contingency, messiness and irony that is human history; the struggles for, and alternative 
visions of, a better social life; the myriad ways of organizing and conceiving space; the spatial practices 
and relationships that were transformed in the process of primitive accumulation and state formation; and, 
not least of all, the techniques and technologies of domination –all are flattened and neutralized in the 
teleological quest for legitimacy, foundational coherence and naturalization of the social world.  
  
33The name here is not clearly printed in both the original version of the story printed in 1973 and the 
reprint 2007. 
 
34“The nation form produces its populations, such as the Adivasis, through certain modalities, but these 
hardly function as one monolithic embrace that restricts the imagination of its subjects. Adivasi subjects are 
ambiguously located in relation to the nation-state, precisely through the abuse of the multiple and 
fragmented nature of the latter. The contingent nature of the state, produced out of the processes through 
which it constitutes its populations, is quite unlike the all-encompassing unity that citizen-subjects often 
assign to it in imagining what the state is. In this sense, the figure of the Adivasi repeatedly acts as a 
deconstructive case in Indian modernity in particular and the metaphysics of the state in general (Ghosh 
2006:507). 
 
35The land development and irrigation policies have led to uneven development in Punjab and they have 
also delimited the borders of Punjabi identity. The southern and western sections of Punjab that were under 
control of large landowners were mostly excluded from land grants. Hence both Zamindari and ryotwari 
(landlord estate and individual peasant tenancy systems) coexisted in different regions of Punjab. The 
southern and western regions fell into greater poverty with the changing economy and lack of access to a 
regular water supply, which was required with the growing productivity of canal colonies and greater 
monetarizaiton of agriculture. The southern section of Punjab is technically part of the province but the 
majority of the people here feel geographically, economically, politically and ethnically distinct from 
central-northern Punjabis; instead they refer to themselves as Saraiki’.  The denial of land grants and 
neglect of Southern Punjab especially following the Indus Water Treaty between India and Pakistan that 
diverted water away from this area has led to popular agitation and calls for greater autonomy.  
 
36 The nomadic pastoral communities include the “Janglis” who were mostly cattle herders, Bilochis who 
were noted for their camel herds and transport, Hitharis who farmed on the edge of riverbanks and other 
local groups. These communities were mostly deemed unfit for the model villages that were built in the 
newly irrigated plains of Punjab. See Major, Andrew J. State and Criminal Tribes in Colonial Punjab: 
Surveillance, Control and Reclamation of the ‘Dangerous Classes’. Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 33 No. 3 
(Jul. 1999).  
 
37Report on the Administration of Criminal Tribes in the Punjab (for year ending December 1918). 
Printed by the Superintended Government Printing Punjab. 1919 OP 1282.364.02.2x. Industrial Settlement, 
Luddan. The following text illustrates the miserable and deadly working conditions in these reform camps.   
This settlement, which is under Government control, was started in March 1918 at the request of the Canal 
Department, to supply labour for the excavation of a new head and diversion for the Mailsi Canal, just 
about the time when the Industrial Settlement that had been established at Montgomery in connection with 
Military Works had to be closed. The entire population of that settlement, therefore, moved to Luddan. 
There was some delay in building the settlement, and meanwhile the inmates had to live in reed huts. But in 
a month’s time huts were completed and all the inmates accommodated. Additional accommodation was 



 214 

                                                                                                                                            
provided as fresh gangs arrived.  
In November last the settlement was suddenly attacked by an influenza epidemic of a virulent type. Out of 
487 inmates, 467 caught the disease and no less than 67 succumbed to it. One of the Supervisors died and 
the Superintendent lost his wife. The epidemic created a panic among the inmates and practically the whole 
staff being laid up, as many as 30 men, 38 women and 50 children, some of them in a convalescent state, 
managed to escape from the settlement. The staff was unable to even send a telegram to the nearest 
telegraph office, but as soon as the news of the situation reached headquarters another superintendent was 
dispatched to take charge of the settlement and measures were adopted on one hand to relieve distress and, 
on the other, to catch the absconders of whom 8 were arrested in Bahawalpur and brought back with their 
families, five were arrested in January 1919 and 13 registered members have been recently arrested from 
Peshawar and brought in with their women and children. One of the absconders has died and only three 
remain unaccounted for... The number of deaths due to causes other than the epidemic was 15 and the 
number of births was 10. 
 
