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Abstract  

Land-grabbing is an issue of global significance. It is a key driver of conflict and violence. 

There is a growing wealth of research focusing on the macro political-economic processes 

underpinning land-grabs, but there is lack of empirical material on localised micro political-

economic processes that frame land-grabs. This thesis explores the micro-politics of land-

grabbing and resistance, focusing on marginalised communities in Bangladesh. When lands 

are grabbed in a context marked by asymmetric power relations, influential actors, including 

individuals, politicians, state agencies, and private companies tend to grab the land – 

especially from marginalised communities – through violence and leveraging their privileged 

social networks. This process results in contentions between powerful actors, who make 

attempts to grab the land, and less powerful actors, who mobilise to resist dispossession. 

The process of resistance seems to be influenced profoundly by localised cultural contexts.  

In order to understand the resistance trajectories to land-grabs prompt, Charles Tilly’s 

theoretical contribution – contentious politics – has been employed. Contentious politics 

offers an analytical lens for isolating, analysing and incorporating into a broader whole the 

social determinations critical to land-grab outcomes, either the triumphant or failed or 

ineffectual form of resistance. By using the lenses of contentious politics, the study attempts 

to understand the granular social transactions which drive the micro-politics of land grabbing 

and resistance. In order to map successful and unsuccessful resistance trajectories to land-

grabs, the study has selected four case studies – balancing state actors and non-state 

actors – employing the multiple-case study approach. Drawing on contentious politics theory 

and the selected case studies, this thesis conceptualises some of the core variables that 

mediate successful and unsuccessful resistance efforts. 

. 
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Chapter One: Successful and Unsuccessful Resistance to Land-Grabs 

 

1.1 Introduction 

Over the last decade, the discourse of land grabbing has become a critical issue in global 

politics. Land grabbing is a ‘global-scale phenomenon’ (Margulis, McKeon and Borras Jr, 

2014) linked to dispossessions, human rights violations, environmental degradations, and 

privatisation of natural resources (Gonda, 2019; Borras Jr and Franco, 2013; Peluso and 

Lund, 2011; White et al., 2012; Zoomers, 2010; Borras Jr. et al., 2012). White et al., (2012: 

620) claim, 

Faced with the rapid spate of big land deals in recent years and in all continents, there is plenty 
of reason for researchers, activists and policymakers to be concerned with the immediate 
problems of dispossession, exclusion and adverse incorporation that local communities face. 

Because of the resource needs associated with producing food, biofuel and various 

industrial commodities for international and national markets, land grabbing takes place on a 

global scale (Margulis, McKeon and Borras Jr, 2014). According to Borras Jr, Franco and 

Wang (2014: 162), ‘grabbing land for purpose of using it as a factor of agricultural production 

to produce food, feed, biofuels, and other industrial products is probably the most 

common’prompt for land grabs. Land grabbing is a process whereby effective control over 

land passes from an original occupant, resident or customary landowner to another actor, 

under contested conditions usually marked by asymmetric power relations. Land grabbing 

frequently occurs when informal customary or indigenous land tenure systems are ignored 

by the statutes of states (Hall et al., 2015). Insecure land rights or weak land governance 

systems tend to destroy customary land rights by which the poor have used the land for 

generations. This process violates the human rights of local communities, while elites and 

investors can capture land often sanctioned by national law (Lasslett, 2018).  

Contemporary land grabs are more complex and polycentric, as present forms involve the 

negotiated transfer of legal property rights between powerful actors, namely governments 

and investors (Margulis and Porter, 2014). According to GRAIN (2016: 4), ‘the 2016 dataset 

documents 491 large-scale1 land grabs taking place over the past decade. The deals cover 

over 30 million hectares of land in 78 countries.’ Also, Ismar (2013) claims that 

approximately 70% of land grabs take place in Africa. Multi-layered institutions facilitate the 

contemporary wave of land grabbing. For example, McMichael (2014: 57) asserts: 

Global land grabbing is promoted by, among other organisations, the World Bank, its 
international Finance Corporation (IFC), the international Rice Research Institute (IRRI) of the 

                                                
1 It involves large (> 500 hectares) areas of land. 
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Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), and other, with particular focus on Sub-Saharan 
Africa.     

Moreover, the global North and the global South relations are an active dynamic in the 

grabbing process. For instance, several European Union (EU) Members States2, Asia 

countries3, African countries4, Middle Eastern countries5, Australia, Brasil, and the United 

States act not only as investors, but also as mediators in promoting the trend of land 

grabbing across the globe (Carroccio et al., 2016; Sassen, 2014; Margulis, McKeon and 

Borras Jr, 2014; Woertz, 2014). This process creates detrimental impacts on local 

communities, especially for socio-economically marginalised groups in the global South.  

The adverse impacts of land grabbing include displacement of the local smallholders with 

traditional livelihood patterns, destruction of smallholder economies, damaging biodiversity –

water body and soil quality, and destroying the grazing land for pastoralists (Edelman et al., 

2013; Sassen, 2014; Hallam, 2013). Local communities are not only displaced by land 

grabbing, but they also are denied access to the local resources or economic benefits 

(MacInnes, 2015). A study demonstrates that more than 12.1 million people are affected by 

large-scale land acquisitions (Davis, D’Odorico and Rulli, 2014). Furthermore, Centre for 

Economic and Social Rights asserts: ‘each year, up to 30 million hectares of farmland are 

lost’6. Because of commercial pressure on land, smallholders are being displaced across the 

world. Anseeuw, Cotula and Taylor (2013: 430) postulate: 

 
In general, commercial pressure on land lead to a concentration, intensification and 
mechanisation of agriculture practices. They are associated with a trend towards monoculture, 
with the marginalisation of family farming, and with farmers becoming landless labourers. Even 
where this could lead to increased productivity, there are real concerns that the more 
vulnerable groups will bear the costs without reaping the benefits. These concerns are 
exacerbated by the lack of alternative livelihood opportunities for people who lose land and do 
not manage to obtain employment in the newly established plantations.   

Accordingly, land grabbing meets various forms of resistance and conflict. The process of 

resistance seems to be influenced profoundly by localised cultural contexts (Moreda, 2015). 

Resistance frequently involves diverse forms of collective action, mobilised to defeat more 

powerful opponents. Resistance against land grabs occurs globally (Chowdhury, 2014; Bedi, 

2015; McAllister, 2015; Sampat, 2015; Adnan, 2013; Gingembre, 2015; Hall et al., 2015; 

Borras Jr and Franco, 2013), but the outcome of the resistance process is diverse. 

According to Borras Jr and Franco (2013: 1728),   

                                                
2 UK, Sweden, Netherlands, Germany, Italy, Denmark, and France (Sassen, 2014).   
3 China, South Korea, India, and Japan (Sassen, 2014).  
4 South Africa, Mauritius, Libya, and Djibouti (Sassen, 2014).  
5 Saudi Arabia, UAE, Egypt, Jordan, Qatar, Lebanon, and Israel (Sassen, 2014).  
6https://www.cesr.org/land-grabbing-and-its-implications-economic-social-and-cultural-rights accessed on 3 June 
2020.  
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Political mobilisations for or against land deals by affected social groups do not emerge 
automatically, despite the changing objective conditions, a topic that has been the subject of 
research in agrarian studies and social movement/collective action studies for quite some time 
now. Some individuals and groups are able to resist through covert actions, more fluid and 
pervasive at times. Some groups are able to resist and succeed. Some mobilisations are 
localised and isolated, while others are able to link up with national groups. 
 

Resistance brings forth various forms of reactions and complex socio-political dynamics 

when ‘local people’ or ‘local communities’ are expelled from their land (Hall et al., 2015). 

Clearly, land grab triggers complex socio-political dynamics. Borras Jr and Franco (2013: 

1728) claim: 

Ultimately groups that are able to galvanise broad unity within and between affected 
communities, able to recruit and mobilise influential allies from within their communities and 
beyond (including international actors), within and outside the state, and able to generate 
sympathetic media attention are likely to succeed, even if just partially, in their political 
struggles in the context either of struggle against expulsion or of adverse incorporation.  

In short, land grabbing is an issue of global significance, which has tended to cause conflict 

and violence. The land-grabbing research is primarily focused on macro political-economic 

processes underpinning land-grabs, as opposed to the granular networks and transactions 

these processes necessarily take place through. Accordingly, there is a scope for 

exploratory studies that can begin to explore the latter, less trodden territory. As Zoomers 

(2010: 429) claims, ‘the term ‘land grab’ generally refers to large-scale, cross-border land 

deals or transactions that are carried out by transnational corporations or initiated by foreign 

governments.’ The study, therefore, focuses on the micro political-economic processes 

underpinning land grabs in Bangladesh.  

The micro processes mean: when lands are grabbed in a context marked by asymmetric 

power relations, influential actors, including individuals, politicians, state agencies, and 

private companies organise into coalitions which aim to grab land through a mixture of legal 

procedure (often involving abuse), violence and using clientelist social networks. This 

process triggers contention between powerful and less powerful actors in the society, but the 

resistance to land-grabs – that are led by less powerful communities – results in either 

episodes of success or failure, with respect to protecting their control over the land.  

1.2 Study Area 

To better understand the micro political-economic processes of land grabbing, the study 

focuses on the land contentions between powerful actors and marginalised communities in 

Bangladesh. Generally, agriculture is the mainstay economy of Bangladesh, and land is a 

key resource that plays significant roles in ensuring the food security of the country 

(Mainuddin and Kirby, 2015). Approximately 65 percent of the total population involves in the 

agricultural profession (Siddik, Rahman and Moniruzzaman, 2018), while around 60% of 
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landowners possess one-acre land or less (Landlinks: USAID)’7. Individuals obtain land 

entitlements following the legislation of the country – which mentions in the Article 42 (1) of 

the Constitution of Bangladesh (Siddik, Rahman and Moniruzzaman, 2018), but land-related 

disputes are the ‘severe problem’ of the country8: ‘The Association of Land Reform 

Development estimates that 75% of approximately three million pending court cases related 

to land disputes’ (Bangladesh General Briefing; 2020: 1)9. Table 1 provides compelling 

evidence in relation to land-related disputes in Bangladesh.   

Table 1: A few attributes of land-related disputes.  

Issue (s)  Quantity  Source (s) 
Pending land cases with courts Three million Bangladesh General Briefing (2020: 1) 
Number of deaths attributed to 
land litigations 

32,073 in 2002 Asian NGO collation10 

Number of affected people 
related to land disputes 

120 million Rahman and Hossain (2020: 2)  

 
Land grabs and displacements, which can be termed as an epicentre of social conflict, are a 

widespread phenomenon in Bangladesh. By using the corrupt mechanisms of the state – 

e.g., creating false land documents, local elites such as politicians, business holders and 

bureaucrats exacerbate the incidents of land grabbing (Adnan, 2013; Hossain, 2015; Huq 

and Shoaib, 2013; Feldman and Geisler, 2012). Bangladesh is among the most densely 

populated countries in the world – estimated approximately 164.88 million11, but the country 

occupies 148 million hectares land (Mainuddin and Kirby, 2015). Also, the New 

Humanitarian (2010) claims: ‘Close to 4.5 million are completely landless’12. However, 

approximate 30 million marginalised people13 – which is calculated based on cultural 

identities, races and ethnicities – live in the country. Marginalised communities, especially 

ethnic and religious minorities have been increasingly experiencing the incidents of 

dispossession and eviction from their ancestral lands (Barkat et al., 2019; Pant et al., 2014; 

Barkat et al., 2009). Due to the increased incidence of land grabbing, marginalised 

communities have already lost a total of 6.4 million acres of land (Haque, 2012). Having 

understood the given features, Bangladesh constitutes a compelling region in which to 

conduct this exploratory study at a micro-level.  

 

                                                
7https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/bangladesh/ accessed on 7 June 2020.  
8https://www.brac.net/latest-news/item/1152-31-million-face-legal-issues-every-year-land-disputes-most-severe 
accessed on 3 June 2020.  
9https://www.csw.org.uk/2020/05/01/report/4636/article.htm accessed on 6 June 2020.  
10https://angoc.org/where-we-work/south-asia/bangladesh/ accessed on 7 June 2020.  
11https://www.statista.com/statistics/438167/total-population-of-bangladesh/ accessed on 3 June 2020.   
12https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/report/89399/bangladesh-landless-numbers-rise accessed on 7 June 
2020.  
13https://bdplatform4sdgs.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/State-of-the-Marginalised-Communities-in-
Bangladesh-2016.pdf accessed on 3 June 2020. 
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1.3 Analytical Lens 

The study contributes to academic knowledge by collating a data-set enhanced through the 

application of contentious politics theory – a scholarly tract initiated by Charles Tilly, which is 

focused on the micro political-economic mechanisms of resistance. Land grabs are 

contentious episodes in which contested parties make claims on each other. Land grabbing 

denotes contention, often between competing tenure systems and contentious politics theory 

is being drawn on here to understand these dynamics. As Tilly (2008: 6) postulates:   

 
In the simplest version of contention, one party makes claims on another. The parties are often 
persons, but one or the other can also be a group or even institution; you can make a claim on 
your boss, or file a claim on the government for worker’s compensation.   

The claim-making process is central in Tilly’s studies of contentious politics. The claim-

making process comprises framing, mobilisation, repertoire of contention, and forging 

networks with diverse social actors – which are all used by challengers in contentions (see 

chapter three). The contender, for example, engages in direct challenges or contentious 

episodes to resist powerful opponents in order to achieve shared interests. Therefore, in 

order to better understand resistance trajectories to land grabs, contentious politics has been 

taken into consideration. By using overarching lenses of contentious politics – which 

provides an analytical framework, the resistance trajectories to land grabs will be examined. 

However, the method and case studies will then be outlined, before a summary is provided 

of the thesis’ structure.     

1.4 Methodology 
 
In land-grabbing cases, two or more parties are involved in making claims over land. 

Contentious politics offers a broader framework for analysing how social interactions in a 

contentious episode generate various outcomes: and these outcomes sit along a continuum, 

the poles of which are successful defense of land security, or on the other hand 

displacement. In addition, the claim-making process between the contested groups seems to 

be a never-ending process. For example, a community may be evicted, but if they did not 

resist, perhaps they would not get alternative housing or compensation. Similarly, they may 

succeed in defending their land, but did not receive any formal security of tenure, rendering 

them vulnerable to the next land grab. However, having grasped the basic theoretical 

features of contentious politics that have been adopted in the study, the case study 

methodology has been adopted to explore resistance trajectories to land-grabs (see chapter 

four). To generate data, four exploratory case studies were conducted. According to Ogawa 

and Malen (1991: 276), ‘exploratory case studies attempt to provide a cogent, detailed 

portrait—a coherent, narrative depiction—of complex phenomena’. When understanding the 

rigours of the exploratory case study approach, the multiple-case study design was applied 
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to study how different balance of forces, and different repertoires can underpin successful 

and unsuccessful resistance to land-grabs. Case studies were populated using qualitative 

research methods, namely semi-structured interviews, complimented by archival research. 

 
1.5 Introducing the cases  

Having set out in short form the methodological approach adopted, the study considers the 

micro-politics of land grabbing and resistance process as a unit of analysis – focusing on the 

land contentions between marginalised communities and powerful actors. According to Yin 

(2012: 6), ‘the case serves as the main unit of analysis in a case study’. On the other hand, 

case screening is a major step in the case study research. That is why, Seawright and 

Gerring emphasise the importance of case selection procedures: ‘case selection is the 

primordial task of the case study researcher, for in choosing cases, one also sets out an 

agenda for studying those cases’ (2008: 294). Therefore, case selection strategies play a 

pivotal role in designing the case study research. 

In order to understand resistance trajectories to land-grabs, the study selects land 

contentions – focusing on successful execution and unsuccessful execution of land-grabs. In 

addition to the categorisation process, the study considers two different powerful agencies 

against less powerful actors: State agencies vs marginalised communities and non-state 

agencies vs marginalised communities – balancing state actors and non-state actors. 

Following the replication logic of the case study literature, the study selects four case 

studies. More specifically, two different state agencies making claims on two different 

marginalised communities, while two different non-state agencies and marginalised 

communities are involved in making claims on each other.  

Category A: State agencies vs Marginalised communities 

1.5.1 Case study 1: Successful resistance to land-grab 

With the intent of establishing an Economic Zone (EZ), the Bangladesh Economic Zone 

Authority (BEZA) – a state agency – acquired 512 acres of land in Chandpur Tea Estate in 

2014. The tea company leased the lands from the concerned ministry of Bangladesh, after 

the liberation of country in 1971. When BEZA acquired the lands in order to set up an EZ, 

the tea labourers of the garden protested the acquisition process. The tea labour community 

has been cultivating crops on the lands since the British colonial regime, as the lease 

process was started during the British colonial regime. Accordingly, the lands had in effect 

been the property of the tea community for almost 150 years. This possession evolved into a 

customary land tenure system. Land right passes from the father, who was a labourer, to the 

son, who is also a labourer of the garden; this process is known as ‘labour line’ that refers to 
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job transfers from father to son. The minimum wages paid to tea labourers attach them to 

the lands, from where they can generate subsistence livelihood. 

As the lands provided subsistence livelihood procedure, the tea community involved 

contention with BEZA. While BEZA acquired the land officially, the control over the lands – 

taking possession of the lands was deferred, as the tea labourers employed multiple 

strategies to resist the state actor: using diverse repertoires and innovating repertoires of 

contention. To respond to the contentious performances of the tea labourers, the state 

deployed anti-mobilised agencies, namely law enforcement agency and political leaders of 

the ruling party to demobilise the resistance process. In addition to the demobilisation 

process, different social actors, including left-wing political parties, civil society organisations, 

human rights activists, and academics came forward to resist the state actors. Not only did 

the tea labourers systematise contentious performances but also the allied actors performed 

and organised repertoires of contention. This process resulted in a successful resistance to 

land-grab. 

 
1.5.2 Case study 2: Unsuccessful resistance to land-grab 

Land contention in this case study was triggered between Santal community and a state-

owned sugar mill in 1955 during the Pakistani colonial regime. In order to cultivate 

sugarcane for the sugar industry, the Pakistani colonial administrator acquired the lands of 

the Santal community – known as Adivasi or indigenous community. Accordingly, the 

marginalised community was evicted forcefully from their land in 1962. The colonial 

administrators conducted the eviction drive, involving political elites of the local power 

structure – namely the local Muslim elite. Not only did the local elite assist the colonial 

administrator but also acted as a collaborator of the colonial administrator. After the incident, 

the evicted families dispersed throughout different regions of East Pakistan and India, as a 

displaced community. Only a few families were able to settle down in the adjacent villages 

populated by sugarcane field, as they possessed lands around the area. But the majority 

had to leave the place as “landlessness”. 

In the post-colonial regime, the successors of the community attempted to reacquire the 

lands. In 2004, the sugar mill, which is a state enterprise, ceased sugar production after its 

profitability had been harmed by corruption. As the sugar mill stopped producing sugar, the 

mill authority leased out the sugar farmland to local political elites. This violated the 

conditions of the land acquisition agreement. Although the displaced communities performed 

diverse repertoires of contention to reclaim the land, the local government authority rejected 

the claim-making process. To respond to the rejection, the successor of the victim 

community took possession of the acquired land – albeit violating legal procedures. On 6 
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November 2016, a fierce clash took place between the marginalised community and law 

enforcements agencies, who conducted an eviction drive against the community. Two 

Santals were killed, and a hundred people were wounded when they attempted to resist the 

eviction. Subsequently, seven criminal cases and three writ petitions, therefore, were lodged 

in connection with the clash. The repression successfully constrained the resistance 

movement.  

 
Category B: Non-state agencies vs Marginalised communities 

1.5.3 Case study 3: Successful resistance to land-grab 

Three parties – Barisal Baptist Mission Society (BBMS), Bangladesh Baptist Church Sangha 

(BBCS), and Khansons group (a private company) – were involved in making claims on each 

other. During the British colonial regime, approximately, 21.433 acres of land were acquired 

for the Baptist community. Two point five acres of which become contested property in 2016. 

However, BBMS claimed that their ancestors donated money – during the British colonial 

regime – to purchase the lands in order to perform religious practices and set up educational 

institutions. BBCS – the clergy of the Baptist community – made counterclaims on the lands, 

including the 2.53 acres of land. BBCS made arguments that British Missionary Society 

Corporation (BMSC) purchased the land for establishing Baptist church and missionary 

schools in Barisal district between 1914 and 1918. Also added that Reverend Gordon Soddy 

– a British citizen – who was a missionary of BMSC, executed a ‘trustee deed’ of the 

acquired land on 22 August 1969. According to the trustee deed, BBCS became the 

successor of the land, including the contested land. Not only did BBCS make a counterclaim 

on the land, but also made an opaque land sale transaction with a private company, 

Khansons group. 

When the private company purchased land from BBCS, the company made several attempts 

to grab the lands by using force, with a falsified land deed. In order to grab the land, the 

company recruited private armies – anti-mobilised agencies, who attempted to evict the 

residents of the lands. As the poor of the Baptist community lived on the lands: the lands 

were allocated among the ultra-poor and homeless of the community as per the policy of 

BBMS, they were involved in a clash to resist the grabber. In addition to the resistance 

process, the local leaders of BBMS not only took legal action against the company, but they 

also persuaded government bodies, local law enforcement agencies, political parties, 

religious organisations, civil society groups, and journalists to protect the lands and the ultra-

poor of the community, who have been living on the lands for more than two decades. 
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1.5.4 Case study 4: Unsuccessful resistance to land-grab 

A privately held company made claims on the lands of indigenous communities. ‘Gazi 

Rubber Plantation Company’ grabbed approximately 700 acres of land in Lama Sub-district 

– one of the remote regions of Chittagong Hill Tracts in Bangladesh. The land grab began in 

2012. In order to grab the land, the company used local government officials, political 

leaders, and local chiefs in the indigenous communities. As the owner of the company is a 

member of the political elite, the company enjoys profound influence over higher officials, 

including local government officials and local political leaders – using corrupt mechanisms 

such as bribing, powerful political networks, and muscle power. Also, local administrations 

assisted the company to proceed with the displacement of indigenous communities; false 

land deeds were prepared in connection with the corrupt officials of the local land office. 

Three indigenous communities: Marma, Tripura and Mro were the victims of the land-grab. 

Approximately, 77 indigenous families were affected, and several families were displaced, as 

these communities depended on the hilly lands where they were cultivating a variety of crops 

– including mango, banana, paddy, lentil, and timber. However, a distinct customary land 

tenure system – that underpinned subsistence livelihoods – was destroyed to grab the lands 

of indigenous communities. In order to protect the customary land tenure system, the 

indigenous communities submitted petitions to different governmental offices. Financial 

hardship created a range of constraint, including an ability to lodge a case with the local 

court against the company. On the other hand, the company implicated protesters in false 

allegations at the local police station; this process demobilised the resistance movement. 

Additionally, being indigenous communities in this region, they have limited political networks 

– marginalised political connections with mainstream politics – to resist the powerful 

opponent. 

 
1.6 Thesis structure   

This thesis is divided into nine chapters. Chapter one – addresses the background of the 

research focusing on the importance of land grabbing as a critical phenomenon in the global 

politics. Also, the chapter highlights the scope of the study: micro political-economic 

processes of land grabbing in Bangladesh that meet resistance processes. Chapter two 

reviews the land grabbing literature dealing with the contemporary definition of the land-grab, 

the impact of land grabbing, the process of land grabbing, and the resistance process – 

identifying gaps and supplementing them with the conceptual foundation – contentious 

politics. Land grabbing literature helps to link comparative literature on contentious politics. 

