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Abstract

The Naxalite movement represents one of the longest running internal conflicts in India, deeply rooted in issues of socio-economic inequality,
tribal marginalization, and uneven development. Chhattisgarh, particularly the Bastar region within the Dandakaranya forest zone, has emerged
as a central theatre of Maoist insurgency. This research paper examines the historical growth and consolidation of the Naxalite movement in
Chhattisgarh and analyzes the increasing participation of women within the insurgent framework. The study explores the socio-economic
conditions, state absence, resource conflicts, and ideological mobilization that enabled the movement to flourish in the region. Special attention
is given to women’s involvement in Maoist organizations, examining both voluntary and coercive factors influencing their participation. The
paper argues that women’s participation in the insurgency is shaped by structural inequalities, patriarchal oppression, economic deprivation, and
political marginalization. By situating the Naxalite movement within the broader context of tribal displacement, resource extraction, and
governance deficits, the study highlights how insurgent groups mobilize marginalized populations. The research concludes that sustainable

solutions require inclusive development, gender-sensitive policies, and improved state presence in tribal regions.
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Introduction

Social unrest and revolutionary movements often emerge
from deep structural inequalities. Aristotle once observed that
inequality is the root cause of revolutions, a statement that
aptly describes the emergence of the Naxalite movement in
central India. Chhattisgarh, despite being rich in natural
resources and cultural diversity, has witnessed prolonged
conflict between Maoist insurgents and the state. The region’s
tribal communities, historically dependent on forests and land
for livelihood, have faced displacement, exploitation, and
political marginalization.

Chhattisgarh was carved out of Madhya Pradesh in November
2000 to address regional aspirations and administrative
neglect. The new state comprises significant tribal populations
and vast forest cover, making it both resource-rich and
developmentally vulnerable. The paradox of “rich land
inhabited by poor people” characterizes the socio-economic
reality of the state. Abundant mineral reserves such as iron
ore, coal, bauxite, and limestone have attracted large
industrial corporations and state-owned enterprises. However,
industrial expansion has often resulted in displacement and
marginalization of tribal communities.

Within this context of deprivation and alienation, the Naxalite
movement found fertile ground for expansion. The insurgency
gradually transformed large parts of Chhattisgarh into a
conflict zone, particularly the Bastar division. The
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Dandakaranya region, spanning across Chhattisgarh,
Maharashtra, Telangana, and Odisha, has become a strategic
base for Maoist activities due to its dense forests and weak
state presence.

This paper examines the growth and consolidation of the
Maoist movement in Chhattisgarh and explores the gendered
dimension of insurgency by analyzing the participation of
women in the Naxalite movement.

Historical Background of the Naxalite Movement

The Naxalite movement originated in 1967 in the village of
Naxalbari in West Bengal as a peasant uprising against
oppressive landlords. Inspired by Maoist ideology, the
movement advocated armed struggle to overthrow what it
perceived as a semi-feudal and semi-colonial Indian state.
Over the decades, the insurgency spread across several states
including Andhra Pradesh, Jharkhand, Bihar, Odisha, and
Chbhattisgarh.

In Chbhattisgarh, the movement’s expansion is closely linked
to the socio-economic conditions of tribal populations. Large
sections of the population depend on forests for livelihood
through collection of minor forest produce such as tendu
leaves and bamboo. However, exploitative practices by
contractors, forest officials, and traders created resentment
among tribal communities.

The Maoists strategically mobilized these grievances to build
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support among local populations. Their narrative of resistance
against exploitation resonated with communities that had long
been neglected by the state.

Growth and Consolidation of the Maoist Movement in

Chhattisgarh

The growth of the Naxalite movement in Chhattisgarh can

broadly be divided into three phases.

i) First Phase: Entry into Bastar (1980s): The first phase

began in 1980 when cadres of the Communist Party of
India (Marxist-Leninist) People’s War Group entered the
Bastar region. Led by Kondapalli Seetharamaiah, the
organization formed guerrilla squads and established
operational bases in the forested areas of Dandakaranya.
Initially, Maoist cadres faced resistance from local
communities unfamiliar with their ideology. However,
they gradually gained support by addressing everyday
grievances such as land disputes, harassment by forest
officials, and exploitation by contractors. By mobilizing
tribal communities around issues of land rights and
wages for forest produce, Maoists were able to establish a
grassroots presence.
The strategic geography of Bastar—with dense forests
and difficult terrain—provided ideal conditions for
guerrilla warfare and helped insurgents evade security
forces.

ii) Second Phase: Expansion and Mass Mobilization

(1980s—2000s): The second phase witnessed rapid
expansion of Maoist activities. During this period,
insurgents began organizing local communities through
mass organizations and people’s courts (Jan Adalats).
These forums were used to resolve disputes and punish
individuals accused of exploiting tribal communities.
Maoists also promoted agricultural reforms by
encouraging tribals to cultivate forest land and resist
exploitative practices. Such initiatives strengthened their
legitimacy among local populations.
By the 1990s, the movement had established strong
networks across the Bastar region. Despite government
bans on Maoist organizations, underground activities
continued, supported by ideological propaganda and
armed cadres.

iili) Third Phase: Formation of CPI (Maoist) and
Intensification of Conflict (2004 onwards): The third
phase began in 2004 with the merger of the People’s War
Group and Maoist Communist Centre, leading to the
formation of the Communist Party of India (Maoist). This
merger significantly strengthened the insurgency by
combining resources, leadership, and operational
networks.