The settlement was originally intended to last till the end of May 1919, but as the work on the new 
diversion still remains unfinished, the canal authorities have proposed to keep on the settlement till the end 
of September next. The number of inmates on 31st December 1918 was 292 and the number of workers was 
176, the average earning per head being about 6 annas...The settlement is quite inaccessible owing to the 
dismantling of the Sutlej valley Railway. But nevertheless the inmates have remained well in hand, except 
for the incident mentioned above and the school attached to the settlement in a flourishing state. 
 
38Over time the Pakistan Army has used land relations to carve out a position in the public and private 
sectors, industry, business, agriculture, education, scientific development, health care, travel, 
communication and transportation (Rizvi 2002:233). 
 
39Cohn, B 1961 The Pasts of an Indian Village 
 
40Hares, W. 1920. Gojra Jangal Vichch Mangal. Mysore: Wesley Press. P 7. 
 
 
41Rooney, Into Deserts: A History of Catholic Diocese of Lahore, 1886-1986. (Rawalpindi, 1986) 15.    
Harding, Christopher. 2009. Religious Transformation in South Asia. Oxford: OUP.  
  
42Pakistan’s first Chief Justice Munir’s ruling on the “Doctrine of Necessity” enshrined the Army’s right to 
suspend parliament and the constitution, a real state of exception, in order to preserve and protect the 
national interest. 
 
43 As the following chapters will demonstrate the narratives of political activists, the left parties and the 
NGOs about the peasant struggle were articulated in opposition to the military regime. However, tensions 
grew as the civil society allies failed to engage with the differences and feelings of distrust simmering 
within a mass mobilization of peasants, which included different castes, religion, and income (based on 
levels of access to land and other sources of income). The AMP surged as the biggest challenge to Pervez 
Musharraf’s military regime for a brief time in 2003-2004 and it highlighted a complex history of canal 
colonization. More contemporaneously the AMP highlighted the military’s role in land and commercial 
speculation in Pakistan.  
 
44 Traveling to Okara city from Lahore takes about 3 hours by bus. The commuter buses that traverse 
villages and small towns vary widely in Lahore, from the least expensive “mini-buses” to air-conditioned 
coaches that run along G.T. Road. Some buses are outfitted with VCR/TV’s that show Indian movies and 
almost every bus has a stereo alternating between Pakistani/Indian movie songs, and/or recitation of the 
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Quran with Urdu translation depending on the mood or temperament of the driver and bus conductor.  The 
G.T. Road from Lahore to Okara is dotted with small towns and villages interspersed between contiguous 
fields of wheat, rice, sugarcane and green fodder that are ubiquitous throughout this region. However, every 
so often the rural landscape is disrupted by large manufacturing plants, factories and industrial sites that 
have set up in this part of rural Punjab. Among the factory names I jotted down in my trips between Lahore 
and District were a Volvo plant, Honda-Atlas plant and Qingqi-Saigol motors/rickshaw makers, Sarfraz 
Yaqoub Mills, Martin Dow Pharmaceuticals, a sugar mill, and textile mills. These factories were a growing 
reminder about how the clear distinction between the city and countryside is blurry in places like central 
Punjab where major industrial manufacturers have relocated to take advantage of cheaper land, labor and 
greater state tax incentives. 
 
45 As I subsequently learned that Christian tenants in the military farms also used Arabic and Persian terms 
of Allah and Khuda to refer to God 
 
46 The tenants would have occupancy rights for which they had to live under the strict laws and penalties 
and follow orders of the colonization officer and his staff for five years before getting ownership rights 
over the land. This was accepted in the early days of colonization but these protective measures were 
challenged when the colonization officers tried to restrict inheritance laws to alleviate land fragmentation 
and formalize a fine system for tenants. The lack of good irrigated lands and the abuse of the fine system by 
colonization staff exacerbated tensions with the peasant farmers leading to widespread agitation. 
 