In order to explore the selected cases of the study, the literature review provides intellectual 
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rigour in terms of understanding contemporary trajectories of land grabbing. In addition, 

scholarly contributions enrich the intellectual faculty to set out the empirical research.  

Chapter three highlights the conceptual and theoretical foundation of the thesis by reviewing 

literature on contentious politics. This chapter identifies the relevance of the contentious 

politics in order to understand successful and unsuccessful trajectories to land-grabs: what 

are the contributing factors that lead to either successful or unsuccessful resistances to land-

grabs? In addition to the philosophical underpinning of the thesis, the rationale of 

methodological choice is outlined. While understanding the theoretical foundation of the 

study, chapter four details methodology, including study design, case selection process, 

methods, field operations, and ethical considerations, which achieve the study aims. It 

explains how the methodology advanced the research aims. Finally, this chapter also details 

the relevance of the multiple-case study approach. 

Chapter five presents and analyses the empirical findings of the case study, the tea labourer 

community vs state actors. When the state actor acquired the lands – where the victim 

community had been cultivating crops for almost 150 years, a contentious episode triggered 

between the tea labourer community and state actors. The chapter demonstrates how the 

tea labourer community resisted the state actors by employing diverse mechanisms of 

contentious politics: not only performing repertoires of contention but also networking with 

different social actors. On the other hand, in order to reduce the strength of the repertoire of 

contention, the state actors employed a demobilisation process. Therefore, the chapter 

analyses the trajectories of resistance and demobilisation process; consequently, the 

outcomes of the resistance process to land-grab is articulated.  

Chapter six outlines the empirical findings on the resistance trajectories led by Santals – a 

marginalised community – against the state actors. The chapter looks at the two regimes, 

the Pakistan colonial and the post-colonial, to understand the resistance trajectories to land-

grab. Land contention between Santal and state actors triggered in 1955, during the 

Pakistani colonial regime, as the state actors forcefully acquired the lands of the community 

for setting up a sugar farmland of the sugar industry. When the sugar mill was shut down in 

2004, the mill authority leased out the sugar farmland among local influential, especially 

political elites. This leasing process resulted in the resistance movement against state 

actors. The chapter then analyses resistance trajectories focusing on theoretical outlines of 

contentious politics; similarly, the demobilisation process, that employed by the state actors, 

are investigated.  

Chapter seven examines the land contention where Baptist religious community, the clergy 

of the religion, and a privately held community are involved in making claims on each other. 
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The chapter analyses the empirical findings on resistance trajectories led by Baptist 

community against the clergy of the religion and the private company. When the Baptist 

community appeared on this episode as a resistance group, the clergy and the private 

company made attempts to foil the resistance process of the victim community. The chapter 

analyses the contentious interactions between the religious community and the non-state 

actor, who made counterclaims on the victim community. It examines not only resistance 

trajectories of the victim community but also a demobilisation process led by the non-state 

actor. 

Chapter eight investigates the resistance trajectories and demobilisation processes; the 

contention held between indigenous communities and a privately-owned company. It looks 

at the roles of different stakeholders who were involved in either resistance or demobilisation 

processes. The chapter beings with claim-making process and discusses how the private 

company proceeds with the demobilisation process in order to grab the lands of the 

indigenous communities. Finally, it demonstrates that the asymmetrical power relation leads 

to deactivating the resistance process. Chapter nine concludes the thesis by explaining the 

relationship between theoretical outlines and empirical findings. It discusses the dynamics of 

resistance and the process of demobilisation that lead to understanding trajectories to 

successful and unsuccessful resistances to land-grabs. 

1.7 Conclusion 

The land grabbing literature identifies transnational and domestic corporate investors, 

governments, transnational governments, and local elites who are controlling over the lands 

around the world, which lead to the eviction of local people. These actors create adverse 

impacts not only on local livelihood patterns but also national sovereignties. Therefore, the 

phenomenon of land grabbing as a ‘significant topic in the contemporary world politics’ is 

well established because of its inherent features linked to eviction, violence and social 

exclusion. Also, the phenomenon of land grabbing is viewed as a ‘politically charged issue’, 

as it met local and transnational resistance, which have been investigated and theorised by 

scholars, think-tanks, activism of social movements, and transnational agrarian movements 

(Hall et al., 2015; Greco, 2013; Borras Jr and Franco, 2013). Succinctly, the process of land 

grabbing exacerbates the subsistence livelihood procedures of the poor people who depend 

on small-scale farming. In this circumstance, people attempt to challenge powerful actors 

with regard to establishing their customary and ancestral land rights. 

 
While scholars have been examining the macro political-economics processes of land 

grabbing across the globe, the study focuses on the micro political-economic processes 

underpinning land grabs in Bangladesh. In order to better understand the mechanisms of 



12 
 

land grabbing and resistance, contentious politics theory is drawn on, which offers a robust 

theoretical approach for exploring this under-research dimension of land grabbing. 

Contentious politics provides an analytical framework for examining the resistance 

trajectories to land grabs. For example, how does a community resist powerful actors? And, 

why does a community fail to resist powerful actors? It is assumed that social resistance 

frequently involves collective action, mobilised to defeat more powerful opponents. By 

applying this theoretical lens – contentious politics – to multiple case studies, the study can 

begin to identify reoccurring dynamics that appear to mediate resistance outcomes. This 

knowledge is important for understanding land grabs as a phenomenon, and for building 

practices within marginalised communities that can more robustly push land right claims. 

However, a growing body of land grabbing literature is reviewed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review on Land Grabbing 

 

2.1 Introduction 

The preceding chapter introduced a brief overview of the thesis. The aim of this chapter is to 

understand the process of land grabbing and resistance in the light of land grabbing 

literature, in addition to identifying gaps within the literature which require a research 

response. Drawing on the land grabbing literature, the definition of land grabbing, the 

process of land grabbing, the impact of land grabbing, and the process of resistance, are 

reviewed. This chapter is structured as follows: the impact of land grabbing is discussed in 

section one. Section two provides an overview of the definition of land grabbing. Section 

three articulates the process of land grabbing, highlighting drivers and actors in the process. 

Finally, the fourth section documents the resistance process between marginalised 

communities and powerful actors around the world. 

2.2 Section One: Impact of land grabbing 
 
The intent of this section is to discuss the adverse impacts of land grabbing. Scholars have 

articulated a variety of detrimental impacts of land grabbing around the world. The much-

discussed negative impacts of land grabbing include displacement of the local smallholders 

with traditional livelihood patterns, damaging biodiversity – water body and soil quality, and 

destroying the grazing land for pastoralists (Hallam, 2013). Local communities are not only 

displaced by land grabbing, but they also are denied access to local resources or economic 

benefits (MacInnes, 2015). McKeon further argues that “land grabbing, as a highly publicised 

and particularly outrageous phenomenon, is a powerful symptom of the poverty of 

mainstream policies” (2014: 106). Displacement and dispossession seem to be a ‘dominant 

discourse’ in the land grabbing literature. The displacement of local community is driven by 

state agents, corporate investors, and transnational and non-government organisations (see 

Akram-Lodhi, 2012; Borras Jr and Franco, 2013; Margulis, McKeon and Borras Jr, 2014). 

Moreover, the process of exclusion is accelerated by the strategies or endeavours of special 

economic zones, housing, and mining industries (Zoomers, 2010; Akram-Lodhi, 2012). 

Based on the role of actors and contemporary drivers, which lead to grabbing, the 

detrimental impact of land grabbing can be articulated as follows. 

Using modern technology in agriculture practices creates debates across disciplines. Zetland 

and Moller-Gulland (2013) argue that grabbed land produces high yield crops with the aid of 

modern agro-technologies. These crops are usually produced for the distant consumer, but 

local consumer may purchase these products at a high price, as this process increases the 

local and global food price. This kind of export-oriented crops not only creates pressure on 
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water and land resources, but it also replaces traditional farming technologies. Scholars also 

express their deep concerns about modern agro-technologies. For example, Bernstein 

(2010: 90) describes the adverse effects of modern farming as follows: 

‘Modern capitalist agriculture, such innovations represent an event more intense ‘industrialisation’ 
of farming with serious and mounting ecological cost-including health costs as a result of how food 
is grown and processed and the declining nutritional value and rising toxicity levels of many fields’.   

Although the application of fertilisers and chemicals tends to grow plants with a high yield, it 

creates not only negative impacts on health, but also destroys water body and natural 

resources. The population of the Global South and North is equally impacted by modern 

capitalist agriculture. However, the intensification of agriculture increases conflicts with 

traditional knowledge (Goyes and South, 2016). The capitalist scientific agriculture seems to 

destroy the indigenous knowledge of the subsistence farmers, who produce and reproduce 

the crops based on a seasonal calendar. The small farmers become ‘contract framers’ or 

‘contract labourers’ under the conditions of ‘factory farms’ or ‘corporate agriculture’ 

(Nabudere, 2001). However, the powerful pesticides and herbicides are used to yield the 

monocrops or bioproducts. Under these conditions, local communities are forced to move to 

urban areas as wage labourers (Land Research Action Network, 2011). Even, modern 

agriculture, including genetically modified (GM) crops causes a catastrophic ecological 

collapse of the ecosystem, as the application of fertilisers and chemicals is essential for 

growing crops with a high yield (Nabudere, 2001). Thus, the subsistence farmer is being 

exploited further by modern capitalism (Bernstein, 2010), as modern agriculture is dominated 

by capitalism, which is underpinned the development of new social relations. 

 
The disparity in power relations in social systems creates opportunities for powerful actors, 

who control the land worldwide. These actors used legal mechanisms to grab the lands, 

though this process can be understood as ‘legal dispossession’. Governments promote 

large-scale farming as a part of the process to professionalise and modernise agriculture, 

which is also referred to as commercial farming or agribusiness (Hilhorst and Nelen, 2014; 

Bernstein, 2010). The agribusiness refers to farming the large-scale production of wheat, 

rice, soya beans, maize, and biofuel crops (Zoomers, 2010). The urban-based enterprises 

acquire large-scale land in the rural setting to conduct corporate farming or agribusiness 

industries – national or international – that make obstacles to growing the local economy of 

smallholders or subsistence farming. These new actors promote land rush or land deals by 

using formal mechanisms of the state, which also undermine the customary land tenure 

systems; this process seems to exacerbate conflicts in the local community (Hilhorst and 

Nelen, 2014). The legal mechanisms of the state assist land deals for national and 

transnational companies. The landowners by customary laws are denied access to their 
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lands (Wily, 2013). Therefore, dispossession and oppression are seemingly interchangeable 

meaning requires to contextualising the adverse impacts of land grabbing. Large-scale 

investment not only damages the individual smallholder and land users, but it also creates 

problems for whole societies and countries (Kugelman, 2013). Additionally, large-scale 

investment creates the middle-class in societies, while marginalised communities are 

displaced. 

How does the large-scale investment create detrimental impacts on the marginalised 

communities? According to Sassen (2014), when foreign land deals or acquisitions take 

place between unequal power actors, the national sovereign territory of the less powerful 

countries becomes fragile or downgraded. The author argues that the national territory of the 

poor countries contributes to produce commodities for international consumers. Large-scale 

land acquisition destroys farmers and craftspeople, villages, rural manufacturing districts, 

smallholder agriculture districts of the poor nations. Accordingly, Zoomers (2010: 443) 

describes detrimental effects as follow:  

There is evidence that the large-scale acquisition of land often poses considerable risks, which 
include the displacement of local populations, the undermining or negating of existing rights, 
corruption, food insecurity, local and global environmental damage, the loss of livelihoods, 
nutritional deprivation, social polarisation and political instability.  

The large-scale investments, which promote industries, tended to grow middle class of the 

society because it only offers jobs for them. That is why, a strong working class might 

emerge in the existing social structure due to the roles of these industries. However, food 

regime as a concept is associated with contemporary power relations between developed 

and developing countries. The food regime is a key dimension to understanding the 

structural movement of capitalist food relations and the history of capitalism. McMichael, 

(2009: 153) postulates “third food regime defines a set of rules institutionalising corporate 

power in the world food system”. The corporate food regime involves in producing global 

food/fuel agricultural complex that leads to the displacement of local people, who become 

slum dwellers (see McMichael, 2009). Land grabbing not only damages the landscape of 

rural livelihoods, environmental sustainability; it also contributes to poor governance 

(Edelman et al., 2013). Therefore, the new powerful actors – international, transnational 

organisations, government actors, and private investors – integrate the local resources into 

global capitalism. These actors create adverse impacts not only on local livelihood patterns 

but also national sovereignties. While understanding the impact of land landing, the definition 

of land grabbing needs to be taken into consideration. 
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2.3 Section Two: Definition of land grabbing 

Interdisciplinary scholars have attempted to define land grabs differently from diverse 

academic backgrounds (Lee, 2014). To keep in mind, this section provides the necessary 

background context to the emerging definition of land grabbing. Scholars, policymakers, and 

transnational institutions have made attempts to define the phenomenon of ‘land grabbing’ 

based on multiple axes, which include land size, purpose and motivation. Based on 

geographical positions and actors’ identities in land contentions, scholars have attempted to 

define the concept of land grabbing over the years. 

Generally, ‘land grab’ is a contested and elusive concept, which requires multidimensional 

approaches, including adopting a wide historical lens, in order to grasp this perspective 

holistically (Borras Jr. et al., 2014; Zoomers, 2010). According to Margulis et al., (2014: 16) 

‘a ‘grab’, like a ‘power grab’, suggests an unfair appropriation of something and this is a 

cogent reminder of the normative power of discourse and framing, while Levien (2012: 941) 

claims that…’a ‘grab’ when land is expropriated using means other than voluntary market 

purchase’. Power relations in the social structures are embedded in defining the land 

grabbing. As pointed out by the Tirana Declaration 2011, land grabbing means ‘land 

acquisitions’ or ‘concessions’ that violate human rights; neglect the prior consent of the pre-

existing land users; disregard the impacts of social, economic, and environmental issue; 

avoid transparent and democratic decision process in the terrain of land management 

(International Land Coalition, 2011: 2). In addition to the general overviews, scholars have 

articulated diverse dimensions to define the concept of land-grab. 

The land-grabbing literature have drawn attention to the transnational dimension of land 

grabs. The dispossession of small communities, often with informal tenure rights, is 

frequently pushed by foreign investors. Holmes (2014: 550) defines land grabbing as follows: 

‘the transfers of control over property and resources over large areas of territory from local 

control to more powerful outsiders. According to this definition, land grabbing refers to the 

large-scale land that is acquired through either formal or informal mechanisms for capital 

accumulation. The transfers of land ownership between local communities and foreign 

investors can be articulated as a ‘new-colonialism’ (Holmes, 2014). Given the literature on 

internal colonialism, there is no reason why the new colonialism cannot be executed by 

national capital, in addition to international capital – both have an interest in enclosing the 

commons and utilising land for the extraction of surplus value and rent-seeking. Zoomers 

(2010: 429) claims that ‘the term ‘land grab’ generally refers to large-scale, cross-border land 

deals or transactions that are carried out by transnational corporations or initiated by foreign 

governments’. On the other hand, Ndi (2017) postulates that land grabbing not only refers to 
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large-scale acquisition of land or resources, but it also denotes small tract acquisition that 

tends to displace current land users.  

Given the loss of control, and exclusion, land grabbing is also connected to abuse of state-

power. According to Saeed and Parmentier (2017), land grabbing means ‘economic-state 

crime’, which refers to a process in which elite actors capture land using state power. They 

also mention succinctly that ‘[economic state crime] …individuals in position of power in 

state – and society at large – engage in illegal and injurious acts in such a way that lead to 

violation of socioeconomic as well as civil and political rights of individuals and community’ 

(Saeed and Parmentier, 2017: 17-18). This process is argued by Zetland and Moller-Gulland 

(2013: 257) as follows: land grabbing denotes the processes of ‘unfair and involuntary land 

deals’ that neglect the land rights of existing users. ‘Involuntary land transactions’ is where 

legal or political power, and/or physical force, leads to the eviction of small groups or 

smallholders (Hall, 2015).Therefore, asymmetric power relations in the social structure tend 

to grab the land by powerful individuals.  

Social power structure, governed either by powerful actors of a nation-state or transnational 

institutions, is a key dimension to control the possession of lands. Borras Jr. et al., (2012: 

404) postulates that ‘land grabbing is essentially “control grabbing”, understood as the power 

to control land and other associated resources such as water in order to derive benefit from 

such control’. Control grabbing is inherently associated with political power relations that 

facilitate diverse forms of grabbing, including the vast tracts of land and the capture of water 

resources (Borras Jr. et al., 2012). Crucially here, land grabbing need not involve the unfair 

loss of legal rights over land, it is focused more acutely on practical control – which may 

occur, even where smallholder communities ostensibly have some legal claim over the land 

concerned. Therefore, land-grabbing includes a form of dispossession, that goes beyond 

simply the loss of land. Magdoff (2013: 1) mentions succinctly, ‘…land grabs mean real 

people and families are dispossessed. When people lose access to their land, they also lose 

their means to obtain food, their communities, and their cultures’. Therefore, land grabbing 

not only evicts the people from land, but also it destroys the ethos of a community, as this 

process violates the customary land tenure systems. 

Land grabbing also denotes contention, often between competing tenure systems. According 

to Hall et al., (2015), land grabbing frequently occurs when customary or indigenous and 

informal land tenure systems are ignored by the statutes of states. Under this circumstance, 

legal procedures, namely land acquisition processes, are introduced and implemented, so 

that powerful actors can easily grab the lands of the marginalised communities. Hall et al., 

(2015: 478) postulates that ‘land deals often proceed in “legally binding” ways that protect 
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the rights of investors and elites, but not those of the rural poor’. This process is known as 

‘legal theft of poor people’s land’ led by states and powerful actors (Hall et al., 2015). This 

process violates the human rights of local communities, while elites and investors can 

capture land under national law. Insecure land rights or weak land governance systems tend 

to destroy customary land rights by which the poor have used the land for generations. So, it 

is crucial here to emphasise that land-grabbing is steeped in state power, and thus is able to 

often armour itself in the symbolic power of the law, even if it involves the extinguishment of 

informal tenure systems and internationally recognised human rights.  

Regarding the current definitions of land grabs, it can be argued that the phenomenon of 

‘land grabbing’ does not possess a ‘straightforward meaning’: depending on the context to 

define the land grabbing. The definition of land grabbing depends on the roles of multilateral 

actors, who intend to capture land and natural landscape for various purposes (Margulis et 

al., 2014). As pointed out by Schoenberger et al., (2017: 703), ‘land grab studies is a ‘big 

tent’, but the marquee still reads ‘land grabbing’. Although land grabbing is a global 

phenomenon, it suffers from a lack of definitional precision. The below table 2 shows the key 

features of land grabbing articulated by the land grab literature. 

Table 2: The key features of land grabbing. 

Defining features  Sources  

Land grabbing means acquisitions or concessions that violate 
human rights; neglect the prior consent of the pre-existing 
land users.  

International Land Coalition, 2011. 

Illegitimate or unfair land transfer through asymmetric power 
relations. 

Margulis et al., 2014. 

Economic state-crime backed by asymmetric power relations 
in existing social structures. 

Saeed and Parmentier, 2017. 

Destroying customary land rights through weak land 
governance. 

Hall et al., 2015. 

The process of transferring land ownerships between groups. Holmes, 2014. 

Large-scale land acquisition for capital accumulation. Zoomers, 2010. 

Small scale land acquisition displacing local communities. Ndi, 2017. 

The eviction of original landholders, and denial of community 
life. 

Magdoff, 2013. 

 

Succinctly, power relations in social structures which tend to grab the land, led by the 

powerful actors. Although scholars have articulated diverse types of land grabbing, the 

phenomenon of land grabs has become a discursive issue in relation to understanding the 
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future trends of this process. Additionally, scholarly definition indicates land grabbing need 

not involve loss of legal rights over land; it is focused more acutely on loss of practical 

control – which may occur, even where smallholder communities ostensibly have some legal 

claim over the land concerned. Therefore, land grabbing denotes contention, often between 

competing tenure systems, over the control of land. While understanding the contested 

concept of land grabbing, the process of land grabbing needs to be articulated.  

2.4 Section Three: Process of land grabbing  

This section sets out the process of land grabbing, as the land grabbing literature have 

already outlined the overarching meaning of land grabbing. In order to understand the 

processes of land grabbing, Zoomers’s classical contribution to the land grab, which 

provides discernible guidelines to understand contemporary trajectories, needs to be 

considered. Zoomers (2010) has highlighted seven processes that are contributing to land 

grabbing worldwide, albeit processes can be ever-expanding depending on the context and 

nature of land contentions. Therefore, this section follows the scholarly arguments of 

Zoomers: highlights seven processes that lead to grabbing lands around the globe, though 

scholarly contributions across disciplines have been reviewed to substantiate the issue. It is 

worthwhile to mention the contribution of Zoomers (2010), who seems to be a pioneer 

scholar, has articulated systematically the contemporary process of land grabbing around 

the world. The scholar has addressed the following trajectories to land grabbing: ‘Offshore 

farming: FDI in food production; FDI in non-food agricultural commodities and biofuels; 

Development of protected areas, nature reserves, ecotourism and hideaways; SEZs, large-

scale infrastructure works, urban extensions; Large-scale tourist complexes; Retirement and 

residential migration; Land purchases by migrants in their countries of origin’ (2010: 434-

440). Not only do the given lenses provide for understanding the macro process of land 

grabbing, but these lenses also help to comprehend the micro process of land grabbing. 

First, the land acquisition for food security by developed countries in poor countries 

facilitates land grabbing globally. Zoomers (2010: 434) claims that ‘Food-insecure’ 

governments that rely on imports to feed their populations (e.g. the Gulf States) are seeking 

to outsource their domestic food production by buying and/or leasing vast areas of farmland 

abroad for their own offshore food production’. This process helps mitigate the increasing 

demand of food in the developed countries. For example, when the worst financial crisis hit 

around the world in 2008, the investors targeted the developing countries for producing food 

grains for feeding the nations of the developed countries (Keulertz, 2013; Zoomers, 2010). In 

a similar vein, Borras Jr. and Franco (2011: 14) acknowledge that, “the national 

governments in “finance-rich, resource-poor” countries target the “finance-poor, resource-
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rich” countries to ‘secure their own food and energy needs into the future”. The “finance-

poor, resource-rich” countries open their sovereign territories to foreign investors. This 

process is known as cross border land deals. Borras Jr. et al., (2012: 405) also add that 

“foreignisation and land grabbing are used explicitly and implicitly to mean the same thing”. 

Governments promote large-scale farming as a part of the process to professionalise and 

modernise agriculture, which is also referred to as commercial farming (Hilhorst and Nelen, 

2014; Bernstein, 2010: 90). Foreignisation facilitates land grabbing as a part of bilateral or 

multilateral diplomatic relations that usually takes place between states. Therefore, 

agriculture is regulated by globalising tendencies including global and national markets, and 

transnational agribusiness institutions. These agencies implement new regulations and 

policies for agricultural sectors – chemical and seed, companies to patent, monopolise, 

produce and sell genetic (plant and animal) material – led by the World Trade Organisation 

(WTO). Agriculture in capitalism seems to appear as systematic tendencies of globalisation 

(Bernstein, 2006). Accordingly, smallholder farming has been replaced because of the 

massive aggregation of agribusiness (Harvey, 2005: 146). Therefore, ensuring food security 

of the developed countries, led by multilateral organisations, causes food insecurity in the 

poor nations or developing countries, as marginalised communities are of victims of land 

grabbing. 