During this period, Maoists expanded their influence
across several districts of Chhattisgarh including
Dantewada, Bijapur, Sukma, Narayanpur, Bastar, and
Kanker. The insurgency also intensified, resulting in
frequent attacks on security forces, infrastructure, and
political representatives.

The Abujhmad forest region emerged as a key Maoist
stronghold due to its remote location and limited state
presence. Hundreds of violent incidents have occurred in
this region, making it one of the most sensitive conflict
zones in India.

Strategic Importance of the Dandakaranya Region
The Dandakaranya region plays a crucial role in the
expansion of the Maoist movement. Geographically, it spans

https://academicjournal.ijraw.com

multiple states and consists of dense forests and mountainous
terrain. Such geography enables insurgents to move across
state borders while remaining hidden within forest cover.

The region is also characterized by poor infrastructure,
limited governance, and high levels of poverty. Many villages
lack access to education, healthcare, and employment
opportunities. The absence of effective state institutions
created a vacuum that Maoist groups exploited.

Furthermore, the region is rich in natural resources such as
iron ore and coal. Industrial expansion and mining projects
have led to large-scale displacement of tribal communities.
These grievances over land, forests, and water—popularly
known as Jal, Jungle, Jameen—have become central themes
in Maoist mobilization.

Women in the Naxalite Movement

Women’s participation in insurgent movements has
historically been significant yet understudied. In the context
of the Naxalite movement in Chhattisgarh, women constitute
a substantial proportion of the cadre.

Reports suggest that women make up nearly 40 percent of
Maoist fighters in the Dandakaranya region. They serve not
only in cultural wings but also in combat roles, intelligence
gathering, and organizational leadership.

Initially, women were largely associated with mass
organizations such as the Dandakaranya Krantikari Adivasi
Mabhila Sangh and cultural groups like the Chetna Natya
Manch. Over time, their roles expanded to include
participation in armed squads and leadership positions.

Factors Influencing Women’s Participation

Several socio-economic, political, and personal factors

influence women’s involvement in the Naxalite movement.

e Structural and Economic Factors: Poverty, land
alienation, and economic insecurity push many women
toward insurgent groups. Displacement due to mining
and development projects often leaves tribal families
without livelihood options. Women, burdened with
family responsibilities, sometimes join insurgent groups
in search of economic security and social protection.

e Patriarchy and Social Oppression: Patriarchal
structures within tribal and rural societies often limit
women’s autonomy. Insurgent movements sometimes
present themselves as spaces of gender equality and
empowerment. The promise of dignity, freedom, and
participation in decision-making attracts women seeking
escape from oppressive social norms.

e Political Repression and Violence: State repression and
experiences of violence can also drive women toward
insurgent groups. The loss of family members in
encounters or security operations may create feelings of
anger and revenge, motivating women to join militant
organizations.

e Ideological Commitment: Some women join the
movement due to ideological belief in revolutionary
change. Maoist propaganda emphasizes social justice,
equality, and liberation of marginalized communities,
which appeals to individuals committed to political
transformation.

e Personal and Emotional Factors: Personal trauma,
family disputes, or social stigma can also influence
recruitment. In certain cases, women who face social
exclusion or violence may view insurgent organizations
as a means of rebuilding identity and gaining respect.
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Methods of Recruitment

Maoist groups employ multiple strategies to recruit women

into their organizations.

i) Ideological Persuasion: Women are mobilized through
narratives of injustice and resistance against exploitation.

ii) Family Networks: Many recruits join due to influence
from family members already associated with the
movement.

iii) Emotional Coercion: Women facing social stigma or
trauma may be pressured into joining insurgent groups.

iv) Limited Choices: In conflict zones where state
institutions are weak, insurgent groups may appear as the
only available support structure.

v) Economic Incentives: Financial assistance and security
offered by insurgent groups can attract women from
economically vulnerable backgrounds.

Implications of Women’s Participation

The participation of women has significant implications for
both the insurgency and broader social dynamics. Women’s
involvement strengthens insurgent networks by facilitating
communication with local communities and expanding
recruitment. Their presence also enhances the legitimacy of
the movement by portraying it as inclusive and egalitarian.
However, women in insurgent groups often face multiple
challenges including harsh living conditions, exposure to
violence, and internal power hierarchies. While insurgent
organizations claim to promote gender equality, real
empowerment remains contested.

Conclusion

The growth of the Naxalite movement in Chhattisgarh cannot
be understood merely as a security problem. It is deeply
rooted in historical injustices, socio-economic inequalities,
and governance deficits. The dense forests of Dandakaranya,
combined with the marginalization of tribal communities and
competition over natural resources, created favorable
conditions for Maoist expansion.

Women’s participation in the insurgency highlights the
gendered dimensions of conflict. While some women join the
movement due to ideological commitment or desire for
empowerment, many are driven by structural inequalities,
economic hardships, and social oppression. Their involvement
reflects broader issues of gender, development, and justice in
conflict-affected regions.

Addressing the Naxalite insurgency therefore requires a
multidimensional approach that goes beyond military
solutions. Strengthening democratic institutions, ensuring
equitable development, protecting tribal rights, and promoting
gender-sensitive policies are essential for long-term peace in
the region.
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