47 However, economic historians like Imran Ali have argued that the colonial state’s capitulation by 
agrarian unrest limited the great transformation of central Punjab from development, thus the Punjab 
experienced massive economic growth without development (Ali 1988). Scholars of the dependency school 
have demonstrated that massive economic growth can be achieved in myriad ways and that the surplus of 
uneven development is not always shared by those who work in the fields as in the case of the Mazarin. 
 
48 Within the context of this region, Imran Ali has criticized the British colonial state’s capitulation to the 
large-scale peasant protests in 1907 when the Punjab Government attempted to limit the terms of land 
rights and customary inheritance laws of settler peasants in the canal colonies. These laws were revoked 
after a large scale agitation in Punjab that was joined by urban activists and Arya Samaj leaders. The 
mobilization of 1907 caught the Punjab government off guard and weary of popular unrest. 
 
49I borrow from Mathew Sparke's (2006) work “In the Space of Theory” and Raymond Craib's 
“Cartographic Mexico” (2004), a masterful explication of the mapping of Mexico that turned fugitive 
landscapes of Vera Cruz into sedentary fixed space. From another theoretical tradition I also see this as an 
example of deterritorialization and reterritorialization, Deleuze & Guattari (1987).  
 
50The cantonment is yet another vestige of British rule that has only grown in proportion and power in 
postcolonial times. In colonial times the cantonment served as a reserved area of land to separately house 
and discipline the troops from existing towns (simply native quarters). It was made up of military 
residential houses, officers clubs, storehouses, offices, shooting ranges and parade grounds. Over time 
many of these cantonments grew into major towns, urban centers with large markets consuming much of 
the produce from the nearby countryside. Hence, the cantonment played a major role in the shift to 
commercial agriculture as it absorbed the surplus produce or helped bring the railway by which cotton, 
wheat, and sugar cane could be exported. A great proportion of spending on infrastructure of roads and 
railways was built to link these military cantonments that became major garrison hubs as this highly mobile 
frontier to Central Asia was sedentarized by British India. In contemporary times many of the cantonment 
areas have been absorbed into large cities as posh localities or suburbs; they are still for military and 
civilian uses.  
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51 In fact the review of these farm operations was ordered by the Army General Headquarters to investigate 
the steep drop in revenue. The investigation found a high level of corruption and inefficiency due to the 
sharecropping system in which farm managers routinely reported lower harvest yields and skimmed tons of 
wheat, corn, potatoes and rice to sell to large market traders at a hefty personal profit. The presiding officer 
investigating the military farm operations even cited incidents when the peasant sharecroppers caught the 
farm managers in Chak 10 red handed as they tried to steal the harvest crops to sell to the market for 
personal gain.  
 
52The canal levels are lowest in winter months and rice is an Autumn-Winter crop (Kharif). Besides water 
distribution was always skewed towards big landlords and cantonment farms that bribed and intimidated 
irrigation officials and placed larger valves to draw in (steal) more water from the canal. 
 
53The Army has been a major beneficiary of land allotment during the irrigation of Punjab and it continues 
to have large landholdings and real estate interests in the region. “In brief, military expenditure on frontier 
defense resulted in the development of an infrastructure that sustained the huge expansion of agricultural 
production in Punjab” (Mazumdar).  The role of the army grew during the course of canal irrigation in this 
region. Events as far away as the outbreak of South African War (ranging from 1879-1915) had 
repercussions here as the needs of the imperial army grew in importance. These newly irrigated tracts came 
to be seen through the lens of imperial security, as a reward to peasant recruits (the bulk of whom came 
from the Punjab), a source for horse, mule and camel supplies, for special breeds of cattle and for supply of 
milk and butter to fill cantonment and army needs.  
 