Second, the global demand for biofuels and non-food agricultural commodities tends to grab 

lands around the globe. This process refers to the transnational institutions control of the 

farmland for producing biofuels and non-food agricultural commodities. Zoomers (2010: 435) 

claims: 

Hungry for profits in the midst of the financial crisis, both financial corporations and private 
investors see investment in foreign farmland as an important new source of revenue. The food 
and financial crises have turned agricultural land into a strategic asset that is seen as a new 
source of profit.  

Both private and financial institutes are involved in benefiting from the biofuel boom, though 

government agencies create opportunities for the financial institutions. The ascendency of 

agriculture has attracted institutional investors, hedge funds and real estate investment. A 

growing number of financial or investment institutions, including Credit Suisse, Deutsche 

bank, Morgan Stanley, and Hardman and co. launched to attract capital to the agricultural 

sector (see, Campanale, 2014). Powerful stakeholders, including domestic and transnational 

agencies, national governments, and elite actors acquire large-scale land to yield agricultural 

and non-agricultural products for national or international markets (Margulis et al., 2014). 

Highlighting the issue, Borras, Jr. et al., (2014) acknowledged that biofuel is the leading 

factor among others – food, feed, and other industrial products – that facilitated the process 
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of land grabbing. Therefore, the subsistence agriculture seems to appear as extinct sectors; 

consequently, smallholders migrate to the urban areas where they involve in degrading jobs 

to earn a living (Liberti, 2014). As the farmers or marginalised are deprived of producing 

subsistence livelihood in their farming lands, the distressed people move towards urban 

areas, where they struggle to survive – albeit referring to the lifestyle as a ‘hand-to-mouth 

existence’. 

Third, changing natural landscapes into commercial enterprises facilitate land grabbing. For 

example, Zoomers argues that the commercial tendency of private companies reinforces to 

control the ‘empty regions’ of the country where investment companies intend to set up 

nature conservation or ecotourism enterprises. The non-capitalist spaces and resources 

have been converted into commercial commodities or enterprise. That is why, Kelly (2011) 

claims that the protected areas and the ‘protection of nature’ in general contribute to 

grabbing land. The non-capitalist spaces and resources have converted into commercial 

commodities: setting up parks and resorts in the heart of natural landscapes. Accordingly, 

local people become disenfranchised because of the appearance of the large corporations in 

the protected areas (Kelly, 2011). Benjaminsen and Bryceson (2012) characterised this 

process as ‘environmental conservation’, which leads to the development of ecotourism such 

as safari, marine park and coastal tourism. In addition to environment conservation, the 

concept of ‘green grabbing’ has been employed to mean the similar process. Green 

grabbing refers to the new patterns of ownership and control over natural resources. 

According to Fairhead et al., (2012: 238) “green grabbing’– [is] the appropriation of land and 

resources for environmental ends”. The powerful actors intend to establish commercial 

ventures such as biodiversity conservation, biocarbon sequestration, the protection of 

ecosystem services, and ecotourism using the natural resources or green sites. Green 

grabbing creates new opportunities for powerful actors, who turn the environmental 

resources into commercial enterprises. Therefore, ‘green grabbing’ can be articulated as 

‘land grabbing’ (see Fairhead et al., 2012). The national and international organisations have 

introduced the ‘wilderness’ landscape, which tends to constitute a lucrative business: 

constituting ecotourism or nature conservation areas in remote regions of a country. These 

agencies have been involved in purchasing large-scale land in the remote regions of a 

country for developing conservation or ecotourism; this process is also known as eco-

capitalism (Zoomers, 2010; Kelly, 2011). Therefore, the commercial tendencies – led by 

state, private, national and transnational organisations – transform natural landscapes into 

the commodities, which seem to create ecological imbalance. 
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In addition to the development of conservation or ecotourism in protected areas, the 

powerful actors also take advantage in promoting the bioprospecting in the protected areas. 

Bioprospecting or biopiracy refers to the outcome of genetically re-engineered bioproducts 

such as seeds and plants. According to Goyes and South (2016: 568-569), 

 
The concept of biopiracy has traditionally been understood only as the theft of traditional 
knowledge and products, it is necessary to also consider biopiracy in terms of the takeover or 
theft of land and the imposition of changes to farming methods and practices. 
 

The relationship between biopiracy, including GM agricultural technologies and land-

grabbing is inseparable because genetically modified (GM) bioproducts are exported, sold or 

traded to the origin countries or into new markets. Contemporary trajectories of globalisation 

and the transnational or corporate agencies enjoy financial benefits by creating new markets 

of the bioproducts. Even, these agencies violate the application of international trade and 

property law to conducting the business. Harvey (2005: 148) describes biopiracy as follows: 

 
Biopiracy is rampant and pillaging of the world’s stockpile of genetic resources is well under way to 
the benefits of few large pharmaceutical companies. The escalating depletion of the global 
environment commons (land, air, water) and proliferating habitat degradations that preclude 
anything but capital-intensive modes of agricultural production have likewise resulted from the 
wholesale commodification of nature in all its forms. 

Therefore, genetically modified bioproducts such as seeds and plants are exported or sold to 

agrarian countries as new marketplaces around the world. These seeds, plants, animals, 

and genetic materials also produce a new set of economic and social relations in the 

traditional social structure. Additionally, bioprospecting or biopiracy eliminates the natural 

products and resources of the habitats (Goyes and South, 2016). This process destroys the 

ecological balance of states where powerful actors practice bioprospecting or biopiracy. Not 

only does the process create ecological imbalances but also destroys the subsistence 

farming of the marginalised communities around the world. 

Fourth, in order to achieve economic growth, the creation of Special Economic Zones 

(SEZs) has become a popular device around the globe, especially in the Global South. This 

process includes various kinds of infrastructure, including airfields, manufacturing industries, 

modern car parking facilities, and ring-roads, which leads to grabbing the lands (Zoomers, 

2010). The aim of SEZ model is to attract foreign investment, which tends to cause the 

displacement of the local population. Succinctly, Zoomers (2010: 437) postulates her 

arguments as follows: ‘at an increasing number of places, efforts towards economic growth 

and the attraction of foreign investments are accompanied by the forced displacement of the 

local population, under what is known as ‘development-induced displacement’. Foreign 

investors target developing countries for setting up industries that lead to the displacement 

of marginalised communities across the world. For example, the local population in China, 
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India, Thailand, and Cambodia were evicted when governments set up SEZs for different 

purposes: Information and Communication Technology (ICT) park and an airport in India; 

‘economic land concessions in Cambodia; the building of the Three Gorges Dam in China 

(Zoomers, 2010). China and India are the highest rank countries in the world in terms of 

setting up SEZs in their landscapes: a total number of 330 SEZs in China, while 303 SEZs in 

India (Cowaloosur, 2014; Zoomers, 2010). Not only has China set up SEZs in the country, 

but she also has replicated SEZ model in many African countries, including Nigeria, Ethiopia, 

Egypt, Zambia, and Mauritius. As Cowaloosur (2014: 94) claims:  

The advent of Chinese Special Economic Zones in Africa (CSEZAs) altered the exclusivity of 
African land grab through singular agro-investment projects. Based on China’s own Special 
Economic Zone (SEZ) model, CSEZAs have been transposed into five African countries.   

By executing a bilateral treaty – China-Africa Corporation, China set up SEZs in the African 

continent. In order to attract foreign investments, governments in poor countries acquire vast 

tracts of lands in the remote regions of countries, where SEZs are being set up around the 

world. The SEZ model has become synonymous with the concept of land grabbing in Asia, 

especially India (Levien, 2012). SEZs aim to achieve economic growth for a country, which is 

promoted further by globalisation.  

Fifth, tourism is believed to offer possibilities for rapid economic growth in countries. 

Considering tourism as a lucrative business, investors are involved in establishing large-

scale tourist complexes on attractive and strategic locations, especially UNESCO World 

Heritage sites or those featured in the Lonely Planet Guides because these locations attract 

tourists (Zoomers, 2010). Under such circumstances, local populations, who live around the 

tourists attractive and strategic locations, tend to be vulnerable, as the investors are 

interested in purchasing the lands of countryside, especially in developing countries. In 

addition to the process – setting up large-scale tourist complexes, Zoomers ranks the sixth 

process as follow: the rapid increase in ‘retirement’ (or ‘residential’) migration promotes land 

grabbing because retired people are looking for a congenial environment in the foreign 

countries to enjoy leisure periods. According to Zommers (2010: 441), ‘in response to the 

increased cost of living, many people aged 55 or over are seeking a comfortable existence in 

a cheap and sunny environment that has a friendly and caring population. Large groups from 

the USA settle every year in Central and South America’. Retirement migration has seen 

remarkable growth globally: not only in the USA and European countries, but also in many 

Asian countries, where retired migrants prefer to stay in the country where the land price is 

comparatively cheap, in addition to congenial atmospheres. 
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Finally, the flow of remittances tend to occur land grabbing all over the world, as individual 

migrants or migrant families, who live either temporarily or permanently in Europe, the USA 

or other destinations, are interested in purchasing houses and land in their countries of origin 

(Zoomers, 2010). Undoubtedly, the real-estate sector, led by private investors, accelerates 

the trend of land grabbing in this circumstance. In addition, the process of land grabbing 

includes not only food regime concept, but also highlights the following issues: ‘Elite housing 

colonies, IT parks, malls and amusement parks have joined the hydroelectric dam and steel 

mill as causes for expropriating the peasantry’ (Levien, 2012: 964). Scholars, therefore, 

identified diverse processes of land grabbing, including conservation land for food, feed or 

fuel production, leisure and retirement facilities, and industrialisation. Table 3 demonstrates 

the actors and drivers, who facilitate land grabbing around the globe. 

Table 3: The key dimensions (drivers and actors) of contemporary land grabbing. 

Drivers Actors Sources 

Agricultural (food, feed, biofuels) 
and non-agricultural products for 
national or international markets.  

Domestic and transnational agencies, 
national governments, and the elite 
actors.  

Borras, Jr. et al., 2014; Margulis et 
al., 2014. 

Commercial farming or 
agribusiness or modern ago-
technologies. 

Institutional investors, hedge funds 
and real estate investment. 

Hilhorst and Nelen, 2014 
Campanale, 2014; Zetland and 
Moller-Gulland, 2013; Harvey, 
2005: 146; Bernstein, 2010:90.  

Corruption and land speculation.  Government officials; private 
companies. 

Potts, 2013; Zetland and Moller-
Gulland, 2013; MacInnes, 2015. 

Core-periphery framework and 
poor land governance. 

Political and economic elite. Krieger and Leroch, 2016; Byerlee, 
2013.  

The transnational and institutional 
flows of power and knowledge. 

Grassroots, regional, domestic, and 
transnational institutions. 

Margulis and Porter, 2013. Goyes 
and South, 2016.  

The declaration of protected areas, 
environmental conservation and 
ecotourism (safari, marine park, 
and coastal tourism).  

State official, national and 
multinational corporations, and tourist 
companies.  

Zoomers 2010; Kelly, 2011; 
Benjaminsen and Bryceson, 2012.  

This section has discussed the process of land grabbing in the light of Zoomers’ contribution 

to the land grabbing literature, in addition to reviewing scholarly contributions throughout the 

discipline. In the process of land grabbing, powerful actors, including the political and 

business elites intend to capture peripheral land using the corrupt mechanisms of 

institutionally weak states (see Krieger and Leroch, 2016; Margulis and Porter, 2013). 

Therefore, each process of ‘land control’ has its own features, embedded with historical and 

socio-political contexts (McMichael, 2014; Peluso and Lund, 2011). While understanding the 

process of land grabbing, the underlying factors that tend to facilitate land grabbing needs to 

be discussed.   
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Not only did scholars articulate the processes of land grabbing, but they also identified 

drivers – underlying reasons behind the process of land grabbing – that led to grabbing the 

land around the world. First, ‘corruption’ needs to be taken into consideration for 

understanding the discourse of ‘land grabbing’. Corruption seems to appear while land 

transactions occur between powerful actors (Potts, 2013). For instance, corrupt and 

autocratic government endorses unfair land deals for their personal or vested benefits 

(Zetland and Moller-Gulland, 2013). The relationship between ‘land grabbing’ and ‘grand 

corruption’ is well established issue. Corruption facilitates land grabbing when government 

officials become interested in leasing or acquiring the private and public property for their 

vested interests. Government official may accept bribes from different stakeholders 

(companies and private individuals) for exchanging such deals. Corruption collapses the 

legal and regulatory safeguards of the state (MacInnes, 2015). Also, Bedi (2015: 610) 

claims: 

Two 2008 reports on SEZs by the central Comptroller and Auditor General of India (CAG) 
criticised the fraud and corruption associated with SEZs. Reviewed by the Goa Legislative 
Assembly in early 2009, the CAG report on Goa acknowledges major discrepancies in land 
transfers related to SEZs in the state. 

 
Corruption seems to be an inevitable process in land deals whether it is a large-scale deal or 

micro deal. Therefore, illicit land transactions executed by powerful actors destroy the 

customary and legal land rights of marginalised communities. 

 
Second, social power structures dominated by powerful actors lead to the process of land 

grabbing worldwide. For example, the multi-layered stakeholders or institutions, including 

states, domestic, investors, transnational, international, and regional institutions are engaged 

in regulating and governing the land globally (Margulis et al., 2014). With the support of 

these agencies, the host countries become vulnerable when land deals take place between 

the unequal power relations: poor countries and developed countries. The advanced 

capitalist countries usually acquired foreign land using the poor governance mechanism of 

developing countries. Sometimes the host governments encourage foreign companies to 

invest the capital in agricultural or non-agricultural sectors. In order to grab the lands of the 

marginalised communities of the poor countries or developing countries, state actors employ 

the powerful term: ‘land acquisition process’. The phenomenon of ‘acquisition’ has become 

an official term, which is legitimised and popularised by the World Bank, (inter)governmental 

institutions, international financial institutions (World Bank, IFAD), intergovernmental 

institutions (e.g. FAO), and aid donors (Margulis et al., 2014). ‘Land acquisitions’ occur 

extensively throughout the world, including Africa, Asia, Latin America, Central and Eastern 

Europe, and the former Soviet Union (Kugelman, 2013).  
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Finally, state actors, private enterprises and transnational organisations are involved in 

facilitating the contemporary processes of land grabbing. Scholars have also emphasised 

that the changing dynamics of agriculture have increased complexities in the process of land 

grabbing (see Margulis and Porter, 2013). Therefore, this process creates detrimental 

impacts on marginalised communities around the world. In this circumstance, the victims of 

land-grabbing make attempts to resist powerful actors. 

 

2.5 Section Four: Resistance process 

In previous sections, key characteristics of what constitutes an ‘act’ of land grabbing were 

set out. The land grabbing literature identifies the key actors, including powerful individuals, 

investors, states, domestic and transnational organisations, who are involved actively in 

controlling land around the world. Scholars have articulated different trajectories to land 

grabbing – including the process, driver, and actor of land grabbing – as well as the nature of 

displacement and resistance process. The incident of land grabbing meets various forms of 

resistance and conflict, as land grabbing is accompanied by violence that leads to the 

eviction. Therefore, local community might be involved in resisting the forced eviction or 

relocation, and dispossession (Cochrane, 2011), as eviction process has diverse 

consequences that might be exacerbated current political conflict in the society. 

The resistance process in an episode of land contention is not arbitrary in nature; it follows a 

lineal pathway through which the contenders create opportunities in the terrain of claim-

making process. According to Hall et al., (2015: 471), “social groups that were expelled or 

threatened with expulsion by land deals, or whose livelihoods are threatened more generally, 

do not automatically get organised and mount resistance”. The process of resistance seems 

to be influenced profoundly by localised cultural contexts. Accordingly, the resistance 

produces diverse outcomes – successful or unsuccessful resistance to land grabs – 

depending on the extent of interactions. However, drawing on the overarching features of 

contentious politics: mobilisation process, repertoire of contention, forging social networks, 

and demobilisation process, the resistance trajectories to land grabs are discussed. 

2.5.1 Actors in the resistance process   

The state and powerful actors employ coercive mechanisms in order to control the landed 

property throughout the world (Margulis and Porter, 2013). Not only does the land-grab 

literature identify powerful actors – corporate, state and individual actors who are actively 

involved in grabbing lands worldwide, but also articulates abject conditions of the victims of 

land grabbing – less powerful actors in the social structure (Rocheleau, 2015; Hall et al., 
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2015; Borras Jr and Franco, 2013). For example, economically marginalised communities – 

wage labourers, marginal peasants, sharecroppers, agricultural labourers, migrant labourers, 

petty commodity producers, minority, and indigenous communities – involved in resisting the 

large-scale projects such as hydropower projects, special economic zones (SEZ), 

agribusiness, and commercial shrimp cultivations implemented by state agencies and 

powerful private actors (Chowdhury, 2014; Bedi, 2015; McAllister, 2015; Sampat, 2015; 

Adnan, 2013). On the other hand, state policies for transnational land concessions displaced 

marginalised communities around the world. For example, an indigenous community, known 

as Khmu, in Laos faced territorial dispossession by a Chinese-owned rubber concession 

(McAllister, 2015). Also, foreign agribusiness projects in Madagascar, which tended to 

threaten the subsistence economy, were challenged by local communities (Gingembre, 

2015). Confrontations frequently held between affected villagers and state actors (Hall et al., 

2015). Furthermore, multilateral institutions and state actors primarily involve in grabbing the 

land. In this circumstance, attempts at resistance against powerful actors take place in social 

trajectories. To do this, mobilisation process is systematised as a programmatic device in the 

resistance process. Resistance frequently involves collective action, mobilised to defeat 

more powerful opponents. The formation of resistance necessarily involves social 

interactions among clusters of people involved between “claims of contender” and 

“counterclaims of opposition”.  

2.5.2 Mobilisation Process  

To challenge powerful actors: state actors, private enterprises and transnational financial 

institutions that involve in the episodes of land contentions, mobilisation process is organised 

– led by the victims of land grabbing. Mobilisation is not spontaneous in nature, but 

mobilisation against land dispossession takes place around the world (Greco, 2016). The 

resistance process comprises mobilisation process, which includes the repertoire of 

contentions: the methods of resistance process. In order to create a resistance platform, 

claim-makers or victim communities mobilise them using a culturally oriented repertoire of 

contentions (Gingembre, 2015; Chowdhury, 2014; Bedi, 2015; Sampat, 2015; McAllister, 

2015). At the beginning of resistance processes, the multi-pronged strategies, namely 

organising meetings, press conferences, roundtable meetings, and submitting petitions to 

concerned authorities, are considered to mobilise the individuals of victim communities. 

Mobilisation processes aim to draw attention not only to the individuals of victim communities 

but also to diverse social actors, who could play as allied actors in resistance processes. 

Chowdhury demonstrates (2014: 400-401): ‘NBA14 has received the support of the middle 

class and urban intelligentsia, including university students and teachers throughout India 

                                                
14 Save the Narmada Movement in India.  
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and abroad, because it has successfully mobilised mass media’. The purpose of mobilisation 

process is to find not only local but also national and international allies (Hall et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, to mobilise victim communities, ‘resistance platforms’ or ‘resistance 

committees’ are constituted (Greco, 2016; Chowdhury, 2014; Bedi, 2015; Sampat, 2015), so 

that contenders can act collectively against dispossessions or evictions. Succinctly, 

mobilisation process enables victim communities to perform an array of repertoire of 

contentions in relation to making claims on powerful actors. 

2.5.3 Repertoire of Contention 

When powerful actors intend to grab the landed property by means of force and violence, the 

less powerful actors make attempts to resist powerful actors by deploying an array of 

repertoires of actions. Not only do claim-makers use known repertoires of contentions to 

undermine the counterclaims of powerful actors, but they also apply tacit strategy, which is 

known as ‘covert resistance process’ (Kerkvliet, 2009; Adnan, 2013; Borras Jr and Franco, 

2013). Because of having powerful networks of state actors and elites, the claimant groups 

deploy covert strategies – shouting, scolding, anonymous acts of sabotage, foot-dragging, 

and refusal to work for power actors – that appear to inhibit large-scale land acquisitions 

(Greco, 2016; McAllister, 2015; Borras Jr and Franco, 2013). McAllister (2015: 831) 

observes:   

Resistance to the plantation had also begun to take more active forms. When fire accidently 
spread into the rubber plantation while villagers were burning weeds along the road, they did 
nothing to prevent it from destroying some of the trees, as they would have done if the rubber 
was owned by a local farmer. Under customary rules, farmers who set fire to someone else’s 
crop or whose animals destroy a crop are responsible to pay compensation. However, villagers 
refused to pay the compensation demanded by the company, arguing that it was an accident. 

These narratives represent how passive resistance trajectories were framed against the land 

concessions. These non-action-oriented repertoires can result in successful resistance in an 

episode of contention (McAllister, 2015). More specifically, the overarching meaning of 

resistance comprises actions and non-action-oriented symbols that enable subordinate 

groups or powerless people to express concerns and anxieties in an episode of contention. 

Scott, identifies diverse forms of everyday resistance: ‘foot-dragging, dissimulation, false 

compliance, pilfering, feigned ignorance, slander, arson, sabotage, and so forth’ (Scott, 

1986: 6); these covert strategies held by subaltern groups to belittle the dominance of 

powerful actors. According to Kerkvliet (2009: 233), ‘resistance refers to what people do that 

shows disgust, anger, indignation or opposition to what they regard as unjust, unfair, illegal 

claims on them by people in higher, more powerful class and status positions or institutions.’ 

Viewed in terms of these criterion, the form of resistance requires little or no organisation, 

planning, and can be understood as class struggles of oppressed people (Scott, 1987).  



29 
 

In addition to the covert repertoire of contentions, the less powerful actors also involve 

confrontations with powerful actors. More specially, protestors deploy action-oriented 

repertoire of contentions, including beating up law enforcement agencies, burning and 

smashing everything they find in contested spots, and taking possession of the landed 

property they have been claiming over the years (Greco, 2016; Sampat, 2015; Rocheleau, 

2015; Kerkvliet, 2009). Additionally, the resistance process is associated with the cultural 

and historical legacies of claimant groups. For example, non-violent resistance – including 

sit-ins, street protests and press conferences, which are known as popular repertoire of 

actions – emerges in response to the opaque land deals around the world. When these 

repertoires of actions are unable to create opportunities in the claim-making process, the 

contenders seek alternative solutions via legal procedure – judicial process (Borras Jr and 

Franco, 2013; Bedi, 2015; Sampat, 2015). Bedi (2015: 597) observes: 

To diversify their resistance and potentially force accountability, the SEZ opposition turned to 
the judicial system. In 2007 and 2008 SEZ-affected communities in Goa filed three separate but 
related public interest legislation (PIL) court cases, based on information acquired from RTI 
applications. The petitions highlighted the economic and legal inconsistencies associated with 
the SEZ land transfers and approval processes.  

The legal action is systematised when action-oriented repertoires and covert repertoires of 

contentions are demobilised by the violent acts of powerful actors. More specifically, the 

legal action appears in an episode of contention when a state remains unresponsive in the 

claim-making process. Clearly, judiciary action is a widely known performance in the claim-

making process (Sampat, 2015; Bedi, 2015). Contenders, therefore, systematise a variety of 

contentious performances in order to make claims on powerful actors. This process creates 

opportunities for claim-makers in the episodes of claim-making process, in addition to forging 

networks with diverse social actors.  

2.5.4 Forging Social Networks   

Networking with media, national and global civil society organisations capacitates 

contenders to scale up the resistance process. By using an array of repertoires of actions, 

the claimant groups could easily draw attention to wider audiences – including state actors, 

civil society organisations, media, and global humanitarian organisations, who could act as 

‘allied actors’ in an episode of contention. To keep that in mind, the resisters make attempts 

to identifying the appropriate alliances in the resistance process (McAllister, 2015; 

Chowdhury, 2014; Sampat, 2015; Bedi, 2015; Borras Jr and Franco, 2013). For example, 

some people involve in mobilising community people, while some engage in mobilising 

government actors and civil society organisations. By forging alliances with state actors, civil 

societies, political parties, and media, the claimants advance with claim-making processes 

(McAllister, 2015; Hall et al., 2015). Gaining allies with powerful actors at multiple levels, civil 
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societies and national and international organisations, reinforce the resistance process – 

whether it is successful or unsuccessful resistance. The formation of broad alliances and 

coalitions with diverse social organisations creates opportunities in raising the voices of 

local-level communities or marginalised communities, as systematic and effective repertoires 

of actions seem to be drawn with the collective capacities of allied actors (Borras Jr and 

Franco, 2013; Adnan, 2013; McAllister, 2015). Not only did civil society mobilise the 

resistance process, but also contribute financially to raise the voice of claimant parties. Also, 

political parties can play important roles in reversing the policies of states that create 

opportunities for claim-makers (Sampat, 2015; Bedi, 2015). Therefore, with the support of 

allied actors, the resistance movement can go up beyond the epicentre of contentions.  

2.5.5 Resistance for Incorporation 

Resistance for incorporation in large-scale projects – the struggles for compensations or 

rehabilitations – can advance with performing a variety of repertoires of contentions. For 

example, movement activists organised rallies, sit-in programmes, occupying public 

premises in order to improve the conditions of people who affected by large-scale projects, 

but the intensity of repertoires of actions seemed to be found non-violent (Chowdhury, 

2014). When claimant groups are unable to proceed with claim-making processes, 

compensations are demanded against dispossessions – so as to meet the subsistence 

livelihood and seek better terms of employment (McAllister, 2015; Chowdhury, 2014). Hall et 

al., (2015: 472) claim that “not all mobilisations and alliances are against land deals. 

Sometimes social groups in local communities mobilise, seek allies and demand to be 

inserted into land deals”. Alternative livelihood procedure induced them in involving the land 

deals, but struggle around the land deals might be diverse. Also, social identity and class 

shape the claim-making process (Hall et al., 2015). Glassman and Hoffmann (2006; 2013) 

demonstrated that nature of resistance is heterogeneous because of historical and current 

dynamics of social formations are diverse across the globe. 

It is assumed that all kinds of land grabbing might not trigger resistance processes. 

Resistance trajectory to land grabs is much discussed on the growing body of land grabbing 

literature, but non-resistance process in the terrain of land grabbing has already been 

identified. The victims of land grabbing may be interested in land deals: ‘On occasions when 

investors need the land and the labour, peasants and villagers are not expelled, but may be 

subsumed into corporate enterprises as workers (perhaps even leasing their land to their 

employer) or as contracted small-scale farmers’ (Hall et al., 2015: 470). Succinctly, some 

may be resisted against expulsion, while other may be sought better compensation. 

Simultaneously, another group may be mobilised to demand improvements in terms of 

involving them into the emerging investment enclaves (Borras Jr and Franco, 2013; Hall et 
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al., 2015). When the land grab takes place, both approaches – exclusion and inclusion – 

seem to appear in social spectrums. Given outcomes, which may occur in a single land deal 

worldwide, are potential to trigger the resistance process. Therefore, it can be argued that 

reactions against land deals are shaped by historical, political, economic, and cultural 

specificities of victim communities.  

2.5.6 Demobilisation Process 

When state actors experience encounters with resistance trajectories led by claimant 

groups, demobilisation processes accompanied by violence appear in the resistance 

process. The resistance process is thwarted by violence: “Once violent attacks occur, or 

even peaceful meetings to resolve conflicts, state actors, political party operatives or their 

proxies may then deploy police, military and/or paramilitary forces to specific points of 

‘environmental’ interest to ‘restore order’ (Rocheleau, 2015: 706). On the other hand, to 

demobilise the resistance process, bribery can be used to manage the leaders of the 

resistance committees. In addition to bribery, the counter lawsuit against claimant groups is 

lodged by powerful actors, which is used for creating threats and intimidation (Sampat, 2015; 

Bedi, 2015). This is called a ‘repertoire of repression’ (Edelman and Leon, 2013). However, 

the resistance process is being criminalised by state powers; this process includes arresting 

and imprisoning individuals who opposed state actors in land contentions (Rocheleau, 

2015). According to Kerkvliet (2009: 233), ‘behaviour by people in higher class or status 

positions to counter the actions of subordinates is not resistance. That is often repression or 

coercion’. Even, powerful actors can oppose the resistance process, involving global and 

domestic agencies. Highlighted the issue, Rocheleau (2015: 696) claims:   

The UN system and related nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) provide advice on land 
deal policy and practice by state and private-sector actors, including contradictory advice to 
privatise land, to respect human rights and to secure free, prior and informed consent from 
owners and/or residents. 

The involvement of transnational organisations in land deals heightens the tensions of local 

communities, as many communities become landless or tenants of large-holder ranchers 

and farmers (Rocheleau, 2015). However, demobilisation process comprises violence, 

oppressions and shrewd strategies, which are used to foil the resistance process. 

2. 6 Conclusion 
 
In short, land grabbing is an issue of global significance, which tends to cause conflict and 

violence around the world, as local communities are encountering challenges with 

detrimental effects of land grabs. The resistance seems to be a life-and-death struggle for 

the people, who attempt to oppose the grabbers. Social conflict is an unavoidable trajectory, 

which appears in the process of resistance. The peasant movement against ‘exploitation’ 
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and ‘oppression’ can be unorganised, individualised, and localised forms of insurgency 

(Moreda, 2015). On the other hand, when poor people are involved in contentious politics in 

the context of land grabbing, three major intersections of political contestations around 

current land grabbing have been identified as follows: claiming or returning the grabbed 

properties; demanding for better livelihood; claiming relocation and resettlement 

arrangements (Borras Jr and Franco, 2013).   

The land grabbing literature provides discernible trajectories of land politics that help to 

understand the macro and micro process of land grabbing. There is a wealth of research 

which focuses on the exploration of the land grabs dealing with macro political-economic 

processes, but there is a lack of empirical study, which concentrates on micro political-

economic processes underpinning land-grabs. Thus, the land grabbing literature provides 

outlines to exploring empirical inquiry: focusing on land contentions between powerful actors 

and marginalised communities in Bangladesh. Finally, scholarly contributions guide 

systematically to explore not only the micro process of land grabbing but also the resistance 

process – highlighting claim-making processes between powerful actors and marginalised 

communities in Bangladesh. However, the next chapter will introduce the conceptual and 

theoretical premise of the study by reviewing the literature on contentious politics.  
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Chapter Three: Conceptual and Theoretical Foundation 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter two reviewed scholarly contributions on land grabbing, in relation to understanding 

the process of land grabbing and resistance around the world. In this chapter the theoretical 

lens of contentious politics will be introduced, which has been employed to interpret this 

study of the political micro-processes underpinning land grabs in Bangladesh. While 

contentious politics can be used to draw attention towards macro socio-political processes, 

the study employs contentious politics to understand the granular social transactions – the 

micro process of land-grabbing and resistance. Contentious politics involves social 

interaction in which one group makes claims on another group underpinning shared 

interests; it consists of social interactions involving different actors: individuals, groups, 

formal organisations, or authorities, who make claims on behalf of shared interests or other 

actors’ interests (Tilly, 2008; Tilly and Tarrow, 2015). According to Tilly (2008: 5), 

‘contentious politics involves interactions in which actors make claims bearing on someone 

else’s interests, in which governments appear either as targets, initiators of claims, or third 

parties’. This definition highlights interactive social processes between powerful and less 

powerful groups. Even, when people are challenged by government authorities, powerful 

actors or opponents, they are involved in a contentious episode with the intent to resist 

powerful opponents. Contentious politics emerges where and when ordinary people are 

engaged in confrontation with powerful actors – elites, authorities and opponents – in order 

to make claims on behalf of shared interests. The contentious politics, therefore, refers to 

collective political struggles of challengers and describe how the contenders create 

opportunity in an episode of contention by using collective actions, social networking and 

activist repertoires. We will now look at some of the foundational concepts critical to the 

contentious politics lens. 

3.1.1 Claim-making process 

The overarching definition of contentious politics always involves at least two parties or 

groups in an episode of contention where one party appears as subject: the maker of a 

claim, whilst others act as object: the receiver of a claim (Tilly and Tarrow, 2015). More 

specifically, people can make claims on governments or powerful actors; on the other hand, 

governments or powerful actors can also make claims on specific groups of people. The 

claim-making process triggers contention between groups, as it is deeply associated with 

interactive social processes. Tilly (1995: 32) argues, ‘social life consists of interactions 
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among interest-oriented groups, that contention constitutes a consequential element of those 

interactions.’ 

How do the contenders resist powerful actors in the claim-making process? When the less 

powerful actors make claims on the powerful actors, the dynamic features of contentious 

politics unequivocally turn up throughout the contention. Primarily, the claim-making process 

consists of framing process, mobilisation process, political opportunity structure, repertoire of 

contention, forging alliances with diverse actors, and demobilisation process – which are 

prominent features of contentious politics.  

3.1.2 Framing process 

When the claim-making process triggers an episode of contention, the challengers attempt 

to build a resistance platform with the intent of defeating powerful actors. This process is 

known as ‘framing structure’ that refers to strategic decisions through which the contenders 

seek to organise. According to McAdam, McCarthy and Zald (1999: 8), ‘framing processes 

clearly encourage mobilisation, as people seek to organise and act on their growing 

awareness of the system’s illegitimacy and vulnerability’. To act together against the 

system’s illegitimacy and vulnerability, framing process emerges as a systematic device of 

resistance process: the formation phase of resistance process. Further McAdam, McCarthy 

and Zald (1999: 5) claim that ‘mediating between opportunity, organisation, and action are 

the shared meanings and definitions that people bring to their situation. At a minimum 

people need to feel both aggrieved about some aspects of their lives and optimistic that, 

acting collectively, they can redress the problem’. Framing process helps create 

opportunities in the claim-making process. Framing, in effect, involves finding a convincing 

set of principles that can solder interest groups together, so they can mobilise to achieve 

certain shared goals.  

3.1.3 Mobilisation process  

Tilly’s mobilisation concept needs to be taken into consideration. Mobilisation refers to 

control over resources, and strategic management of those resources. Tilly (1978: 7) puts it 

this way: 

Mobilisation is the process by which a group acquires collective control over the resources 
needed for action. Those resources may be labour power, goods, weapons, votes, and any 
number of other things, just so long as they are usable in acting on shared interests. 
Sometimes a group such as a community has a complex internal structure, but few pooled 
resources, sometimes it is rich in resources, but the resources are all under individual control. 
The analysis of mobilisation deals with the ways that groups acquire resources and make them 
available for collective action.  

Mobilisation constitutes a process that enables a group to acquire political resources that are 

required to achieve shared goals. With respect to the concept of mobilisation, it focuses on 
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economic and political life. The resource acquisition process strengthens the mobilisation 

process. More specifically, the collective claims are fuelled by the dynamic mechanisms of 

mobilisation, as it is associated with collective action, which is a key form of resistance led 

by ordinary people against better-equipped opponents or powerful stakeholders. Mobilisation 

process, therefore, helps to implement strategic decisions, focusing on seizing the political 

opportunity structure. 

3.1.4 Political Opportunity Structure 

In order to make claims on each other, the “claims of contender” and “counterclaims of 

opposition” employ the political opportunity structure (POS). The formation of POS is two-

fold: opportunities and threats. Tilly and Tarrow (2007: 58) claim that ‘threats and 

opportunities co-occur, and most people engaging in contentious politics combine response 

to threats with seizing opportunities.’ So as to open up opportunities, the contenders 

challenge powerful actors despite facing threats. Tilly (2008: 12) adds:  

Political opportunity structure consists of opportunities and threats posed for claim making on 
the part of one or many actors by changes in regime openness, coherence of the national elite, 
stability of political alignments, availability of allies for potential claimants, and regime 
repression or facilitation with respect to possible forms of claim making. 

Having grasped the basic dimensions of POS, certain features of opportunity structure need 

to be discussed. Tarrow (1999: 54) identifies four salient features of opportunities: ‘the 

opening up of access to power, shifting alignments, the availability of influential allies, and 

cleavages with and among elites.’ More specifically, the opening up of access to power 

refers to the process through which people engage in bargaining with the powerful actor: the 

initial phase of claim-making process. The second feature is the unstable alignments that 

encourage the contenders to exert their marginal power and secure ties with elites for 

drawing support. The third aspect is the availability of influential allies who can create 

opportunity for the challengers. As Tarrrow (1999: 55) mentions that ‘allies can act as a 

friend in court, as guarantors against brutal repression, or as acceptable negotiators on 

behalf of constituencies which – if left a free hand – might be far more difficult for authorities 

to deal with’. Finally, an attempt to dividing elites expands the opportunities of challengers: 

‘Divisions among elites not only provide incentives for resource-poor groups to take the risks 

of collective action; they also encourage portions of the elite to seize the role of tribune of the 

people in order to increase their own political influence’ (Tarrow, 1999: 56). Therefore, the 

opportunity structure induces the challengers to mobilise the resistance process in particular 

ways. 

Having understood the salient features of the opportunity structure, the elements of threats 

of POS need to be articulated. How does threat emerge in the claim-making process? 
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Constraints occur when ‘counterclaims’ are made by powerful actors, which involves 

oppressive mechanisms that aim to constrict challengers. More specifically, threats inhibit 

resistance process, while opportunity structure facilitates collective actions that are required 

to resist the powerful actors. Threats evolve as an independent phenomenon in the claim-

making process. As Goldstone and Tilly (2001: 181) mention: 

Indeed, “threat” is often treated as merely the flip side of opportunity, a negative measure of the 
same concept, so that increased threat simply equates with reduced opportunities. We believe 
this is mistaken, and that threat is an independent factor whose dynamics greatly influence how 
popular groups and the state act in a variety of conflict situations.  

The concept of threats embraces power structures, which is likely to affect the claim-making 

process of the challengers (Tilly, 1978). In order to widen the opportunity structure, the 

challengers use an array of repertoire of contention.  

3.1.5 Repertoire of contention 

Repertoire of contention refers to the collective actions which enable the less powerful actors 

to make claims on the powerful actors, and the latter’s response. Tilly (1995: 43) defines 

repertoire of contention as ‘the established ways in which pairs of actors make and receive 

claims bearing on each other’s interests’. The ‘established ways’ references the repertoire of 

contention that has become embedded with the culture of a geopolitical space, and the 

movements being incubated within it. Countries and sub-national regions possess distinct 

repertoires, which shape the resistance process. According to Tilly (2008: 14), ‘repertoire 

vary from place to place, time to time, and pair to pair’. It is culturally inscribed and socially 

communicated (Tarrow, 1998). Tarrow (1998: 30) further adds that, ‘the repertoire is at once 

a structural and a cultural concept, involving not only what people do when they are engaged 

in conflict with others but what they know how to do and what others expect them to do’. The 

historical backdrop of a culture provides strategies or incentives in terms of constituting a 

framework of the repertoire of contention that also enables people to interact with each other 

to make claims. Tilly (1995: 42) explains: 

Repertoires are learned cultural creations, but they do not descend from abstract philosophy or 
take shape as a result of political propaganda; they emerge from struggle. People learn to 
break windows in protest, attack pilloried prisoners, tear down dishonoured houses, stage 
public marches, petitions, hold formal meetings, organise special-interest associations. 

People use innovative and known repertoires that are already established in a particular 

society in order to make collective claims. Repertoire identifies a set of actions, which are 

learned and shared. People acquire knowledge about the repertoire as members of a 

particular society. While challengers use known repertoires of action that are available in a 

culture, how do the challengers innovate on repertoires in an episode of contention? Tilly 

responds to the issue as follows: ‘innovation is rare, and harder to explain. One of the main 
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processes is surely the stretching of the boundaries of forms of action which already belong 

to the repertoire’ (1978: 155). Therefore, the innovative repertoire is a hybrid process, which 

is associated with the culture of communities but pushes beyond the established. 

Repertoire has diverse forms, which occur in cycles. Tilly (1995: 43) claims that ‘repertoires 

have several different levels: action, performance, campaign, and array of performance’. 

First, the action refers to contentious episodes in the claim-making process, including 

window-smashing, cheering, and chanting slogan; the less powerful actors act together 

against the powerful actors by using individual actions. As Tilly (1978: 7) mentions, 

‘collective action consists of people’s acting together in pursuit of common interests.’ 

Second, performances consist of a series of contentious actions in recurrent sequences. 

These actions include petition submission; organising assemble, campaign, strike; 

occupying premises, and obstructing traffic, which are known as contentious repertoire (Tilly, 

1995). Tarrow and Tilly (2007: 441) state that ‘presentation of a petition, taking of a hostage, 

or mounting of a demonstration constitutes a performance linking at least two actors, a 

claimant and an object of claims.’ Therefore, it consists of multiple action-oriented symbols. 

Third, the dimensions of the repertoire of contention vary from place to place: largely 

depends on the cultural background and historical legacy of a nation-state, which shape 

claim-making processes. In addition, the changes in the repertoires of contention occur 

when claim-makers can bring new actors into contentions. In order to open up political 

opportunities, the contenders attempt to draw attention to social actors through contentious 

performing; this process is known as a campaign. Final, in order to articulate the claim-

making process in an episode of contention, the array of performances – including public 

meetings, contentious gathering, and campaigns – tend to be used by a set of actors. That 

is, forms of collective action that challengers use to make claims on the powerful actors. 

3.1.6 Forging alliances with diverse social actors 

When people perform collective performances in relation to making claims on particular 

groups, one goal is to expand their supporter base in the episode of contention. External 

support reinforces the claim-making process of the challengers. Tilly (2008: 8) explains: 

Whether gathering with like-minded people or not, participants in claim making not only make 
publicly visible collective claims on the other people but also recruit like-minded folks to their 
cause, plan their strategies in private, and dig up information that will help them. In many 
cases, they engage in other activities that likewise advance their cause: contributing money 
and time to help fellow members, wear badges or colours advertising their affiliation, sell 
polemical books or pamphlets, argue with opponents they meet at work, and more.   

Challengers create opportunities in an episode of contention: using appropriate allies, 

forging new collective identities, organisations, social networks, and innovating in the 

inherited repertoire. Tarrow (1999: 46) claims that ‘when collective action does develop, it is 
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around the corporate bodies and voluntary associations whose established positions and 

real power enables them to gain advantages within the institutional framework of the state’. 

The challengers need to understand how to bring new actors into an episode of contention. 

Establishing new alliances can strengthen existing performances, which is beneficial to the 

claim-making process. 

How do challengers forge alliances with elites in an episode of contention? Tilly postulates 

that campaigns change connections in the claim-making process: ‘a campaign sometimes 

alters POS by bringing new actors into a regime, changing a regime’s repressive policy, or 

establishing new alliances between challengers and established holders of power’ (2008: 

89). When challengers perform from their repertoires of action to make claims on the power 

holders, they intend to involve other individuals and groupings, who have potential power, 

knowledge and resources to support the claims of the challengers. As Tilly and Tarrow 

(2007: 70) mention: 

Interaction doesn’t only occur among those who demonstrate. On the margins of 
demonstrations appear onlookers, sympathetic, hostile, or indifferent. In an important sense, 
the task of the demonstrators is to turn sympathisers into participants, neutralise opponents, 
and turn indifferent onlookers into sympathisers.  

When new actors are involved in the POS, changes in performances occur. The repertoires 

of subsequent campaigns are reinforced because of the new actors, who have experience in 

designing the repertoires of action. According to Tilly and Tarrow (2007: 58), ‘rivalry among 

power holders often leads some of them to form alliances with challengers, which limits the 

power holders’ movement toward rigidity as well as the challengers’ move toward flexibility’. 

By forging alliances with the opponents of power holders, the challengers can use diverse 

repertoires of actions. 

3.1.7 Demobilisation process 

While challengers perform repertoires of contention and attempt to involve allies in an 

episode of contention, the powerful actors engage them in a demobilisation process, which 

aims to deactivate the resistance process. Threats of POS – used by powerful actors – are 

associated with the process. For example, governments apply coercive mechanisms: 

deploying law enforcement agencies, including armies, police forces, courts, prisons, and 

the like in order to control contentions. The demobilisation process includes repression and 

violence. Tilly theorises (1978: 158) as follows: 

Repression likewise affects the repertoire. Repression makes a large difference in the short run 
because other powerful groups affect the relative costs and probable returns of different forms 
of action theoretically available to a particular group. It also matters in the long run because that 
sort of cost setting tends to eliminate some forms of action as it channels behaviour into others. 
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In order to weaken the repertoires of contention, the power holders use repressive 

mechanisms: for example, ‘governmental repression is the best-known case’ (Tilly, 1978: 

100). Governments know how to deactivate mobilisation and collective action: ‘police for 

crowd control, troops to back them, spies and informers for infiltration, licensing to keep 

potential actors visible and tame’ (Tilly, 1978: 101).  

According to Tilly, ‘violence, furthermore, is rarely a solo performance. It usually grows out of 

an interaction of opponents’ (1978: 175). This process results in the violation of human 

rights, as Tilly (1978: 174) mentions that:  

The broad definition of violence to include all violations of human rights not only requires 
agreement on the character of those rights, but also expands the phenomenon to such a large 
range of social relations as to make systematic study of it almost unthinkable. 

By using violence, the powerful actors not only control the resources but also defy the 

customary or informal rules of society. Therefore, when the contenders organise a 

resistance platform: using diverse repertoires of actions, the powerful actors employ 

demobilisation process to deactivate the resistance process.  

 
3.2 Conclusion 
 
In short, the contentious interactions seem to be sustained when repertoires of contention 

are backed by dense social networks and culturally action-oriented symbols. Ordinary 

people can sometimes defeat better-equipped opponents or powerful actors successfully, 

however, their rights are frequently violated, while the processes of making claims can be 

defeated by powerful actors using a range of methods. Referring to ordinary people, Tarrow 

(1998: 2) points out that ‘they often succeeded, but even when they failed, their actions set 

in motion important political, cultural, and international changes’. The hypothesis projects 

that repertoires of action have powerful implications for the analysis of contentious politics; 

such action not only constitutes the social networking system, but also creates a new identity 

when a set of people can make claims either successfully or unsuccessfully in an episode of 

contention. Finally, challengers respond to opportunity and threats employing sets of 

strategies: repertoires, performances, collective actions, mechanisms, and social networking 

systems. Despite facing constant threats and constraints, challengers employ a variety of 

public performance or repertoires of action to create opportunities in an episode of 

contention. 
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Contentious politics provides an analytical grid for analysing resistance processes to land-

grabs. While Tilly developed the theory aiming to explain macro social mechanisms15: 

highlighting large-scale socio-political processes, the study focuses on the micro political-

economic mechanisms underpinning land grabs in Bangladesh. By using overarching 

features of contentious politics, the resistance processes to land grabs will be investigated. 