 
54 The pressure to harvest wheat on time and deliver it to the market is not due to price fluctuation because 
the government sets the price for wheat. However, the market quickly overflows with tractors full of grain. 
Much of the work of cutting wheat is done by hand even as the thrashing is now mostly done by machines 
that are set up in the market and now also in the outskirts of the village store. Most farmers like the wheat 
crop as a safety net in that it requires less water and fewer inputs and it has a predictable price range. Other 
crops like rice are more expensive and can be both more lucrative and risky. 
 
55 South Asia Tribune Issue No 12, Oct 07-13, 2002, 
www.satribune.com/archives/oct7_13_02/P1_hoodbhoy.htm accessed on June 21, 2008 
 
56The following description is derived from interviews with Mujahid in 2004 and 2007. 
 
57The Rangers are a special paramilitary force that patrol the Eastern border with India. Starting in the 
1980s the Rangers have been called to take military actions against civilian unrest in Karachi, and starting 
in 2002, the Rangers were also deployed to restore law and order situations in the military farms in Okara 
and Khanewal districts. {this could be in the main text the very first time you mention the Rangers} 
 
58Nawai-Waqt is a widely circulated Urdu newspaper that reflects the views of Punjab’s bureaucracy. This 
newspaper has also had an antagonistic relationship with General Musharraf’s government. As a result the 
Pakistani governmental has withdrawn all of its classified advertisements from the newspaper. Government 
notices and classified advertisements represent a great share of revenue for most newspapers in Pakistan. 
 
59Sarwar has been active on the political scene in Okara for a long time. His convictions are informed by 
his participation in khatame nubawat movement (a sectarian political movement that became a major 
opposition movement in the 1970s and was instrumental in the overthrow of democratically elected 
government of Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto) during his student days in Lahore in the 1970s. His political 
involvement is based on an anti-corruption agenda and a class-based understanding of the political 
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economy of Okara City. Sarwar has gained local prominence for bravely writing about the poor farmers’ 
struggle in the villages as well as organizing against the construction of Ahmediyya mosque (a minority 
sect that has been deemed heterodox by Pakistani state at the behest of populist agitation of Islamist 
political parties) building in Okara City. Hence, Sarwar’s campaign against corruption runs across the 
spectrum from a class-based anti-establishment critique of the military and sarmaya dars (capitalists) to 
majoritarian intolerance against religious minorities. In the case of Okara military farms, Sarwar Mujahid’s 
unrelenting reporting stood in sharp contrast to the local press, which was mostly bought off by the 
Rangers.  
Here is Sarwar’s description of how the local press covered the tenant’s movement: 
“One man who is the chairman of Okara press club mostly controls Okara press. He gets most journalists in 
Okara under his wings and controls and tells the establishment that they are his men. Munir Chauhdary gets 
money from the Deptartment of Defense…he has gotten 15 lakes (1,500,000 Rupees) from Rangers to not 
write about the Okara farmers struggle, their rights or facts. They misrepresented the mazarin movement; 
they opposed the movement and supported the Rangers. They don’t write against any corruption of the 
local bureaucracy. The journalists don’t write their own stories but get them written from the press club. 
There is only one person who writes the story that gets released from Okara (besides Nawai-Waqt). Instead 
they post the same news pre-approved by the establishment. They sell their representatives and new stories 
based on who will pay them for the story.” 
He gives an example:  
“They are against me because I don’t listen to them. I work for truth while they listen to the establishment. 
The Rangers would arrange dawats (dinner parties) for the press and they would feed them good food and 
the reporters would invite the Rangers to the press club often. They would give them expenses to highlight 
the stories and they (journalists) would go to Lahore to highlight the story. For example when bullets fired 
by the Rangers killed Amer Ali, the press reported that Baba Amer Ali was killed due to a gunfight 
between Sindhis and Punjabis in village 4L. They would always twist the facts behind the story. They 
would publish whatever the Rangers or SSP or the establishment wanted. They wouldn’t give any version 
of the mazarin.” 
 