The resistance process has diverse outcomes: successful and unsuccessful resistance that 

can be understood through the overarching lenses of contentious politics. This framework 

provides an opportunity for understanding the ‘culture of resistance process’ at the micro 

political-economic process: how does a community of a nation-state proceed with the claim-

making process? More specifically, the theoretical foundation helps understand how claim-

makers can create pressure on powerful actors under competitive social conditions. The 

outcomes of resistance processes – whether it is a successful or unsuccessful resistance – 

depend on mechanisms of claim-makers. To keep that in mind, the methodology used to 

explore landed contention will be set out in the next chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
15It denotes mobilisation, demobilisation, framing process, escalation and defection, identity shift and boundary 
delimitation (McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly, 2008). 
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Chapter Four: Methodology, Methods and Data Analysis 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Chapter three set out the analytical foundation of the thesis, in relation to understanding 

successful and unsuccessful resistance to land-grabs. Succinctly, the preceding chapter 

introduced the conceptual and theoretical premise of the study by reviewing the literature on 

contentious politics. It was noted that this study considers the micro politics of land-grabs 

and the associated resistance process. This chapter will set out the aims, methodology, 

case-selection method, data-collection methods and ethical considerations that underpinned 

this study. However, it is important we clearly distinguish the broad empirical outlines that 

distinguish land-grabbing as a phenomenon, capable of study. 

Within the framework of background, land grabbing is a burning issue, which has tended to 

cause conflict and violence around the world. When the powerful and less powerful groups 

are involved in an episode of land contention, the resistance process revolves around the 

contentious episode. Tilly’s theoretical contribution – contentious politics – provides 

discernible reasons why some people act as “challengers”, while other recognisable sets of 

people are the “opposition” to counter the claims of the resistance group. In order to access 

the resources that are captured by powerful actors, less powerful groups engage them in 

“resistance process” despite facing threats and risk. The overarching meaning of resistance 

comprises action and non-action-oriented symbols that enable subordinate groups or less 

powerful people to express concerns and anxieties in an episode of contention. The 

contender, for example, engages in direct challenges or contentious episodes to resist 

powerful opponents in order to achieve shared interests or resources that trigger conflicts. 

 
To substantiate the resistance process, there is a wealth of research which focuses on the 

exploration of the land grabs dealing with macro political-economic processes, but there is a 

lack of empirical study, which concentrates on micro political-economic processes 

underpinning land-grabs. To keep that in mind, the study focuses on the micro process of 

land grabbing and resistance. According to LANDac factsheet Bangladesh (2016: 5), ‘at 

least 60 per cent of rural families are land-poor or landless. Landless and land-poor people 

often work as seasonal labourers, working or sharecropping on land belonging to others.’ 

Under such a circumstance, when powerful actors – either state or private enterprises – 

intend to implement specific projects on the lands of marginalised communities, which 

creates detrimental effects on their subsistence livelihood, the marginalised communities 

involve in resisting powerful actors – as these groups belong to a small proportion of the 
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country’s total lands. In addition, the incident of land grabbing frequently occurs against the 

marginalised communities because of their marginal political identities, which appear as 

constant threats to their everyday life, in the social structures in which they are embedded. 

Thus, the proposed study on land grabbing contributes scientific knowledge that is required 

to better understand the micro political-economic processes of land grabbing. This is 

especially the case in Bangladesh, where data-sets are yet to exist on these granular social 

processes. 

To corroborate the micro-politics of land-grabbing and resistance process, four case studies 

– applying multiple-case study approach – were explored using qualitative research 

methods. In order to understand the differences and the similarities between the selected 

cases, qualitative methods generate holistic evidence for arguments (Yin, 2018). More 

specifically, drawing on contentious politics, four case studies – successful and unsuccessful 

resistance to land-grabs – were explored through qualitative research methods. Therefore, 

section one begins with the research design; this section includes the overall aim of the 

investigation, the multiple-case study approach, the overarching definition of the case study 

research; the benefits of the multiple-case study design, and case-selection strategies: how 

did the study select four case studies? Also, the section discusses about the case-

identification process. Following the research design of the study, section two outlines 

research method, including data collection methods, purposive sampling methods, access to 

data, access to relevant interviewees, interview process, the role of theory in the fieldwork 

process, documentary process, data analysis, and data triangulation process. Finally, 

section three articulates the ethical consideration of the study along with the reflexivity on the 

field research process. 

4.2 Section One: Research Design 

In order to explore this micro-politics of land-grabbing and resistance process in greater 

detailed, a multiple-case study approach is proposed – drawing theoretically on the 

contentious politics literature. In this section, the design of the case study approach will be 

set out. To do this, the statement of research aims and questions needs to be articulated.   

4.2.1 The overall aim of the investigation 

The study analyses and conceptualises the process of land grabbing in Bangladesh. The 

overarching aims of this study include: (1) Map the social networks buttressing land grabs, 

and the techniques used to both facilitate the landed acquisition and neutralise resistance (2) 

Document and theorise the forms of resistance used by communities resisting land-grabs. 

(3) Identify and conceptualise critical dynamics that shape resistance outcomes in episodes 

of land contention. 
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4.2.2 Research questions 

The primary question which this study proposes to explore is: 
 
What are the underlying reasons behind successful and unsuccessful resistance to land-
grabs? 

It is important to note that success and failure need to be seen as two polls, in between 
which stands a continuum where a mix of outcomes may be produced by resistance, that fall 
under either heading. 

Supplementary research question: 

What are the institutional, network and strategic factors that lead to the successful and 
unsuccessful resistance to land-grabs?  

In order to answer this core overarching question, a series of specific research questions 
have been formulated:   

1. What are the political-economic networks and mechanisms that are used by powerful 
actors to grab land?  

2. What are the institutional, ideological, economic, political, and cultural opportunity 
structures exploited by powerful actors to execute land grabs? 

3. What techniques and mechanisms do households employ to resist the grab of the land?  

4. What are the institutional, ideological, economic, political, and cultural opportunity 
structures exploited by the less powerful actors to resist the powerful actors in an 
episode of land-grabbing?   

In order to achieve the research aims and answer the core research question, an exploratory 

case study approach is proposed. Yin and others recommend employing the exploratory 

case study approach where there is an absence of significant amount of empirical data. The 

primary purpose of an exploratory case study research is to understand holistically the 

complex phenomenon in real-life contexts by using multiple sources of evidence and data 

(Yin, 2012; Ogawa and Malen, 1991). Furthermore, an exploratory case study approach can 

address the “what” type of research question (Yin, 2014). An exploratory case study, 

therefore, aims to elicit persuasive, detailed portrait – a logical, cyclical and narrative 

depiction – of an intricate phenomenon. And using this narrative, hypotheses can be 

generated relevant to understand why type questions (Gerring, 2017). 

As the study considers episodes of land contention, focusing on the unexplored micro-

politics underpinning successful and unsuccessful resistance to land grabs, an exploratory 

case study research is an appropriate methodology for identifying the major themes and 

pattern associated with the phenomenon (George and Andrew, 2004). Having grasped the 
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selection rationale for an exploratory case study approach, the study considers a multiple-

case study design.   

4.2.3 Multiple-case study approach  

This study aims to understand how in environments marked by asymmetric power 

structures, relatively less powerful groups make claims over land being ‘grabbed’ by a more 

powerful opposing party. Particularly, it looks to better understand what are the specific 

socio-cultural determinants that condition the ability of relatively less powerful groups to 

successfully or unsuccessfully champion their contentious claim. In order to explore these 

questions, it was decided that a multiple case studies ought to be constructed in a single 

national geopolitical context. Multiple-case study approach consists of more than one single 

case: ‘The multi-case study is a special effort to examine something having lots of cases, 

parts or members’ (Stake, 2006: vi). In order to understand the strengths of the multiple-case 

study design, the overarching definition of the case study research needs to be articulated. 

Case Study Research 

A case study is the holistic exploration of a phenomenon in the real-life contexts, which is 

conducted using mixed research methods. Yin (2014: 16) provides a working definition of the 

case study: 

A case study is an empirical inquiry that (1) investigate a contemporary phenomenon (the 
“case”) in depth and within its real-world context, especially when (2) the boundaries between 
phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident. 

According to the definition: first, a contemporary phenomenon of the real-world context can 

be investigated thoroughly or holistically by using case study research; second, the context 

laden features of the complex phenomenon – a contested issue – can be explored through 

the case study approach. Therefore, this definition focuses on the comprehensive 

investigation of a phenomenon in the real-life context. In addition to the definition, multiple 

methods are required to comprehensively explore a case, as a single case consists of 

multiple variables (Yin, 2014). Prior to selecting research methods, the multiple sources of 

evidence need to be considered. Creswell (2013: 97) explains: 

Case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a real-life, 
contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, 
through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., 
observations, interviews, aduiovisual material, and documents and reports), and reports a case 
description and case themes.          

In order to gather ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1975) about an issue, multiple sources of 

information are required. The multiple sources include, archival documents, interviews, direct 

observations, participant-observation, and physical artefacts (Yin, 2018). The intent of 

multiple sources of evidence – i.e. triangulation – is to generate in-depth understanding of a 
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specific topic. However, as the case study research focuses on the meaning of a 

phenomenon, the researchers need to analyse multiple dimensions of the phenomenon 

(Gerring, 2017). Case study research can contribute to scientific knowledge in many ways in 

terms of providing thick description of a new phenomenon, or to testing theory/generate 

theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). Given that this study aims to generate thick descriptions of a 

context laden process, and build explanation, this methodology was deemed congruent.  

Additionally, according to Creswell (2013: 100), ‘a case study is a good approach when the 

inquirer has clearly identifiable cases with boundaries and seeks to provide an in-depth 

understanding of the cases or a comparison of several cases.’ This was possible in 

Bangladesh. There were clearly circumscribed episodes of land contention, where land had 

been grabbed, this grab had been resisted, which then led to a number of different 

outcomes. It was also clear that multiple case studies could be identified of this nature, 

which is important in terms of rigour.    

4.2.4 Benefits of a multiple-case study design 

In order to understand the phenomenon of interests in different contexts in a single national 

geopolitical context, the multiple-case study approach provides a platform in understanding 

the ‘bounded context’ holistically. As Yin (1981: 101) claims, ‘multiple-case designs are 

appropriate when the same phenomenon is thought to exist in a variety of situations.’ The 

use of multiple-case study approach is particularly useful in understanding differences and 

similarities between the cases, which allows for theoretical replication (Baxter and Jack, 

2008; Stake, 1995; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). This is particularly relevant to the 

current study which focuses on the similarity and difference between successful and 

unsuccessful resistance to land-grabs. Yin claims that ‘case studies (4 to 6) might be 

designed to pursue two different patterns of theoretical replication’ (2018: 55). Following the 

rigours of multiple-case study design, four cases were selected to study two empirical 

patterns. Analytical inferences from multiple-case studies are more powerful and effective, 

as comparison in multiple-case is an intrinsic process, following the ‘replication logic’ (Tellis, 

1997). 

The study considers two types of powerful actors, namely the state and non-state actor 

involved in making claims on the less powerful groups. The multiple-case study approach 

created an opportunity to analyse in a number of cases the mechanisms used by these 

actors to grab land claimed by marginalised communities. For example, what strategies were 

used by state actors to make claim over the less powerful groups? Similarly, how did the 

corporate/non-state actors make claims on the less powerful groups? What are the 

similarities and differences in the claim-making process of the two different actors? On the 
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other hand, the multiple-case study approach offers understanding the resistance 

trajectories. How did the victim communities resist the powerful actors? What tactics, frames, 

and strategies did they employ? What actions did they undertake? Like with the powerful 

actors, the multiple-case study approach provides an opportunity for understanding the 

successful and unsuccessful resistance trajectories to land-grabs. 

Also, it ought to be added, that ‘land-grabbing’ is a contested phenomenon which exists 

throughout the world with certain general features, but also contains regional variations. 

Therefore, the multiple-case study design was required to more confidently understand what 

are the regional variations distinct to Bangladesh featured in the cases, and which dynamics 

may be described as more general in nature. This discussion will now turn to the case 

selection strategy. 

4.2.5 Case-selection strategies 

The four exploratory case studies were conducted in Bangladesh, focusing on both the 

successful resistance and failed resistance to land grabs – two outcome variables – with the 

issues being explored through a systematic set of data-collection techniques. Since the 

study has selected four case studies, it is important to consider the rationale for – or 

strategies of selecting – cases. More specifically, methodology and theoretical propositions 

rather than pragmatic rationale should be considered while selecting the cases (Seawright 

and Gerring, 2008). This rationale will now be discussed. 

Critical to this study was diversity. Looking at diverse socio-cultural terrains, in order to 

create a powerful basis in which to distinguish the general dynamics of land-grabbing and 

resistance, that may have relevance beyond Bangladesh; while also being sensitive to local 

factors, which may have played an important part in outcomes. To understand holistically 

underpinning granular processes of land grabbing and resistance, these case studies have 

been selected from four broader ecological zones: plains, hills, valleys, and urban regions 

(Table 4; and see Figure 1). This variable was introduced to see whether the geography of 

diverse regions, and the social history that has altered their meaning over time, had 

impacted on outcomes. 

Table 4: Regional information on the selected communities 

Victim communities Regions   

Tea Labourer Community  North-eastern part of the country 

Santal Community Northern part of the country 



47 
 

Baptist Christian Community Southern part of the country 

Indigenous Communities South-East region  

 

The type of actors was also considered – balancing state actors and non-state actors (Table 

5). The imperative here was to analyse the dynamics in state initiated, and state facilitated 

(non-state actor led), cases to see how this impacted on outcomes. 

Table 5: The contested groups in the land contentions.   

Victim communities Powerful opponents   

Tea Labourer Community  State actor 

Santal Community State actor 

Baptist Christian Community Non-state actor/Private company  

Indigenous Communities Non-state actor/Private company 

The study focused on two different outcome variables – successful resistance, and failed 

resistance to land grabs. More specifically, focusing on two exemplary outcomes – 

successful and non-successful resistance to land-grabs, four case studies – balancing state 

actors and non-state actors – were considered. According to Yin (2018: 59), ‘selecting such 

cases requires prior knowledge of the outcomes, with the multiple-case inquiry focusing on 

how and why the exemplary outcomes might have occurred and hoping for literal (or direct) 

replications of these conditions from case to case’. Table 6 demonstrates the outcome 

variables of the selected communities: successful and unsuccessful resistance to land-

grabs.   

Table 6: The outcomes variables of the land contention. 

Victim communities Powerful opponents  Outcome variables 

Tea Labourer Community  State actor Successful resistance 

Santal Community State actor Unsuccessful resistance 

Baptist Christian Community Non-state actor/Private company  Successful resistance  

Indigenous Communities Non-state actor/Private company Unsuccessful resistance  

Several studies demonstrate that incidents of land grabbing and dispossession against 

marginalised communities frequently take place in Bangladesh (Shakil, 2013; Samad, 

2012). The study selected marginalised communities in the country, who were not only 
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socioeconomically disadvantaged groups, but also ethnically marginalised communities 

(details on their marginality will be discussed in the empirical chapters). This looks at how 

different forms of marginality may impact on how communities resist, and the outcomes 

associated with this resistance (See table 7). 

Table 7: The identity of the selected marginalised socio-economic communities. 

Victim communities Socio-political Identity   

Tea Labourer Community  Ethnic minority community 

Santal Community Ethnic minority community 

Baptist Christian Community Religious minority community  

Indigenous Communities Ethnic minority community 
 

4.2.6 Case identification process  

To generate data which achieved the study aims, the four exploratory case studies were 

conducted focusing on a successful execution of a land grab, an unsuccessful execution of a 

land grab, a successful resistance to a land grab, and an unsuccessful resistance to a land 

grab in order to explore these issues methodically. In order to select the four cases, the 

study consulted with the case-selection strategies. Creswell (2013: 101) mentions:   

One of the challenges inherent in qualitative case study development is that the researcher 
must identify the case…The case study researcher must decide which bounded system to 
study, recognising that several might be possible candidates for this selection and realising that 
either the case itself or an issue, which a case or cases are selected to illustrate, is worthy of 
study.     

A range of sources, including newspaper articles, published documents and civil society 

reports were reviewed to identify possible case studies that contained the variables noted 

above. There would be in excess of four case studies that met the inclusion criteria. 

Secondary factors such as the temporal proximity of the case (fresher cases, increased the 

likelihood of locating sources), and the leads available for further investigation, all helped 

refine the list down to four cases.  

Once the study finalised four case studies through the case-selection procedures, the 

qualitative research approach was designed. According to Creswell (2013: 98), ‘a hallmark 

of a good qualitative case study is that it presents an in-depth understanding of the case’. 

The study employed qualitative research methods, namely semi-structured interviews to 

conduct the fieldwork, complimented by archival research. 
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4.3 Section Two: Research Methods 

Having understood the research design that is adopted in the study, this section articulates 

research methods which comprise data collection methods, purposive sampling methods, 

access to data, access to relevant interviewees, interview process, the role of theory in the 

fieldwork process, documentary process, data analysis, and data triangulation process.  

4.3.1 Data Collection Methods  

The data collection methods include interviews, archival data and documents analysis. 

Reflecting on research methods, Simons (2009: 33) claims that ‘three qualitative methods 

often used in case study research to facilitate in-depth analysis and understanding are 

interview, observation and document analysis’. By using qualitative methods in case study 

research, the complex social phenomenon or contested concept can be explored thoroughly. 

As the case study uses multiple sources of evidence, the compelling and robust information 

can be gathered on the phenomenon of interests. According to Merriam (1988: 16),  

The qualitative case study can be defined as an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a 
single entity, phenomenon or social unit. By using qualitative methods, case studies are 
particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic and rely heavily on inductive reasoning in handling 
multiple data sources.  

While understanding the rigour of qualitative case study approach, semi-structured 

interviews were a key method used to substantiate the research aims and questions.   

Semi-structured interview: When the key actors of land grabbers and the victims of land 

grabbing were identified (see sampling method below), semi-structure interviews were 

conducted to help understand the trajectories of contentions in individual case studies. Semi-

structured interviewing is considered as a flexible method, focusing on specific issues. It 

aims to gather in-depth information on the specific phenomenon of interest, allowing 

flexibility in the interview process (Brink, 2018). Furthermore, semi-structured interview gains 

in-depth information on the intended research topic, through focusing on participants’ 

experience, knowledge, attitudes, and perceptions (De Vos et al., 2011). In addition to the 

holistic approach, semi-structured interview, rather than having a set of formal or survey 

questionnaire, consists of a specified set of concepts or dimensions that are prepared prior 

to the interviews – known as an interview checklist (Cassell, 2015). This method allows the 

researcher to explore a given concept in cyclical ways, as interview sessions focus on key 

concepts; new questions are generated to contextualise a relevant phenomenon (Lee and 

Saunders, 2017). Each concept is explored through open-ended questions that provide 

opportunities to explore various dimensions of the phenomenon of interest. Before 

conducting interviews, with the actors of land grabbing and the victims of land grabbing, two 
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different interview checklists were developed or prepared. Both audio-recording and note-

taking were used to record the data.  

Archival research: The study also employed a third common case study research method, 

which is archival record. This consists of archival data-information stored in existing 

channels such as electronic records, libraries, and paper files (Yin, 2012: 12). According to 

Yin, (2014: 109) ‘… archival records can be used in conjunction with other sources of 

information in producing a case study’. In Bangladesh, the land related documents are 

usually maintained by public, individuals and private agencies, including civil society 

organisations that were required to substantiate case studies. During the fieldwork, the 

researcher collected various archival records – primarily land records, physical planning and 

procurement records, private and corporate disclosures, records or deeds or land tenure 

records – from different sources, including local land offices, municipalities, newspaper 

agencies, and NGOs. Not only did archival records help to document transactional 

processes it also identified the actors – both corporate and state – who were interviewed. 

4.3.2 Purposive Sampling Methods 

A purposive sampling method was used to select research participants. As Palinkas et al., 

(2015: 2) claim that ‘this (a purposive sampling) involves identifying and selecting individuals 

or groups of individuals that are especially knowledgeable about or experienced with a 

phenomenon of interest’. Also, Creswell (2013: 156) mentions:  

The concept of purposeful sampling is used in qualitative research. This means the inquirer 
selects individuals and sites for study because they can purposefully inform an understanding 
of the research problem and central phenomenon in the study. Decisions need to be made 
about who or what should be sampled, what form the sampling will take, and how many people 
or sites need to be sampled. 

When implementing purposive sampling, snowball sampling or chain-referral-sampling 

method was conducted to recruit participants. Snowball sampling refers to an approach 

which relies on social networks of participants to identify individuals who have gathered 

experience in the phenomenon of interest. According to Sedgwick (2013: 1), ‘snowball 

sampling is used to recruit samples when members of the desired population are hard to 

reach or access because they feel disempowered, socially excluded, or vulnerable’. As the 

study dealt with the marginalised communities in Bangladesh, snowball approach helped to 

gain access to the individuals of the selected communities relying on the social networks of 

initial participants. 

Participants were selected on the basis of their roles and activities in the land contentions 

and resistance processes. For example, community members – victim communities – were 

identified who have spoken for the community to media, worked as liaisons with NGOs, led 
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on activist campaigns, led on legal campaigns, acted as plaintiffs and witnesses for court 

cases, or who have been clearly identified as community leaders by local NGOs and media.  

However, in order to increase construct validity of the case studies, the collected information 

was reviewed by key informants. According to Yin (2018: 44), ‘the third tactic (construct 

validity) is to have the draft case study report reviewed by key informants.’ Therefore, the 

different types of participants/actors who were interviewed, and they reviewed in each case 

study report, is presented in the table 8 below.  

Table 8: Research participants by case studies16. 