By 2008, Sarwar was very disappointed in the progress of the mazarin movement. He felt let down by the 
lack of progress in the movement and the lack of recognition he got for highlighting their struggle. He 
noted that the movement had faded from its radical potential and now it only served as a platform for the 
political ambitions of AMP leaders like Mehr Arbab, who was trying to position himself for upcoming 
provincial elections. Sarwar’s own health and financial condition had deteriorated considerably after 
serving time in jail. He lost his left leg because he didn’t have access to proper medication for his type II 
diabetes. He lost his savings by investing in a candy factory, which was shut down and sold to pay for his 
legal and health costs.  Sarwar felt that others had profited greatly from his journalism by quoting his 
reports and making money from books about the struggle. Ironically, Sarwar’s main benefactor was Rao 
Sikander, who was Secretary of Defense under General Musharraf’s rule.  
 
60Ghani also told me a great anecdote about how when AMP representatives went to meet an American 
diplomat in Islamabad the representative knew all about the farm issue. She knew the Rangers positions, 
the land topography, etc. According to Ghani she told AMP representatives that she knew that the main 
priest in the church in 10/L was unfortunately cooperating with the army and that Americans also had 
agents in the Rangers. 
 
61Asha Amirali, One Million Tenants Rebel, The News:  
http://www.jang.com.pk/thenews/sep2002-weekly/nos-01-09-2002/pol1.htm#4 
 
62 In US dollars, revenue declined from $67,983 to $26,4500. This amount is insignificant in the total sum 
of the Army’s financial portfolio but these farms carry other kinds of capital for the military.  
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63 Similarly ‘General’ has become a popular phrase of derision to refer to the increasing greediness of the 
military. The term is used to invert the basic meaning of the army as the ‘defender of borders and protector 
of those within.’ 
 
64 The use of the term of office is used lightly here. Other terms like dara or ada might be more suitable 
but the AMP office is especially geared towards dealing with issues concerning the chaks and the village.    
 
65AMP claims autonomy in the chaks by delegating all internal conflicts within the chaks, by arranging 
nightly security to protect from surprise Rangers attacks, and by refusing to give in to the contract system.  
 
66 A few police officers have developed friendly relations with some AMP leaders and they visit AMP 
offices to share some information with the tenant farmers and also gather information about the movement. 
On one occasion I was visiting Chak 15 when a police inspector suddenly visited the AMP office soon after 
I arrived. Chaman, a young man who was in the office at the time, introduced me as his friend from the 
city, but the inspector quizzed me about my whereabouts and affiliations before taking leave. A few police 
officers like this inspector have cultivated good relations with AMP leaders in this village. According to 
these officers the police department is most interested in keeping order in the district and they do not want 
the military operation in the chaks.  
 
67 I got another perspective about the middle position of the police from a high-ranking officer, Nazir, who 
got caught up in the conflict between the peasant farmers. There were four different district police officers 
posted in Okara in 2003, when the movement was at its height and the police and army repression proved 
unsuccessful in ending the movement.  Here is a brief description about what it was like to serve in Okara 
by a Deputy superintendent who was suspended from his office after serving in Okara between 2005-2006.  
Nazir recalls that his first day of posting in Okara districts took him to the fields outside the village Chak 
15 where the paramilitary Rangers and thepPolice jointly surrounded the village around the wheat 
harvesting time. The tenants were also armed and they had taken position outside. Nazir told me that the 
local General had given orders to the police and the Army to pick up the wheat from the fields, and the 
revenue from these crops would make up for the losses from the tenants’ disobedience. The police had 
marked out and gathered the wheat crop and tractors had been arranged for transporting the wheat to the 
market, but in the last meeting the General mentioned that he had gotten orders to go soft on the tenant 
farmers, so they were ordered to leave the harvest alone.  
Nazir recalls that their were many instances where the police officers were caught in the no-man’s land 
between the tenant sharecroppers who were pointing the guns at the military checkpoints and the soldiers 
who had their guns aimed at the tenants. In between, police officers like Nazir had to serve 13-hour shifts. 
He confessed that he had never seen as much action in his entire career (which took him all over Punjab 
from a large city like Lahore to Layyah, D.G. Khan, Gujarat to Sialkot, and other districts that vary 
drastically in density and geography) as he did in this one year posting in Okara. Nazir was amazed by the 
unity between large numbers of tenants who would show up, which he associated with Mehr Arbab’s 
leadership.  
Ironically, Nazir was at the high court in Lahore to defend himself in a case where he had been accused of 
negligence in investigating a criminal case involving Mehr Arbab, the AMP (M) leader who was accused in 
a pending murder case that took place during the union council elections.  Nadeem Abbas the losing 
candidate (who is allied with Yaqoob  Iqbal, Arbab’s rival) had accused Arbab in a shooting case, which 
led to the death of a resident in Chak 9/4L. Nazir mentioned that there was no merit to this case but Arbab’s 
political rivals had introduced it only as a distraction. According to Nazir the Army has taken a very soft 
approach with the mazarin.  
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68 This claim to knowledge is also offered in ‘individual terms.’ For example, talking about the shrinking 
size of available land in the village, Safdar mentions that people in his generation have become more aware 
of the fact that having less children is better, ‘do sub say achay’ (repeating the Pakistani state’s family 
planning slogan; two are better then the rest). 