Case study Participants Method No. of 
unstructured 
interviews 

Case study 1: A successful 
resistance to land-grab 

Victims of land 
grabbing 

Semi- structured interview 7 

Government Officials Semi- structured interview 2 

Local political leaders Semi- structured interview 2 

Local government 
officials (land office) 

Semi- structured interview 2 

Members of civil 
society organisations  

Semi- structured interview 2 

Local Journalists Semi- structured interview 2 

Total number of interviews for the above-mentioned case study 17 

Case study 2: An 
unsuccessful resistance to 
land-grab 

Victims of land 
grabbing 

Semi- structured interview 6 

Government Officials Semi- structured interview 1 

Local political leaders Semi- structured interview 2 

Members of civil 
society organisations 

Semi- structured interview 2 

Community leaders of 
Santals 

Semi- structured interview 2 

                                                
16 According to Creswell (2013: 174), ‘a researcher protects the anonymity of the informants, for example, by 
assigning numbers or aliases to individuals.’  
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Local government 
official (land office) 

Semi- structured interview 1 

Local journalists Semi- structured interview 2 

Total number of interviews for the above-mentioned case study 16 

Case study 3: A successful 
resistance to land-grab 

Victims of land 
grabbing 

Semi- structured interview 7 

Corporate Officials Semi- structured interview 2 

Local political leaders Semi- structured interview 3 

Local government 
officials (land office) 

Semi- structured interview 1 

Members of civil 
society organisations  

Semi- structured interview 3 

Local Journalists Semi- structured interview 2 

Total number of interviews for the above-mentioned case study 18 

Case study 4: an 
unsuccessful resistance to 
land-grab 

Victims of land 
grabbing 

Semi- structured interview 7 

Corporate Officials Semi- structured interview 1 

Local political leaders Semi- structured interview 3 

Local government 
officials (land office) 

Semi- structured interview 1 

Members of civil 
society organisations  

Semi- structured interview 3 

Local Journalists Semi- structured interview 2 

Total number of interviews for the above-mentioned case study 17 

Grand total number of interviews (17+16+18+17) 68 

 

Finally, data collection consisted of 68 interviews conducted over 3 months at four sites 

involving four marginalised communities in Bangladesh, focusing on the successful and 

unsuccessful resistance to land-grabs. 
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4.3.3 Access to data 

First, at the beginning of the fieldwork, the study used secondary and documentary sources 

to create social network diagrams and timelines that mapped the coalitions behind the grab, 

the communities and social movement groups underpinning resistance, and the sequence of 

events that led to one of two outcomes, namely successful resistance or unsuccessful 

resistance. Also, the study needed to gain access to gatekeepers within the resistance 

movement, including NGOs, community groups, journalists, and researchers. For example, 

several specialist NGOs were contacted namely ‘Association for Land Reforms and 

Development (ALRD)’, ‘Ain o Salish Kendra (ASK)’, ‘Society for Environment and Human 

Development’ (SEHD), and ‘Kapaeeng Foundation (KAPAEENG)’ that have extensive 

experience to deal with land grabbing issues in Bangladesh. Once these NGOs were visited, 

the researcher attempted to build rapports with the officials of the NGOs using professional 

networks – the author worked as a researcher with NGOs in Bangladesh; this enabled the 

researcher to make appointments with the NGOs’ officials. Interviews were conducted for 

fieldwork obtained. 

4.3.4 Access to relevant interviewees  

The study conducted interviews with different stakeholders, but access to relevant 

interviewees, especially the victims of land-grabbing and powerful actors need to be 

discussed. Several strategies were considered to gain access the relevant interviewees. 

First, the members of civil society organisations and local journalists, who acted as allies of 

the victim communities, introduced the author to leaders of the victim communities. Once the 

researcher developed rapport with the leaders of the selected communities, the acceptability 

of the researcher among the individual members of the victim communities increased 

through the gatekeepers. Sometimes, the elder members of the selected communities 

helped to gain access to relevant interviewees, as they were respected by individuals. 

Second, professional networks were used, as the researcher was a former researcher of an 

NGO in Bangladesh, in order to gain access to state-corporate actors. In addition, the 

personal identity of the researcher – a PhD Researcher at the University of Ulster, the United 

Kingdom – created opportunities for gaining access to the powerful individuals. For example, 

the researcher often communicated with individual academics, researchers and government 

officials in Bangladesh who provided access to potential interviewees. The researcher 

personally knew a few renowned academics of universities and higher government officials 

in Bangladesh who also helped access the government offices.  

The companies involved in the land grab, were listed publicly, and therefore contacts were 

made with their front offices. All concerned companies deny accusations of illegal activity. 

When approached it was in the genuine spirit of inquiry – which was made clear, because it 
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could not be excluded that they acquired the land legitimately. Additionally, drawing on 

contacts in the academia and NGO circuit, the researcher carefully screened the proposed 

companies to ensure no one was contacted who might present a safety risk. 

4.3.5 Interview process  

The study identified seven types of research participant, who were actively involved in the 

land contentions: the victims of alleged land-grabbing, corporate officials, members of civil 

society organisations, political leaders, customary leaders, government officials, and 

journalists. Initial interviews began with the victims of alleged land-grabbing. Subsequently, 

associated actors were considered for interviews. This process was followed throughout the 

data collection period. However, access to powerful actors was challenging during the 

fieldwork, but the study approach – using “land contention” term instead of “land-grabbing” – 

was helpful to gain access to the powerful actors, who were the counterclaimants of the 

study. Also, documentary records and secondary sources helped to document some of the 

actions administered by powerful individuals and organisations. The powerful actors, who 

acted as counterclaimants in land contentions, were found to be reluctant to discuss 

regarding contentions. Furthermore, managing interview schedules with them was difficult 

because of their busy lifestyle. In addition, journalists and political leaders, who were 

gatekeepers of the study, created opportunities to meet with the powerful actors – who acted 

as counterclaimants in land contentions; they helped to make appointments with the 

powerful actors involved in the land contention.   

With that backdrop in mind, the study adopted several strategies in order to identify 

individuals in the interview process. At the beginning of the fieldwork, a participant list of the 

individual case study, including address and mobile number, was prepared for conducting 

interviews. In order to create the file, local journalists, members of civil society organisations, 

members of victim community, and the local communities were instrumental. Once the 

research participant list was completed, the community leaders of victim communities and 

local journalists – gatekeepers – were requested to identify individuals who have special 

knowledge of the episode in land contentions. When they identified potential interviewers, an 

effort was made to get in contact with individual members. The potential respondents were 

asked whether they were interested in participating the interview process. The ethical 

protocol observed is dealt with later in this chapter. 

4.3.6 Role of theory in the fieldwork process 

The theoretical framework of the study – contentious politics – played an important role in 

collecting the empirical data. Without a firm grasp of theoretical outlines in a case study 

research, a researcher could miss important clues in terms of recording and interpreting the 
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valuable information as it is being collected (Yin, 2014). In particular, the concepts used to 

break down contentious episodes into their constituting elements was employed to help 

construct probing semi-structured interviews. The contested issues of the land contentions 

were discussed in the light of theoretical assumptions; this approach created dialogues 

between participants and the researcher.  

4.3.7 The documentary research process 

The documentary collection and analysis were ongoing throughout all phases of the 

research, from the development of the research design to the interpretation of collected 

evidence. When the study identified the theoretical foundation and methodological issues, 

the documentary process was employed to create a database of cases relevant to the 

research inclusion criteria. The researcher relied on the multiple sources of information, 

including the newspaper articles, civil society reports, social media reports, blogs, and 

scholarly publications. As Nisbet and Watt (1978: 18) claim:   

Documents are an important source of information. The existence of some of the more obvious 
ones may be known to you already, but passing reference may also be made to informal 
records and reports during interviews. These documents may be no less crucial and you should 
try to trace them.  

The multiple sources of evidence also helped prepare the semi-structured interviews. 

Documents gave the author advanced notice of key issues and events, which could be 

incorporated into the interview design process. During fieldwork, further legal and 

unpublished documents were collected and analysed.  

4.3.8 Data analysis 

During fieldwork, data analysis of the individual case and comparison-cases was conducted. 

This process created opportunities for identifying the key dimensions of the individual cases. 

Data was collected in Bangla – by using semi-structured interviews and archival records – 

and subsequently, translated into English. The collected data, moreover, were coded 

according to the themes of research questions and theoretical concepts and features by 

using NVivo software – a qualitative data analysis software. The data compilation process 

was organised thematically as per qualitative data coding procedures. Each theme was 

divided into different sub-themes for analysing the collected data robustly. 

As the study has employed an analytical framework – contentious politics – to conceptualise 

the micro political-economic process of land grabbing in Bangladesh, the individual case was 

coded through the lenses and features of contentious politics – ‘political opportunity 

structure’, ‘framing processes’, ‘mobilisation process’, ‘repertoire of contention’, ‘public 

performance’, ‘networking for collective action’, and ‘demobilisation process’ (Tarrow and 

Tilly, 2007). These features, therefore, were considered as individual codes and units of 
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analysis; these codes and units of analysis were used to systematically analyse each case. 

To construct theory, an inductive approach in exploratory case studies has been widely 

used. According to George and Andrew (2004: 111), ‘theory development via case studies is 

primarily an inductive process’ – capable of developing new concepts, hypotheses or 

theories. During the course of the fieldwork, the collected data were also thematically sub-

coded on an inductive basis. This approach helped discover new relations, concepts, new 

variables, casual mechanisms and an understanding of critical variables when existing 

theory did not provide an adequate explanation.  

4.4 Section Three: Research ethics 

Having understood the rigour of research methods that were adopted in the study, this 

section highlights the research ethics that were followed throughout the study. The study 

was initiated after getting formal ethical approval from the University of Ulster. The research 

methods were administered in a fair, non-exploitative way and in a manner that carefully 

considered ethical obligations (Hennink et al., 2011). Yin (2018: 87) puts it this way:   

Avoiding bias is but one facet of a broader set of values that falls under the rubric of “research 
ethics”. A good case study research, like any other social scientist, will strive for the highest 
ethical standard while doing research. These include having a responsibility to scholarship, 
such as neither plagiarising not falsifying information, as well as being honest, avoiding 
deception, and accepting responsibility for your own work. These also include maintaining a 
strong professional competence that includes keeping up with related research, ensuring 
accuracy, striving for credibility, and understanding and divulging the needed methodological 
qualifiers and limitations to your work. 
 

To maintain the ethical consideration for conducting interviews, potential participants were 

approached, and the researcher explained the study’s aims, methodology, proposed 

publications and their rights as participation. Prior to participating in the study, participants 

received a “participation information sheet” written in Bangla, or an oral explanation was 

given. According to Creswell (2013: 174), ‘to gain support from participants, a qualitative 

researcher conveys to participants that they are participating in a study, explains the 

purpose of the study, and does not engage in deception about the nature of the study’. 

Participants, moreover, were required to read and sign an informed consent form before 

conducting interviews. The interviews were administered after getting formal consents of the 

interviewees or participants. Both written and verbal consents – two different consent forms 

– were considered depending upon the literacy status of participants. Additionally, if 

participants were illiterate, the oral consent was recorded by using audiotapes. 

 
In order to protect the safety and security of research participants in respective communities, 

regardless of their social position or status, the individual identities were kept confidential 

and anonymous. Individuals, however, had the right to determine their own participation in 
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the research; they had the authority to refuse participation at any stage of the interviews or 

discussions. Prior to interviews participants were informed of their rights – including whether 

they preferred recording or note taking. Cultural sensitivities, which depended on the norms 

and values of individual communities, were acknowledged and respected. For example, 

drawing on local cultural norms, agreements were made with community leaders, on who 

were approached for interview requests, under what conditions, and how interviews were 

conducted. When seeking access to interviewees, exclusion criteria were explained to 

community leaders, including young people 18 years, infirm elderly people, and anyone in 

the community demonstrating signs of trauma. 

 
A risk assessment was conducted (Appendix 1). It was anticipated, that the main concerns 

were preserving the safety of participants and researcher. To preserve participants’ safety, 

anonymity was respected, and interviews were conducted in a discrete location. Additionally, 

the researcher worked through local gatekeepers, including journalists, government 

bureaucrats, and NGOs, in order to avoid initiating any form of activity, that would pose a 

risk of harm to the researcher or participants. Nevertheless, it was important to note that 

these were contentious land claims, wherein each party was alleging that their claim is 

legitimate vis-à-vis the other party. Accordingly, when corporate actors were approached, it 

was in language that clearly indicated no analytical conclusions were made – so avoiding 

language of the field such as “land grabbing” – and the conversation was initiated in the 

genuine spirit of open inquiry. It could not be discounted that some of the ‘land grabbers’ 

might in fact have legitimate claims, which this research took into account. 

4.4.1 Reflexivity on the field research process 

Reflexivity played a significant role throughout the fieldwork process. Reflexivity has been 

recognised as a critical issue in the process of generating knowledge during qualitative 

research. According to Creswell (2013: 2016), ‘qualitative researchers need to position 

themselves in their writing. This is the concept of reflexivity in which the writer is conscious 

of the biases, values, and experiences that he or she brings to a qualitative research study’. 

Succinctly, reflexivity refers to the positionality of the researcher that reflects social 

interactions between the researcher and groups being studied. Therefore, as the study dealt 

with the marginalised communities in Bangladesh, the reflexivity of the study needs to be 

considered. The different identities of the researcher – including ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ – 

were examined throughout the fieldwork. First, once the participants identified the researcher 

as a Bangladeshi citizen, the researcher could develop rapport with the participants on the 

basis of a shared familiarity. The researcher was familiar with the cultures of the groups that 

were being studied. Second, the professional background of the researcher helped to 

understand the communities being studied. When the researcher worked as a Researcher 
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with a non-government organisation (NGO) in Bangladesh, several studies were conducted 

dealing with minorities communities in Bangladesh. The professional experience enabled the 

researcher to understand empathically the contested issues of the groups being studied. 

Third, the background of the professional NGO, where the researcher was engaged for 

almost a decade, needs to be discussed. As the researcher worked at the research unit of 

the NGO, the victim communities were familiar with the pro-poor approach of the NGO, 

including poverty alleviation programmes, health programmes and education programmes.  

Generally, there is frequent social interaction between NGO professionals and the 

disadvantaged communities in Bangladesh because NGOs commonly prefer a ‘bottom-up 

approach’17 in implementing different projects. That is why, local people, especially 

marginalised communities, can easily access NGOs. On the other hand, access to 

government services is challenging, especially for the poor people or marginalised 

communities. Because of the presence of the ‘colonial legacy’ and ‘powerful bureaucracy’ in 

the government machinery, people face challenges in developing relationships with 

government officials; they rarely get in contact with government officials. Set against this 

context, the professional background of the researcher – worked as a ‘NGO Researcher’ or 

‘NGO Official’ – helped to develop rapport with participants.  

Finally, when the participants were briefed about the present identity of the researcher – a 

PhD Researcher at the University of Ulster, the United Kingdom, this enhanced participants’ 

trust in the integrity of the research process. This may also reflect, in part, a legacy of the 

colonial process, where the higher education institutions of the UK are held in high regard. 

Therefore, the researcher recognised three different identities – a Bangladeshi national, 

former NGO Researcher, and PhD Researcher at the University of Ulster – during the 

fieldwork. These identities enhanced the credibility of the researcher among the research 

participants. However, there were some challenges associated with the researcher’s identity. 

For example, the identity of the researchers is not alike to the communities being studied. 

Therefore, the researcher depended on the gatekeepers of individual communities – who 

created opportunities in building rapports with research participants. At the beginning of 

fieldwork, the researcher repeatedly got in touch with gatekeepers, who scheduled field visits 

at their suitable times. This process required considerable time prior to collecting data. On 

the other hand, the powerful contested actors, who acted as counterclaimants, were 

interested in the political identity of the researcher – whether the researcher was the 

supporter of the ruling political party of Bangladesh. Asking political identity of someone has 

                                                
17 Getting into the lived experience of the marginalised people or disadvantaged communities. This approach 
empowers marginalised people in developing sustainable development initiatives or frameworks. 
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been an issue in conversations. To some extent, the socioeconomic status of individuals 

was associated with the political identity. 

4.5 Conclusion 

This study critically analyses the micro-politics of land grabbing and resistance process in 

Bangladesh, focusing on the drivers and the impacts of land grabbing. Land grabbing and 

eviction appear as constant threats to the everyday lives of minority communities in 

Bangladesh (Shakil, 2013; Samad, 2012). The properties of minority communities are 

grabbed not only by state actors, and other powerful actors, but they also are evicted 

forcefully from their ancestral lands or forests. The incident of land grabbing meets various 

forms of resistance and conflict across rural societies. Social conflicts or contentious 

episodes are an unavoidable trajectory, which appears in the process of resistance. The 

study of ‘contentious politics’ offers a broader understanding regarding to what extent social 

interactions in a contentious episode generate various outcomes: either the triumphant or 

failed or ineffectual form of resistance. In order to better understand the social determinants 

of successful and unsuccessful resistance to land-grabbing, the multiple-case study design 

has created opportunities in understanding the similarities and differences – in the terrain of 

resistance process – between case studies. Semi-structured interviews and archival 

documents were used to collect data. Theoretical concepts drawn from contentious politics 

helped to analyse the empirical data. Taken together, findings from the four case studies will 

be used to draw conclusions about what are the underlying reasons that lead to the 

successful and unsuccessful resistance to land grabs. 
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Figure 1: Bangladesh Map 

 

Legend: ● denotes the study area (s)  

Source: https://geology.com/world/bangladesh-satellite-image.shtml18 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                
18 Accessed on 3 January 2020.  
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Chapter Five: Tea Plantation Workers versus Bangladesh Economic Zones Authority 

 

5.1 Introduction 

The preceding chapters articulated the conceptual, theoretical premise, literature review on 

land grabbing, and methodological approach of the study. Contentious politics, according to 

Tarrow and Tilly (2007: 437), 'is episodic rather than continuous, occurs in public, involves 

interaction between makers of claims and others, is recognised by those others as bearing 

on their interests, and brings in government as mediator, target, or claimant’. This definition 

underlines, first, how claim makers are involved in making claims on each other, and second 

how this process comprises mechanisms of mobilisation and demobilisation. The 

mobilisation process prioritises the collective political struggles of challengers, who use act 

collectively via a network of social structures systems to create opportunity in an episode of 

contention. The use of threats and violence creates a process of demobilisation, which 

undermines collective action. This theoretical framework, therefore, helps to frame and 

understand how, and why, land-grabbing is either successful or not.  

In order to pursue the aim and research questions, this empirical case study seeks to 

reconstruct the trajectory of successful resistance to ‘land acquisition’ (albeit referring to this 

process as ‘land grabbing’) undertaken by tea plantation workers in Bangladesh. This case 

study, specifically, reconstructs the trajectories of the claim-making process that involves 

state actors and a marginalised community; the emphasis, however, is on, understanding 

the resistance trajectories. Section one discusses the background information on the claim-

making groups: Bangladesh Economic Zones Authority (BEZA), Duncan Brothers 

(Bangladesh) Limited, and Tea Plantation Workers. Section two articulates the process of 

claim-making: why were the claim makers involved in making claims on each other? Section 

three focuses on the resistance process: how did the less powerful group resist the powerful 

actors? Finally, section four articulates the roles of allied actors who were involved in the 

contention. To substantiate the issues, the empirical evidence was gathered from interviews, 

archival records, and the reports of civil society organisations and media.  

5.2 Section One: The Actors in the Claim-Making Process 

This trajectory begins at the point when government actors acquired a total of 512 acres of 

land of a tea garden, which tea plantation workers had used to grow crops for over 150 

years. The initial attempt involved physical acquisition – capturing the land – but was aborted 

after government agents encountered challenges in taking possession of the land. In order 

to understand the episode of successful resistance to the land-grab, this section focuses on 

key actors: ‘claim-making group’ and ‘counter claim-making group’ who were actively 
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involved in the land contention. Therefore, the contested actors in the land contention, 

namely Bangladesh Economic Zones Authority (BEZA), Duncan Brothers (Bangladesh) 

Limited and Tea Plantation Workers, are prominently relevant to this discussion. 

5.2.1 Bangladesh Economic Zones Authority: Counterclaimant group 

Bangladesh Economic Zones Authority (BEZA) – an affiliated organ of the Prime Minister’s 

Office – came into existence on 9 November 2010, according to BEZA Act, 2010. In order to 

accelerate the economic growth of the country, the newly formed BEZA intends to establish 

‘Economic Zones’ (EZs), known as specialised economic corridors, across the country. 

BEZA has targeted to acquire approximately 74,131.614 acre of lands where 100 EZs will be 

established by 2030, though BEZA has already selected 88 spots for setting up EZs – 

namely government EZs and private EZs19. The objective of this model was to attract 

individual investors, both foreign and domestic, who would set up industries in the EZs – 

albeit providing financial incentives and benefits such as the exemption of income tax, value-

added tax, and custom and excise duty. It was, moreover, anticipated that employment 

opportunity – estimated 10 million jobs – would be generated through the endeavour, 

according to the architects of this model (BEZA Brochure, 2015; BEZA Vision Document).  

In addition, BEZA created a new business platform to attract foreign direct investment (FDI), 

but the creation of Export Processing Zones (EPZ) under the portfolio of BEPZA was an 

ineffectual endeavour in facilitating the economic growth of the country. Therefore, the 

concept of EZ was devised replacing EPZ, according to the prescription of donor agencies, 

namely World Bank and Department for International Development (DFID). Thus, World 

Bank and DFID played active roles in creating BEZA as a private sector development project 

– albeit financing $190.2 million to this endeavour on March 2011. Furthermore, World Bank 

sanctioned addition $130 million loan in April 2016 for promoting EZs across the country 

(Press Release, 2016; Country Snapshot, 2015). To summarise this, the creation of BEZA 

led by World Bank and DFID: not only provided philosophical guideline, but also granted 

loan for scaling up EZs in the densely populated country, where agriculture is the mainstay 

economy. However, BEZA appears as a ‘counterclaimant’ in the land contention, as it 

implements the endeavour through the land acquisition process.   

5.2.2 Duncan Brothers (Bangladesh) Limited: Claimant group 

The long journey of Duncan Brothers (Bangladesh) Limited in tea business began in 1860-

61, during the British colonial regime of the Indian subcontinent20. After the abolition of the 

colonial rule in the Indian subcontinent, the structure of political authority land ownership 

                                                
19https://www.beza.gov.bd/economic-zones-site/ accessed on 4 April 2020.  
20https://www.duncanbd.com/content/3.html accessed on 3 March 2019. 
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changed: after 1947. The company emerged as ‘Duncan Brothers (Pakistan) Limited’ in 

1949, as Bangladesh – formerly known as East Pakistan – became a colony of Pakistan 

after the partition of the subcontinent in 1947. The entire holding, including tea garden’s 

lands, became public land (State Acquisition and Tenancy Act 1950). Therefore, the 

company started to operate the tea business after leasing the land from the newly formed 

governments of the subcontinent. The subcontinent has been divided into two sovereign 

states: India and Pakistan. Despite facing regime change, the company’s tea business was 

stable, as small tea companies merged with the company (Radford and Farrington, 2001). 

Additionally, when Bangladesh gained independence in 1971, the company came into 

existence as ‘Duncan Brothers (Bangladesh) Limited’. After the liberation of Bangladesh, the 

company faced financial crisis during the period of 1971 to 1974. In order to minimise the 

financial deficit, the company integrated with Lawrie Group Plc, which is known as a 

Camellia Plc. This company, therefore, became a part of Camellia Plc, which is an 

investment company has been working in the subcontinent for 150 years [Duncan Brothers 

(Bangladesh) Limited].  

When understanding the brief history of Duncan Brother (Bangladesh) Limited, the 

background information on ‘Chandpur Tea Garden’ of this company, the contested site, 

needs to be articulated. Duncan Brother (Bangladesh) Limited owned a total of 16 tea 

gardens in Bangladesh, including ‘Chandpur Tea Garden’ – which comprised Begum Khan, 

Jualbhanga and Ramgonga Tea Estates – was established in 1890. This garden occupied 

3951.14 acre of lands; of which 2053.74 acre of lands for tea plantation; 116.14 acre for 

rubber plantation; 985.33 acre for growing crops, 467.65 acre for company’s infrastructures; 

254.15 acre for growing timber, grass, bamboo; and a large portion of this land was also 

covered by natural forest. Finally, 74.13 acre of lands were reserved for future extension of 

tea plantation or tea garden (Gain, 2016). The workforce in this garden comprised, 

approximately 2,130 people, who worked as tea plantation workers in this garden; these 

workers consisted of 38 small ethno-religious groups. Of this total workforce, 1,670 people 

were employed on a permanent basis, while 460 people were part-time workers. The total 

population of the garden – including the family members of tea plantation workers – has 

been estimated at approximately 6,000 (Gain, 2016; Rozario, 2015). Additionally, 

considering the backdrop of the tea company, the involvement of the company as a 

‘claimant’ in the episode of contention. 

5.2.3 Tea Plantation Workers: Claimant Group 

When tea cultivation in the Bengal region of the Indian subcontinent – Sylhet and Chittagong 

regions in Bangladesh – started in 1840, Tea Plantation Workers were brought from the 
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different provinces of India. To do this, a distinct class of broker, who was known as 

‘Aarkanthi’ or ‘Free contractors’, was employed to procure tea plantation workers. This 

form of activity opened up opportunities for brokers to make a considerable profit (gold 

grew on trees), but it also involved the use of deceptive means or ‘shrewd mechanisms’ 

(Sengupta, 2009; Rozario, 2015; Arif, 2018; Ibrahim, 2016). Brokers targeted poverty-

stricken regions in the Indian subcontinent for labours, who were brought to the tea 

plantations with promises of a ‘golden crop’. The tea plantation workers of Duncan Brothers 

reoccupied a marginalised position. During the colonial regime, Duncan Brothers – which 

owned by Camellia Plc Group Company – transported tea plantation workers from different 

regions of India: Assam, Nagaland, Orissa, Bihar, and Madras (Interview: Rajon, 2018; 

Interview: Laskar, 2018). In order to set up tea gardens, the company targeted poorer 

communities, especially indigenous and lower-caste communities of India. Primarily, the tea 

company involved them in cleaning the jungles of hills and valleys of these regions, where 

tea gardens were set up. Thus, this process turned them into ‘bonded slaves’: employed 

merely for the tea cultivation, in turn, provided them with the daily meagre wage and small 

accommodation in the ‘labour line’ of the tea garden, where plantation workers lived with 

their families. However, the tea plantation workers came to this episode of contention as a 

‘claimant’ group.   

5.3 Section Two: Process of Claim-Making 

In order to unearth the land contention of Chandpur Tea Garden, this section intends to 

describe the claim-making process of the marginalised community, which includes the 

history of the contested land, the rationality of claim of the land, socio-economic background 

of tea plantation workers and community’s relations with the land. When understanding the 

claim-making process of Tea Plantation Workers, this section also examines the process of 

counterclaims made by BEZA.  

5.3.1 History of the lands 

The tea company – Duncan Brothers (Bangladesh) Limited – leased a total of 3951.14 acre 

of lands from the Land Ministry of Bangladesh. The renewable lease land was used merely 

for tea cultivation, though the lease process of this land started during the British regime in 

the 1840s, and the latest lease was renewed in 2013 for 40 years. However, the tea 

plantation labourers were entitled to cultivate a total of 512 acre of lands, which were 

unsuitable for tea plantation (Figure 2). These lands were used by tea plantation labourers 

for growing crops: paddy, maize, lentil, flour, and seasonal vegetable – that provided the 

basis of a subsistence livelihood. When Duncan Brothers set up the tea garden namely 

‘Chandpur Tea Estate’ in this territory in 1890, this piece of land – 512 acre of lands – was 

characterised as a ‘non-farming land’, where tea garden was not set up. This process 
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enabled the tea plantation workers to get access the land, though the tea labourers turned 

the non-farming or infertile land into agricultural land. Additionally, the tea company allowed 

them to growing crops on the ‘unused land’ or ‘non-farming land’ of the tea garden, as 

suitable land required for tea cultivation: prioritising well drained, undulating terrains and 

slope lands. Since the company did not use the land for tea plantation, the tea labourers 

engaged them in developing the lands for growing crops. 

During the British regime, the owner of company gave the land to our ancestors for cultivation, 
as the land was not suitable for tea planation. This area was surrounded by numerous valleys 
and jungles. Our ancestors developed the lands – by clearing jungles and weeds – for 
cultivating crops during the British regime; they fought with wild animals like tiger and lion to 
develop the land (Interview: Zunta, 2018).  

Considering the topographic features of the lands – consisted of hilly terrains and flat lands 

surrounded by marshlands that were considered unsuitable for tea plantation, the tea 

company allocated this piece of land – 512 acre of lands – among tea plantation workers.     

5.3.2 Rationality of claim of the land   

While the tea labourers or tea plantation workers had no legal land deeds or land registry 

documents or land records to claim the land formally, the customary land tenure system – in 

accordance with their customs and norms – allowed them to claim the land. According to 

one interviewee, ‘the community has rights to make claims on the lands because they have 

been cultivating the land for generations, 150 years. This process created the customary 

land tenure system among the members of the community’ (Interview: Fakir, 2018). As the 

community has been cultivating the land for generations, members of the community also 

have the right to inherit property. The land, therefore, cannot be transferred to non-relatives 

and to the individuals of the outside of the community: only family members will have access 

to the cropland that inherited from ancestors, who were tea labourers. However, being the 

recipients of meagre wages, the company introduced ‘ration package’ comprised rice and 

flour, which were provided weekly to individual full-time labourers and their dependants, 

except part-time labourers. For example, an individual tea labourer earned below £1 a day 

as wages; this meager daily wage reflects the abject condition of the tea community. 

We cannot run our families without cultivating the crops on the land, as our wage is low as 102 
BDT each day (equal or below to £1). It is quite impossible to live with the wage. To earn three 
square meals in a day, the amount of 102 BDT is very minimal (Interview: Mukda, 2018). 

The weekly ration scheme is as follows: Individual full-time labourers obtain 3.27 kg goods, 

while each individual dependant receives 2.5 kg. Additionally, the ration reduction policy is 

applicable for those who are cultivating ‘the lease land or cropland21’ of the tea company. For 

example, a total of 240 kg goods – equivalent to rice and flour – are deducted annually from 

                                                
21The contested land: 512 acre of lands.  
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individual labourers who cultivated the ‘cropland’ of the tea garden (Interview: Rajon, 2018). 

This process implies that the ration recipients were paying money to the tea company over 

the years: for growing crops on the cropland of the tea garden.  

In order to procure three square meals a day, crop cultivation on the contested land, despite 

receiving weekly wage and ration scheme, was indispensable. To do this, individual family 

members – from either extended or joint families – work together to harvest crops on the 

land. The average family size of the community ranges from six to eight members, who tend 

to live together in a small hut of ‘labour line’. In addition, job opportunities in the tea garden 

were inadequate, as the company recruited the required workforce to conduct its business. 

Accordingly, the unemployed people of the tea garden gained access to the arable lands, 

which created an optimal opportunity to engage them in income generating activities: 

cultivating the croplands. The relatives of full-time workers, kinship relations based on 

consanguine or affinal, have rights to gaining access the croplands of the tea garden; in 

addition, the lands provided alternative work opportunity for the unemployed relatives of tea 

labourers. This process not only enables individual households to procure three square 

meals in a day, but also allows individual members of households to contribute equally in 

procuring livelihood.  

5.3.3 Community’s Relations with the Land 

There are five dominant aspects in the community’s relationship with the lands, namely 

subsistence procedure, education, medical, wedding, and religion. First, crop cultivation on 

the land, growing multiple crops in a calendar year, enables them to form a subsistence 

livelihood. Second, in order to facilitate access to education, plantation workers organise 

crop cycling of the land – harvesting different crops at different times in a calendar year – 

which helps them to generate money for continuing education. Third, to arrange wedding 

ceremonies – though practising endogamous that refers to intra and inter gardens marriage 

system – requires financial support. As low-paid wage labourers, saving money from the 

daily wage is almost impossible. Before arranging marriage ceremonies, crop calendar is 

used to schedule a wedding party: depending on the value of the cultivated crops. For 

instance, when the community arranges wedding ceremonies, crop calendar enables them 

to predict the value of commodities that cultivated in a particular season. However, cattle or 

domestic animal, which grows upon the same land, is used to covering the expenses of 

marriage ceremonies. 

Fourth, inadequate health care systems in the tea garden force them to consult with private 

medical practitioners, though the tea company operates a health centre in the garden. To 

gain access private medical health facility, which is expensive and located in the 
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headquarters of district and sub-district, financial solvency is required. Multiple costs 

involved to get access private health care system include medical consultation, diagnostic, 

medication, and transport expense (Interview: Anis, 2018). Only the arable land of the 

community provides a space to cover the medical expense.  

Final, while the land provides subsistence livelihood procedure, education, medical, and 

wedding expense, it is used for religious ceremonies. The funeral ceremony takes place on 

the land, and the community graveyard is located on the same place where their ancestors 

are cremated and buried. Therefore, a designated place of the land is allocated to observe 

such rites, as the tea garden is a restricted area where such religious ceremonies are 

prohibited to observe. 

Our funeral ceremonies take place on the land. The land does not only provide crops that are 
required to survive, but it also is used for religious rituals. Therefore, our life cycle depends on 
the land – from born to death. We are unable to return the land to SEZ because our existence 
or survival depends on the lands. If the SEZ wanted to grab the land, we will sacrifice our lives: 
“shoot us and seize the land” (Interview: Fakir, 2018). 

The life cycle of the community, thus, rambles centring the land: from the beginning of life to 

the last breathe of life, though this land is considered as a ‘survival weapon’. Therefore, the 

land became the integral part of the culture of the victim community or the claimant 

community. In order to understand the claim-making process of the community, the above-

mentioned arguments need to be considered. The five dominant aspects – subsistence 

procedure, educational expense, medical expense, wedding expense, and religious practice 

– can be characterised as fundamental rights of the claimant group. To prevent the claimant 

group from the further marginalised situation, they involved in making claims on BEZA. 

5.3.4 The Counterclaimant: BEZA 

This section describes the mechanisms that state actors used to acquire the land. The 

process began on 15 June 2015 when the Land Ministry formally recommended acquisition 

of the land – 512 acre of lands – from the tea garden. On 26 August 2015, the land 

acquisition process was triggered. On 21 September 2015, the local land registry office 

completed the land acquisition process, and on 21 November 2015, the land was handed to 

BEZA for setting up EZ (Rozario, 2015; Arif, 2018; Ibrahim, 2016; Interview: Rajon, 2018). In 

order to execute the ‘land acquisition’ process targeting the croplands – commonly referred 

to this mechanism as ‘land grabbing’, the government actor deployed a deceptive land 

categorisation process that led to the cancellation of the lease agreement of the tea 

company. Land classification refers to the status of the particular piece of land: whether it is 

an “arable land” or “barren land”. This discourse tends to legalise the land acquisition 

process, led by the concerned authority of government. Additionally, an illusory technique, 
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which was framed by local government officials, was used to acquire the land of the tea 

garden.  

The government officials – after the liberation of Bangladesh – might not have reviewed the 
status or condition of the acquired land (512 acres). During the British period, this land was 
categorised as “barren land” because this area was remote area of Bangladesh – where 
agriculture might not be a popular profession. By using the documents of the colonial 
government, the local government officials characterised the land as “barren land” (Interview: 
Lalu, 2018).  

The local land officials headed by the Deputy Commissioner (DC), who is the chief executive 

of the district, classified the land as “barren land” or “Khas land” – which denotes that it is 

government owned fallow land, while simultaneously transferring the lease land of the tea 

company to BEZA on 9 September 2015 (Interview: Kindu, 2018). This acquisition process 

reflects the opaque mechanisms of the local government officials, who used authoritative 

power to classify the land as “barren land”; they transformed “agricultural land” into “non-

agricultural land”, but the land provides subsistence economy to the claimant group over the 

years. The local government body – including the DC and local land registry office who 

fabricated the land acquisition process – implemented the order of higher government 

officials, according to the organogram of the bureaucracy (Rozario, 2015).  

The reasons behind changing the land status are as follows. When the government 

undertook a policy to implement a mega project – setting up 100 SEZ by 2030, BEZA sent a 

proposal to the DC for selecting a piece land, which was required to set up the proposed EZ 

in this district. Following the instruction of BEZA, the DC involved local land officials, who 

were the subordinate officials of the DC office, in the land acquisition process. In order to 

acquire the land, the concerned official produced a false land survey report, classifying the 

land as ‘uncultivated’ or ‘barren land’ (Interview: Laskar, 2018). Not only did they avoid 

conducting an ‘empirical land survey’ or a ‘feasibility study’ before the land acquisition 

process, they also ignored the voice of the community, as they did not consult with the tea 

community prior to the cancel of the lease agreement.  

Before implementing SEZ, government should undertake a feasibility study. On the other hand, 
The SEZ authority did not consult with the tea labourers before cancelling the lease process. 
The tea workers deserved to have a meeting with government officials, as they have been 
cultivating the land for 150 years (Interview: Josna, 2018). 

This opaque land transaction reflects the low accountability of government officials, who 

might be promoted for undertaking such endeavour (Interview: Anis, 2018). However, the 

opaque tax transaction occurred while transferring the land: BEZA refrained from paying 

approximately £100,000 to the local land registry office, according to the size of the acquired 

land.  
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The land acquisition process avoided legal procedures: land section process, land valuable, tax 
process and land entitlement. For example, when a piece of land is transferred to a new 
possessor, a fixed amount of money against the land is supposed to be paid as government tax 
in the local land office. Considering the subject, government officials, who dealt with the issue, 
did not pay a fixed amount of money – as a government tax – when they transferred the land 
(512 acres) to BEZA authority. Approximately £100,000 amount has been confiscated from the 
actual tax paying amount, designed tax payment against the land. The corrupt mechanism 
seems to be found while transferring the land from the tea company to BEZA (Interview: Nasir, 
2018).  

Therefore, the role of concerned government officials was to satisfy to BEZA – though using 

opaque mechanisms that reflect corrupt process – so that they could avail bureaucratic 

amenities in careers (Interview: Rajon, 2018).  

Although the local government officials altered the ‘land status’ by using the opaque 

mechanisms, the local political leaders, especially the ruling party leaders who emerged as a 

‘vested interests’ of the locality, also had a direct incentive in the government acquisition of 

the land. A vast stretch of lands – around the acquired land of the tea garden – was owned 

by the local political elite, who elected as local representatives. The creation of EZ on the 

land increases the value of these arable lands, as their lands also will be considered for 

commercial enterprises (Interview: Tuhin, 2018). On the other hand, the locality of the 

mainstream community – Bengali ethnic group – who would remain unaffected, as the 

community lived far away from the tea garden. According to Borras Jr and Franco (2013: 

1730), ‘in a community it is common to see mobilisations against a land deal parallel to 

counter-mobilisations in favour of the same deal’. Considering human resources for the 

proposed EZ, Bengali community would be prioritised, as they had better academic 

backgrounds, skills, and social networks compared to the tea plantation workers in this 

locality (Interview: Zunta, 2018). This incentive motivated them to support the political 

leaders of the ruling party leaders.   

The leaders of local political parties – right-wings parties – wanted to set up SEZ on the land 
because local Bengali people will get jobs in the industries of proposed SEZ. They will get 
tenders to constructing buildings for the SEZ; this zone requires hilly skilled people who will be 
employed. On the other hand, tea labourers did not have experience and skills except plugging 
leaves from the tea plants. The tea labourers can be considered as ‘day labourers’ of the 
proposed SEZ (Interview: Shohag, 2018). 

While understanding the mechanisms that led to the land classification, the overarching 

meaning of ‘agricultural land’ needs to be articulated. According to ‘Agricultural Land 

Protection Act 2016’, ‘agricultural land’ refers to the ‘arable land’ where various crops are 

cultivated around the year; this land should be assigned for specific agricultural practices: 

food grains, tea plantation, animal food processing, fuel processing, natural forestation, 

private forestation, fish farming, orcharding, and botanical garden for herbal medicine. 

Therefore, this land thus is exclusively restricted for agro-economy practices (Rahman, 
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2017). On the other hand, according to the message of the executive director of BEZA, only 

barren or uncultivated land will be considered for industrialisation (BEZA Brochure, 2015). 

Additionally, establishing industries on the agricultural land is strictly prohibited. Considering 

the demographic profile of Bangladesh, agricultural land still provides basic needs of the 

largest population, although agriculture is the mainstay economy of Bangladesh. To address 

the importance of agricultural land, policymakers, including the Prime Minister of Bangladesh 

emphasised on the protection of the agricultural land.  

Government officials cancelled the lease agreements declaring the land as a barren/fallow land 
or khas i.e., government land, but the reality is that tea labourers have been cultivating the land 
for generations. Local government official, local government administrative officers – who gave 
false information to the SEZ authority about the land – categorised the land as barren or fallow 
land. However, the prime minster asked the SEZ authority to set up SEZ only on the fallow land 
or uncultivated land (Interview: Nurul, 2018). 

Additionally, the Prime Minister instructed officials of BEZA to set up industries by saving the 

agricultural land, in a speech on the 22 October 2015 (Ibrahim, 2016). While the Prime 

Minister and Land Reformation Board of People’s Republic of Bangladesh appealed to 

protect the agricultural land, the land categorisation or land status of the tea garden – from 

agricultural land to non-agricultural land – has been altered. However, when the claimant 

group identified the ‘opaque land acquisition process’, the community leaders involved in 

mobilisation process in order to resist the state actor – counterclaimant group, who used 

powerful bureaucracy to acquire the lands. On the other hand, in order to open up 

opportunities in the contention, the claimant framed a resistance process.  

5.4 Section Three: Resistance to Land Grabbing 

This section unveils the trajectories of resistance process, which unfolded chronologically 

individual contentious performances to challenge the land acquisition. From the inception of 

the land contention, the ‘claim-making group’ – the tea plantation workers of ‘Chandpur Tea 

Garden’– demonstrated a variety of performances: sit-in programmes, processions, road 

blockades, rallies, work stoppages, petition submissions, press conferences, and cultural 

events that strengthened their claim-making process. While the ‘counter claim-making group’ 

– BEZA, Bengali community, and the leaders of right-wing political parties, especially the 

ruling party – used a variety of demobilisation techniques to grab the land, the repertoire of 

contentious performances of the ‘claim-making group’ are highlighted. 

The trajectories of successful resistance to land grabbing included a variety of contentious 

performances. To protect the cropland of the tea garden, the claimant community – the 

claim-making group – schemed a ‘resistance framework’. This process can be divided into 

two phases: a ‘mobilising phase’ and a ‘repertoire of action’. According to Tilly, mobilisation 

constitutes a process required to proceed with the claim-making process. Mobilisation 
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process refers to the process of developing consensus among the members of the claim-

maker – the ways of creating a resistance platform, while repertoire of action represents the 

contentious performances of the resistance process – the ways of raising voices to make 

claims.   

5.4.1 Mobilisation process of the contention  

At the beginning of resistance process, the local leaders of the claimant community, known 

as panchayat committee, created a resistance platform by mobilising the tea plantation 

labourers of the garden; this preliminary phase can be termed as the ‘framing process’ or 

‘mobilising process’ of the resistance process. In 2014, the tea plantation labourers became 

acquainted about the land acquisition process, as a national newspaper published a report 

on the issue: ‘SEZ would be set up on the land of Chandpur Tea Garden’. Analysing the 

information of the newspaper report, the panchayat committee – the local representative of 

the tea plantation workers of the tea garden – made an agenda with the consultation of the 

tea plantation labourers: a framework for resistance process. 

In order to resist the powerful actors – local government officials, BEZA, and law 

enforcement agency, the local leaders of the panchayat committee decided to constitute a 

committee – “Bhumi Rakkha committee” (Land Protection Committee of Chandpur Tea 

Garden) – involving the tea plantation labourers and the members of the panchayat 

committee22 of 23 neighbouring tea gardens. On 1 December 2015, the land protection 

committee was formed to protect the cropland of tea plantation workers (Sharif, 2015). 

In January 2016, we formed a land protection committee “Bhumi Rakkha committee” which 
aimed to resist the proposed SEZ on the contested land. Community people are united under 
the platform of the committee – this committee enables them to raise voice strongly and 
spontaneously. The committee members were also selected from neighbouring tea gardens – 
especially leaders of the respective tea gardens, so that they could get external supports from 
neighbouring gardens – that mechanisms are required to endorse consensus and solidarity 
among the lea labourers in Bangladesh, can be sensitised as fellow feelings among them. This 
process helped them to bring all labourers of tea garden into a single platform (Interview: Fakir, 
2018). 

When a decision was made to form the committee, the panchayat members of 23 

neighbouring tea gardens23 also attended, as the panchayat committee of the garden invited 

them in this procedure. Not only did the members of the claimant community involve in this 

committee, but the tea plantation workers of 23 neighbouring tea gardens, especially the 

panchayat members of 23 tea gardens, also became a part of this committee, who also 

financed the claimant group for organising different events.  

                                                
22 Self-governing body elected by the tea community; each tea garden has its own panchayat committee.   
23 Lalchan, Gunondon, Dawandi, Allani, Kafffi, Lashkarpur, Begumkhan, Chandpur, Joal Vanga, Ramgonga, 
Chondi Charan, Chaklapunji, Amu, Nalua, Dungla, Sapchori, Surma, Jogodispur, Teliapara, Boikundopur, 
Naiapara, Rema and Parkul.   
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To organise resistance movement, we collected money from the tea workers, as they needed 
to travel different places for arranging meeting and procession. Sometimes, we organised 
meeting and seminar in Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh. Money was required to travel in 
distant places, including Dhaka. Individual members of the tea garden labourers contributed 
voluntarily, depending on financial conditions. The tea labourers from 23 neighbouring garden 
also helped us financially to proced with the resistance movement. We selected a committee 
member – financial manager for this movement – who maintained financial issues regarding 
the travelling and meeting expenses for individual places (Interview: Mostofa, 2018).  

On 19 December 2015, neighbouring tea gardens – 23 tea gardens – formally expressed 

their solidarity with the demands of the tea plantation workers of Chandpur Tea Garden. This 

process enabled them to develop a strong resistance platform; it symbolised the unity of the 

deprived community.  

During the resistance period, the tea labourers of the adjoining 23 gardens provided meals to 
the labourers who participated in the strike programme. Even, they gave money that used to 
bear the expenses of the strike and procession. Additionally, they are still willing to pay more 
money for continuing the resistance movement – if we require to start resistance process again 
for making claims the land (Interview: Shakti, 2018).  

The active participation of the members of the neighbouring gardens was visible in the 

trajectories of contentious performances: demonstrations, sit-in programmes, work 

stoppages, processions, rallies, and cultural events that related to the resistance process. 

“Without resistance movement, we would not survive in Bangladesh” – survival for the fittest 

(Interview: Parvenn, 2018). By framing mobilisation process, the claimant group 

systematised an array of repertoires of actions in order to proceed with the claim-making 

process. 

5.4.2 Repertoire of contention: Contentious performances  

When the daily newspaper, Deshjamin, published a report highlighting the ‘land acquisition’ 

issue on 4 January 2014, a set ofsporadic contentious performances, including processions 

and rallies were triggered. For example, on 4 August 2015, the claimant group arranged a 

rally in front of national press club in Dhaka, and on 29 November 2015, a procession also 

was brought out in the locality of the claimant group. Additionally, the resistance process 

intensified onward 13 March 2015: evolved with an array of repertoires of contentious 

performances. 