 
69There is much greater access to public elementary schooling then in the past but it is mostly limited to 
better off tenant families. There is widely shared anxiety about the lack of easy access to secondary level 
education in the chaks. There are two secondary schools in the chaks, and no secondary school for girls. 
The two secondary schools are located in Chak 6 and in the military cantonment next to Okara City. 
 
70One poster of a racy Bollywood film ‘Girlfriend’ with a not so subtle subtext of a lesbian relationship 
proved offensive and was taken down before my later visits to the store.  

 
71 In fact the military farm villages became ‘no-go areas’ where the local police would no longer enforce 
laws and small-time criminals would take refuge at night. Many people were bootlegging. 
 
72 The Multan road is the central national highway that passes by these villages and connects them to major 
urban centers like Lahore, Islamabad and Multan. Unlike Chak 45 or 4/4L, Chak 15 was of great 
importance in the movement especially since 2005 and in 2006-2007, due to the Army’s threats of 
annexing farmland bordering the cantonment line. 
 
73I was returning to Okara in the closing days of Ramadhan, three days before the annual Eid holiday, and 
the Thokar bus depot was packed with people haggling over fares. The conductors were closely surveying 
the crowd (made up of mostly laborers) to see who was willing to pay more for the coveted seats. The fares 
were rising as the clock ticked closer to the annual holiday.  I managed to find a seat in a makeshift wagon-
bus that required me to perch next to the door. My plastic bags, containing tokens of appreciation to my 
hosts, fluttered in and out the window. It was cold outside but the bus was packed and blaring with Punjabi 
and Bollywood songs. The green landscape flew by as I contorted my body to accommodate incoming 
passengers in the full capacity wagon with every stop in the peri-urban towns just outside of Lahore. 
Leaning by the window I saw lush green fields interspersed with factories and brick kilns that dot the 
agrarian hinterland in this region. 
I spent a lot of time on the road going back and forth between Okara and Lahore. Going south-west from 
Lahore the two lane Multan road mutates as it swells up wide and narrows down to the point where it 
almost disappears in market towns like Okara City, dense with pedestrian traffic, transport vehicles and 
hawker stalls. The smooth roads in Central Punjab allow for the movement of people and goods where one 
feels a great sense of connectivity between villages and towns. The smooth surface of the metaled road 
carries with it set of associations about state authority, a shared sense of space and time that lies in jarring 
contrast to the patchy territoriality evident in the interior Sindh and Seraiki areas and Baluchistan that 
testify to the uneven built topography of Pakistan. Traveling through this region on buses, wagons and 
especially on motorcycle I caught glimpses of mounds, brick roads and fragments that stand in as reminders 
of other networks of sovereign power long buried in this landscape. Temples and Gurdwaras once served as 
anchors of communities not so long ago. With little notice these sedimented artifacts rear up in the agrarian 
flat plains of Punjab, whereas other ruins remain enframed and enclosed as special zones of archeological 
knowledge like Harrapa ruins nearby, which are among the most ancient urban ruins somewhere less than 
40 Km away from the military farms. 
 
74Arbab's candidacy was unique in the history of the district because he did not belong to the two large 
landed groups, the Raos (who traditionally ran on the PPP platform) and the Zaman family (the PML-N) 
that dominate electoral politics in the Tehsil (sub-district). Arbab lobbied heavily to get a provincial 
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assembly ticket from PPP but he was unsuccessful in the end and the PPP rewarded the ticket to Rao Arif. 
The nomination of Arif dissapointed AMP activists as well PPP grassroots activists who saw Rao Arif as 
another rich politician who lived in London during tough times for the party. In the weeks leading up to the 
elections, I joined Arbab's entourage as they went from village to village, speaking to different 
constitutiences, holding festive rallies, giving out stickers and posters and reassuring different communities 
that their concerns will be dealt with. For instance I accompanied Arbab when he met the Muslim Sheikh 
community in the outskirts of Okara City who wanted reassurances that he would not side with the local 
Arain landed community. The Muslim Sheikhs are landless laborers who face discrimination in getting 
access to credit and services that are enjoyed by the landed Arains in their village, and they were willing to 
support Arbab as the leader of a poor people's movement, but not as the Arain representative. Arbab 
showed his willingness to work for the community by immediately calling up the ADC to convey the 
community's concerns. 
An hour after meeting with the Sheikhs we were sitting in the drawing room of a prominent bureaucrat in 
Okara City in Chak 5/4L. Here the topics of conversation were the upcoming elections and the fate of the 
Arain community.  Our host addressed Arbab as an Arain candidate and he bemoaned the fact that the 
Arain community is always divided among the PML N and PML Q leagues and that unlike the Raos, they 
are unable to gain political power here. He also warned Arbab that the people in the municipal and the 
District Commissioner office knew about the divisions in the AMP movement and that he had to keep an 
eye on people like Chaudhary Dil Moh'd in his own chak who were publicly criticizing him.  In the end 
Arbab lost the MPA election to Yawar Zaman, the scion of the landed family, and Rao Arif the PPP 
candidate came in third. 
 
75The Punjab Tenancy laws still discriminate against castes that were formally designated as non-cultivator 
castes under the British colonial state’s ethnographic mapping of different castes. Hence, a lower caste 
person who has been working on the fields her/his entire life might be discriminated against when trying to 
purchase land or apply for a land grant under land reforms due to their designated non-cultivator status. See 
Gazdar 2004; The Land Question. 
 
76 I hesitate to use the term Racism although the definition as developed by Etienne Balibar, Immanuel 
Wallerstein and Slavoj Zizek works in this situation. They claim that racism is not something that is 
inextricably tied to skin color or culture, but a social condition that arises out of psychological displacement 
by which the ‘other’ is invested with the theft of enjoyment of the ‘self.’ 
 
77 Yaqoob also told me about how when AMP representatives went to meet an American diplomat in 
Islamabad the representative knew all about the farm issue. She knew the rangers positions, the land 
topography, etc. According to Yaqoob the embassy officer she told the AMP representatives that she knew 
that the main priest in the church in 10/L was cooperating with the army and that was unfortunate and that 
Americans also had agents in the rangers. 
 
78A large number of soldiers and subalterns who fought in British Imperial wars and occupations in the 
early part of 20th century either lived or settled in canal colonies. The land grants in the colonies proved 
attractive as recruitment incentive in central Punjab.  In the contemporary context, the Pakistani military 
maintains a major presence in these territories. It has greatly expanded its reach through commercial 
ventures and development programs that were implemented during the colonial era of canal colonization in 
Punjab. The military has used land relations to carve out a position in the public and private sectors, 
industry, business, agriculture, education, scientific development, health care, travel, communication and 
transportation (Rizvi 2002:233). 
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Glossary 

Agricultural Caste: Certain castes such as the Jats and Arains, or the Punjab Kinship 
Group (Biraderi), were renowned as inherently suited for agriculture and were given 
preference in land allotments in the canal colonies. 
 
Arain: A peasant biraderi (caste) or patrilineal descent group of market gardeners 
favored by the British for their intense cultivation techniques and marketing their 
produce. 
 
Bauria: A nomadic tribe indigenous to the Bar that was criminalized when the region 
was irrigated and settled. 
 
Beas: The small river that used to run through Central Punjab but according to local 
legend was diverted by a Fakir who was put off by the arrogance and opulence of the 
riverine communities. 
 
Biraderi: Literally “Brotherhood," its connotation is extended kinship or common 
agnatic descent (real or imagined). In Punjab Biraderi signifies social status and often 
occupation in the traditional rural economy. 
 
Canal Colonies: The vast tract of South Western Punjab (today’s Pakistan Punjab), 
approximately 14 million acres of land that was irrigated and settled in the early 20th 
century as part of an ambitious program to transform agriculture in Punjab. 
 
Cantonment: A reserved area of land for military purposes. Theoretically cantonments 
were made as temporary structures to provide accommodation, residential houses, 
storehouses and offices for military services, ranges and parade grounds. These 
temporary settlements became permanent markets in which a large number of troops and 
military animals were garrisoned. Their requirement of food, fodder and provisions 
would also have helped in absorbing Punjab's agricultural produce. 
 
Chak: Urdu term for village. In the canal colonies the nomenclature for the settlement of 
thousands of new villages was to designate a number followed by its location on left or 
right side of the canal: Chak 10 3/R. 
 
 
Chenab: The westernmost river that is diverted to supply most of the water for the large 
Triple Canal Scheme that feeds into the Lower Bari Doab. 
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Criminal Tribes: The indigenous pastoral tribes of central Punjab who were 
criminalized for refusing to settle down and farm. The indigenous population was also 
derisively referred to as janglis or the wild people. Hundreds of tribes were forced to 
settle down in reform colonies where they were taught how to survive as cultivators. 
Many of these indigenous communities, like the Od, were brought in as laborers in the 
difficult job of canal construction. 
 
Dacoit: An armed robber or a bandit, especially known to strike at caravans. Dacoits are 
feared and also celebrated in popular folklore as avengers of the oppressed. 
 
Doab: Literally the land between two waters. In Punjab it refers to the dry tract of land 
between two rivers. 
 
Fakir: A Muslim ascetic who like all ascetics rejects all worlds of material things and 
kinship belonging to devote himself to God. 
 
Jangli: The indigenous community in central Punjab who were designated as 'wild' and 
primitive in colonial sociology. This term became a legal category to describe a pastoral 
and mobile population who refused to settle down and practice agriculture. Many of them 
were forcibly settled in penal villages and labor camps to dig the canals.  
 
Kamboh: Another peasant caste group that is often in competition with the Arain caste 
for influence in central Punjab. 
 
Kammi: A non-agriculturalist labor or servant caste in the villages that was denied land 
allotments in the canal colonies. However, Kammis often worked as laborers in the fields 
of agricultural caste tenants. 
 
Lower Bari Doab: The last major project canal colonization that lasted from 1900-1920. 
The LBD had the greatest allotment for the gentry and the military. The Okara military 
farms and British Seed Cotton Farms in Khanewal were set up as a result of the LBD 
project. 
 
Mazara (pl. Mazarin): Tenant farmer who traditionally surrendered 40-50% of his/her 
harvest in exchange for the right to till the land. The landlord was supposed to provide 
the inputs for the tenant farmers. According to the 1898 Punjab Tenancy Act, the tenant 
farmer who is designated Permanent Tenant has guaranteed land use rights as long as s/he 
continues to surrender his/her share of the harvest.  
 
Rawalpindi: The central garrison town next to Islamabad. The headquarters for the 
Pakistani Army. 
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Sansi: Another nomadic tribe targeted by the colonial state for its mobile life.  
 
Subadar: A non-commissioned rank officer in the British Indian Army 
 
Sutlej: One of five rivers that flows (or used to flow) through Punjab before all the 
irrigation projects and damsbetween India and Pakistan. 
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