Not only did the local land office fabricate the land acquisition process, but also attempted to 

grab the land for BEZA. On 12 December 2015, the local executive government officer 

(Upazila Nirbahi Officer) declared that the acquired land was to be taken possession the 

following day on 13 December 2015. In order to demark boundaries of the contested land – 

fencing or enclosing the land with pillars, government agencies appeared on the land on 13 

January 2015. When this government officials arrived at the contested land along with law 

enforcement agency and BEZA officials, the claimant community made an effort – organising 
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a massive demonstration that consisted of approximately 12,000 tea plantation labourers 

who marched, with arrow, bow, sticks, and axes, towards the land – to drive them away from 

the land, where the community have been cultivating crops for generations (Interview: Mintu, 

2018; Figure 3). Although the community was celebrating religious festivals on the day, they 

reacted instantly to retrieve the land. The community used the ‘garden alarm’, which is used 

for routine work and emergency purpose, to rally members to perform acts of resistance. 

The tone of emergency alarm is harsh and random, but the tone of routine alarm is pre-set, 

which reminds workers to attend the workplace. In addition to this event, a ‘sit-in programme’ 

was called to resist the powerful actors. 

In order to create pressure on government officials, a ‘sit-in programme’, which continued for 

seven days between 14 January 2015 and 20 January 2015, was organised on the 

contested land. Participants chanted belligerent anti-EZ slogans: “amar mati, amar ma, 

keray netay debo na” (our land is of our mother that will not be snatched away anyway; we 

would die rather than surrendering the land to BEZA; We will give blood, but not our land). In 

addition to the belligerent slogans, individual members of the victim community wrapped the 

Bangladeshi national flag around their chest and forehead to highlight the resistance 

process. 

Basically, we set up camp on the contested land to observe our strike or sit-in programme; we 
also observed different programmes: arranging processions, giving speeches against SEZ, and 
chanting slogans against SEZ. Despite the weather being cold, we stayed on the land at nights 
in order to observe resistance processes. During the sit-in programme, nobody worked at the 
tea garden; subsequently, we halted the sit-in performance with the consultation of our 
community leaders (Interview: Kokun, 2018). 

This episode of contentious performance staged at the contested site conveyed a message 

to the powerful actors about the resolve of the community. This episode also drew attention 

to wide audiences, including national media, political parties, and civil society organisations, 

who became familiar with the land contention through this event. A left-wing political party, 

Socialist Party of Bangladesh (SPB), also expressed solidarity with the demands of the tea 

community. After the ‘sit-in’ programme, a ‘work stoppage’ programme was scheduled to 

make claims on the counterclaimant. In addition, this repertoire continued three consecutive 

months. 

We organised processions against the proposed SEZ everyday morning – between 8pm and 
11 am. Local weapons, including arrow, bow and stick, were used when we started 
demonstration against SEZ, and we had a popular slogan – “our land is our mother that will not 
be snatched away anyway” – while marching around local areas with processions. Even, we 
organised procession with arrow and bow, so that local political leaders and government 
officials might afraid of these actions or keep away from establishing SEZ. All tea labourers 
attended processions spontaneously – “we are fighting for our next generations”. This kind of 
processions continued between 2015 and 2018, after being acquired the land for SEZ. If we 
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stand strongly, we could establish rights on the land in the future, this slogan motivated us to 
resist spontaneously the government authority (Interview: Jonab, 2018). 

The repertoire of action was integral parts of the resistance process. For example, everyday 

morning from 8:00 am to 10:00 am, the community observed the ‘work stoppage 

programme’. This repertoire of action was accompanied by processions which started from 

the working station and ended up at the contested land, where the local leaders of the 

community made speeches against the aggressive activities of BEZA. This repertoire of 

action took place with the cooperation of the management of the tea company, who 

rescheduled working hours to facilitate the protest (Interview: Fakir, 2018).  

While this ‘work stoppage’ programme evolved as a mechanism of ‘everyday resistance’ 

(Figure 4), the claimant group also used an array of contentious performances. For example, 

the claimant submitted petitions to the concerned authorities, including the Prime Minister, 

the Deputy Commissioner (DC), BEZA, the Commerce Ministry, the Land Ministry, and Local 

Government Offices. For example, on 21 December 2015, the tea plantation labourers – the 

claimant group – submitted a memorandum or petition to the DC demanding the cancellation 

of the land acquisition. Also, on 28 December 2015, a petition was submitted to the Prime 

Minister; on the same day, the tea plantation labourers of Bangladesh – all tea gardens of 

Bangladesh – submitted petitions to local government offices protesting the proposed EZ on 

the cropland of the tea garden, and a protest rally on the contested land was also organised 

on this day. On 9 January 2016, a massive demonstration – the largest contentious 

gathering in this period – was organised successfully; approximately 30,000 tea plantation 

labourers attended this event (Interview: Fakir, 2018; Interview: Mukda, 2018). Not only did 

the tea plantation labourers of Chandpur tea garden participate in the demonstration, but the 

tea plantation workers of 23 tea gardens – adjoining the tea gardens of Chandpur tea 

garden – attended this occasion (Interview: Laskar, 2018). Also, the central leaders of 

socialist party of Bangladesh, communist party of Bangladesh, garment industries, as well as 

academics, lawyers and civil society organisations appeared on the scene, This event 

created a platform where the leaders of left-wing political parties, academics, and civil 

society organisations expressed their solidarity with the demand of the tea plantation 

labourers – the claimant group. 

The largest demonstration was a successful repertoire of action that enabled the claimant 

group to expand the claim-making networks, but it met with counter-mobilisation by the 

politicians of the ruling party: Awami League. On 14 January 2016, there was a collision 

between the claimant group and local political followers of the ruling party, who mobilising 

local people, especially Bengali who appeared as a vested quarter of this contention, and 

acting under the protection of the local law enforcement agency. When the claimant 
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community came to know about the aggression of the political leaders, the claimant 

community rushed to the land, with their indigenous arms namely arrow, bow, axe, and stick 

(Figure 5). To avoid the aggressive attacks of the claimant community, the political leaders, 

local people and police personnel left the place instantly (Interview: Mukda, 2018). 

To accelerate the resistance process, the Youth-Student Forum of the tea garden – the 

children of tea plantation labourers – conducted a ‘protest rally’ in front of BEZA on 21 

January 2016. The repertoire of action drew attention to fellow groups. For example, as an 

affiliated wing of the resistance movement, this forum facilitated networking between the 

fellow students of neighbouring tea gardens. Its purpose was to engage them in the 

resistance trajectory. When this wing observed the protest rally in front of BEZA 

headquarters in Dhaka, a group of cultural activists, Sharbopran Sanskritik Sakti, arrived at 

the place and endorsed supports the claim-making of the tea plantation workers. This new 

alliance strengthened significantly the claim-making process of the tea plantation labourers.   

A cultural event led by a group of cultural activists, Sharbopran Sanskritik Sakti, added a 

new dimension to the claim-making process; this event took place in Dhaka, the capital of 

Bangladesh, on 7 February 2016. The intent of this event was to disseminate around the 

world information about precarious livelihood and land rights of the tea plantation workers 

(Interview: Sharif, 2018). This episode included a variety of performances: folk music, art 

exhibition, staging drama, and poem recitation focusing on the deprived lifestyle of the tea 

community. Not only did the tea plantation workers perform cultural activities, but the 

renowned artists of Bangladesh demonstrated cultural performances. Additionally, this event 

drew the attention of student of academic institutions, and they made the event successful, 

as the student became aware of the lifestyle of the tea plantation workers through the effort 

of the cultural activists.    

On 4 March 2016, the ‘Youth-Student Forum’ was formed in 20 neighbouring tea gardens. A 

left-wing political party, Socialist Party of Bangladesh (SPB), advised the panchayat 

committee of the tea gardens to constitute this forum. The aim of the committee was to 

expand the claim-making networks, and to assist the central committee of the Land 

Protection Committee of Chandpur tea garden. The newly-formed committee members – the 

representatives of 20 tea garden committees – organised a day-long seminar: denounced 

the aggressive roles of local leaders of right-wing political parties and local government 

officials, who facilitated the acquisition of the land for BEZA. Additionally, this platform 

demanded the land rights of the tea community. 

Not only did the ‘Youth-Student Forum’ become involved in the resistance movement, but 

the women of the tea garden made a significant contribution to the process too. International 
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Women’s Day, held on 8 March 2016, featured a ‘rally’ in support of the tea plantation 

workers, which was held in front of the administrative headquarters of the sub-district. This 

action was held because the women of the tea gardens wanted to strengthen the claim for 

land rights on land that had been in use for generations. The repertoire of action included a 

set of staged cultural performances demanding the land rights, which included composition 

of the lyrics of songs, referred to these songs as resistance songs, focusing on the 

marginalised lifestyle of the tea community.  

Females played great roles in resisting the powerful actors because they thought that land was 
the last resource of their lives. A male can work outside of the garden, but females feel 
comfortable to work in the cropland. Male members were aggressive, while females were cool 
to proceed with the movement. Female workers played great role in mobilising the resistance 
movement; they organised yard meetings regularly during the resistance process. Males 
wanted to negotiate with the ruling party, but females disagreed with the views of the male 
workers. In the context of tea garden, female workers are empowered, and are capable of 
resisting powerful actors (Interview: Tojim, 2018). 

The trajectory of successful resistance to this episode revealed how individual members of 

the community made a significant contribution in framing the resistance process. Moreover, 

to commemorate the resistance movement as a ‘successful resistance’, a Dhaka based 

cultural organisation, “Sharbopran Sanskritik Sakti”, and Land Protection Committee of 

Chandpur Tea Garden organised a programme: ‘celebrating one-year anniversary of the 

successful resistance movement’ on 10 March 2017. Together, the claimant and allied 

actors, including the tea plantation workers of 23 neighbouring tea gardens and Sharbopran 

Sanskritik Sakti, celebrated the first-year anniversary of successful resistance to the land-

grab on 13 December 2016. This day-long programme highlighted a variety of cultural 

performances: folk song, dance, modern music, and drama related to the resistance 

process. At the end of this event, a procession rally was organised: approximately 6,000 

people participated to mark the victory of the episode of the land contention (Interview: 

Akash, 2018). 

When understanding the repertoire of actions employed by the claimant group, the role of 

the tea company needs to be taken into consideration. As the tea plantation workers were 

the direct beneficiary of the croplands, there was a liaison between the leaders of the 

‘resistance committee’ and the ‘local authority of the tea company’. Although the local 

officials of the tea company did not participate in the repertoire of actions that organised by 

the claimant group or tea labourers, the passive supports in organising a variety of 

performances were endorsed. However, during the land acquisition process, an opaque 

mechanism, which used by government officials, stayed the company away from 

negotiations, but the company expected to have a discussion before cancellation of the 

lease agreement, as the land was the integral part of the tea company since the inception of 
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the garden in 1890 (Interview: Akash, 2018). To resist the land acquisition process, the 

company used the repertoire of contentious performances: submitting petitions to 

government officials and maintaining lobbying with various government ministries. The 

company also recruited national and international lobbyists – diplomats and influential 

national political leaders of the ruling party – to withdraw the decision of BEZA, but the 

decision withdrawal related to the issue was not executed during fieldwork. However, the 

company incurred financial losses: approximately US$100,000 each day when the labourers 

observed ‘work stoppage’ programme in the garden, according to the local authority of the 

tea company (Rozario, 2015). Scaling up and widening of the resistance movement, the 

company played passive roles in the contention – as an allied actor of the tea labourer 

community. 

5.5 Section Four: Alliances of the resistance process 

In order to understand the networks of the claimant community, this section describes the 

roles of civil society organisations (CSOs) and political parties. How did the CSOs and 

political parties play roles in the contention? How did the allied actors help to create 

opportunity structure in the contention? To respond to the questions, this section articulates 

the roles of allied actors, including CSOs and Left-wing political parties. 

5.5.1 Civil Society Organisations 

CSOs included a group of human rights activists and cultural activists who played distinctive 

roles during their involvement in the resistance process. At the beginning of contentious 

episodes, for example, when a ‘sit-in’ programme was performed from 14 December 2015 to 

20 December 2015, these allied actors appeared on the contested land where the 

community organised their ‘sit-in’ programme. Also, on 19 January 2016, several CSOs 

namely ‘Research and Development Collective’ (RDC) and ‘Bangladesh Indigenous People 

Forum’ (BIPF) attended the resistance process, which was organised by the claimant 

community, though these CSOs submitted a memorandum to the DC, highlighting the 

opaque land acquisition process. The community’s action programmes against the powerful 

actors, who declined the land rights of this group, responded instantly to as an alliance of the 

resistance process. 

In addition to this role, demonstration and conference led by these stakeholders heightened 

the claim-making process. The claimant community attended the conference, symposium 

and cultural programme, including art exhibition relating to the land contention, though these 

programmes were organised in collaboration with the claimant group (Interview: Sharif, 

2018). These events taught them to raise their voices in public forums where people came 

from different background, who were unaware of the deplorable condition of the community, 
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as the programmes was held in capital city, Dhaka. To endorse the demands of the tea 

plantation workers, not only did these allied actors involve in the resistance process, but also 

organised a series of contentious performances: demonstration, conference and cultural 

event. Thus, this process enabled them to create networks with the diverse organs of the 

society – that helped to resisting the powerful actors. 

5.5.2 Left-wing political parties 

While the left-wing political parties – Socialist Party of Bangladesh (SPB), Communist Party 

of Bangladesh (CPB) and Workers Party of Bangladesh (WPB) – endorsed the demands of 

the tea plantation labourers, the SPB, known as Jatiya Samajtantrik Dal (JSD), played an 

active role in the claim-making process, framing the resistance process and mobilising the 

claimant community.   

This partly taught the tea labourers how to chant slogans against the BEZA and helped them to 
form a committee for claiming the land namely “Land Protection Committee”. Moreover, they 
trained the tea labourers how to write memorandum and press release, and how to submit 
these papers to different stakeholders (Interview: Fakir, 2018). 

When the land contention began in 2015, SPB organised a conference in Dhaka on 28 

November 2015 to address the land rights of the tea plantation labourers. Also, on 29 

November 2016, SPB and Land Protection Committee jointly organised a human rally that 

held on the contested land; a ‘sit-in programme’ was designed – held between 14 December 

2015 and 20 December 2015 – with the collaboration of the Land protection committee. 

Socialist party of Bangladesh conceives that SEZ cannot bring the positive change of the 
society: economic development of the society. The SEZ only can evict the marginalised people 
in the name of development. I could give some example of neighbouring country, namely India 
where SEZ could not bring positive change in the society. We are supporting effective 
development of the country, but this party would not tolerate the aggression of imperialism in 
the name of development. This political party is supporting to the victim community as part of 
social responsibility that manifested to the political agenda of this party (Interview: Nantu, 
2018).   

Moreover, a demonstration – the largest episode of the contentious performance where 

approximately 30,000 people gathered on the contested land – was staged on 9 January 

2016 with the active support of this party, though CPB organised a demonstration and 

submitted a memorandum to the DC of the district on 20 December 2015. In addition to 

organising these events, this party promoted the claimant community to framing the 

‘resistance platform’.  

To raise the voice of the community, CBP provided guidelines to form different committees: 

Land Protection Committee, Youth-Student Forum and Theatre Group. Land protection 

committee was the cardinal organ of the resistance movement that maintained networks with 

their alliances and scheduled contentious performances – that required to resisting; Youth-
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Student Forum played additional role of the land protection committee, known an alternative 

resistance platform; finally theatre group performed drama and song, particularly patriotic 

and inspirational songs – related to the resistance movement in order to inspire the 

individual labourers; this group staged cultural performance across tea gardens in 

Bangladesh. However, not only did this political party help to organising ‘protest campaign’ 

and framing to ‘resistance trajectory’, but also financed to the victim community – that 

required to organising various events related to the resistance process. 

5.6 Conclusion 

While the government officials used opaque mechanisms – which reflect the corrupt 

mechanisms of bureaucracy – to acquire the land, the claimant community demonstrated a 

variety of repertoire of actions in order to protect their cropland, as this contested land 

symbolises their existence and culture in the country. To understand the trajectory of 

successful resistance to the land grabbing, the repertoire of contentious performances was 

instrumental. The repertoire of contentions enables the claimant group to proceed with the 

claim-making process. Although the claimant group is considered as a ‘backward 

community’ – considering the historical deprivation of the community, they mobilised 

effectively and used contentious performances in an organised fashion to protect their lands.  

The extended networks – CSOs and left-wing political parties – created an opportunity 

structure to claim the land. ‘Hands-on trainings’ relating to the resistance process was 

provided to the claimant community: framing the repertoires of contentions. As these actors 

have previous experience dealing with contentious performances – making meetings, 

marches, petitions, and public statements – they instructed the victim community how to 

translate the contentious performances into real-life struggles. However, the repertoire of 

contentious performances is associated with the culture of a country: integral parts of the 

culture. The claimant group used an array of performances derived from the struggles of 

different regimes. For example, during the independence war of Bangladesh in 1971, cultural 

activists encouraged people to participate the independence war; the cultural events 

encouraged people to participate in the war against the Pakistani colonial government. 

Additionally, this contemporary episode employed a variety of contentious performances 

involving cultural activists to resist the powerful actors. Therefore, the extended networks 

and proper uses of contentious performance – available repertoire of contentious 

performance of a culture – can result in success in an episode of contention. 
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Figure 2: Tea workers were harvesting crops on the contested lands 

 
Source: captured during fieldwork. 

Figure 3: Women involved in collective action 

 
Source: The daily star, Bangladesh. 
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Figure 4: Contentious gathering on the contested land.  

 
Source: The Daily Star, Bangladesh. 

Figure  5: Protesting with their indigenous weapons 

 
Source: The Daily Star, Bangladesh. 
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Chapter Six: Santals versus Rangpur Sugar Mill 

6.1 Introduction 

The study examines the trajectories of successful and unsuccessful resistance to land-

grabs. State and non-state actors, namely ‘state-run industries’ and ‘private business 

companies’ use diverse techniques to grab lands; this process frequently destroys the 

subsistence livelihood of marginalised communities. Under such circumstance, claimants or 

challengers protest the powerful actors, but outcome – triumphant or abortive resistance to 

land grabbing – depends on particular social conditions. For example, the preceding case 

documented the trajectories of successful resistance to land grabbing; the challengers 

protested the land acquisition process. The case demonstrated how the marginalised tea 

community resisted successfully the state actors: arranging a series of contentious 

performances, forging networks with political parties and civil society organisations, and 

taking advantage of political opportunities for advancing the claim. When the state actor 

became a party to the contention as a counterclaimant, the victim community initiated 

collective episodes with the intent to resist the powerful opponent. Finally, the first case 

study demonstrated how the ordinary people, the tea labourer community, responded to the 

threats of the powerful actor by creating dense social networks and culturally action-oriented 

symbols; this process enabled them to defeat the state actor. Succinctly, the case study 

illustrates how collective actions in specific forms can produce successful resistance. 

Unlike the preceding case, this case unveils the trajectories of abortive resistance to land 

grabbing. To understand the trajectory, not only does the case examine the process of land 

grabbing but also explores the resistance process. The case, therefore, focuses on ‘claim-

making’ and ‘counter claim-making processes’ revolving around an ineffectual trajectory of 

resistance. In short, the state actors had acquired the Santals’ lands in the 1950s despite 

resisting the acquisition process, but the successors of the community started a fresh ‘claim-

making process’ in 2012. Succinctly, the ‘reclaim-making’ process – led by the descendant 

of the victim community – evolved during 2012, but this effort was unsuccessful.  

The chapter’s plan is as follows: the first section outlines background information on the 

‘claim-making group’ and the ‘counter claim-making group’: the ‘Santal’ and the ‘Rangpur 

Sugar Mill’ respectively. Section two explores the causes of the claim-making process: why 

were the actors involved in the claim-making process? It details the sequences of events 

behind this involvement, examining the mechanisms that were used by the powerful actor to 

grab the land of the marginalised community during the colonial regime. Then consideration 

will be given to how the victim community initially resisted the powerful actor: investigating 

the rise and subsequent failure of the resistance process.  
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Section three analyses the underlying reasons behind why the victim community attempted 

to reclaim the acquired land. Though the land was acquired in the 1950s, the victim 

community started to reclaim the land in 2012. In order to understand the long-standing land 

contention, the empirical content includes government official documents, the land 

acquisition deed, interviews with the claimant community, archival documents, and public 

lectures.  

Section four examines the dynamics of resistance underpinning the reclaim-making process: 

investigating the effect of the resistance process. When the victim community started 

reclaiming the acquired land, they developed a resistance platform led by a local Bengali, 

who initially systematised the resistance process. In addition, the section addresses the 

outcome of the resistance process, which triggers a new episode of the contention.  

Section five looks at the mechanisms the state actor deployed in response to the reclaim-

making process of the claimant community. It articulates the ebbing of the resistance 

process: the denial of the reclaim process under the policy of the sovereign state. The 

section also analyses what factors turned the contention into the burning issue at a national 

level; it also, therefore, highlights a new trajectory of the claim-making process.  

6.2 Section One: The Actors in the claim-Making Process  

This section details key social characteristics of two core actors involved in this episode of 

land contention: the claimant group and counter-claimant group. More specifically, a 

marginalised indigenous community and state actors are principally involved in this 

contentious episode. 

6.2.1 Santal community: Claimant Group 

A range of terms have been used to describe the Santal community: aboriginal tribe, 

indigenous and Adivasi are terms that have been used. While the British colonial 

administration categorised the Santal as an ‘aboriginal tribal’, the Bangladesh government 

recognises the community as an ‘ethnic minority’. The United Nations (UN) classified the 

same group as an ‘indigenous community’. The Santal prefer to be recognised as ‘Adivasi’ – 

which denotes the original inhabitant of the soil. Bengali – the largest ethnic group of the 

country – addressed the community as Saotal, which refers to a small ethnic community. 

While Adivasi settlements were observed in every region of Bengal, during the British rule 

(Beverley, 1872), they predominately inhabited the northern Bengal region, namely Rajshahi, 

Rangpur, Naogaon, and Dinajpur (Ali, 1998). Presently, a total of 418,000 Santals inhabit the 

Rangpur division – the study area is located in this jurisdiction, while the total Santal 
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population size has been estimated at around 649,000 in Bangladesh (Joshua project, 

2019). 

To constitute an identity, internal and external social categorisation work together. According 

to Porta and Diani (1999: 91), “identity is that which emerges from the individual’s process of 

self-identification and external recognition”. Identity, therefore, consists of external and 

internal social process. Despite having different terminologies – ‘aboriginal tribal’ or ‘ethnic 

minority’ – to address the community, the Santal has a distinct identity, which has been 

shaped by deprivation and exploitation, in the social structures they embedded within. 

Though the Santals’ relationship with the land was deeply ingrained since colonial regimes in 

the Indian subcontinent, but the dispossession of the community has been recorded from the 

nineteenth century, the dispossession is linked with the British colonial rule. Kochuchira 

(2000: 104) observes: 

It is interesting to find that from the sixties of the nineteenth century dispossession of the 
Santals of their lands began as a systematic process till they became totally landless labourers 
towards the end of the century. Many Santals lost their lands. 

There was an absence of a formal agreement between the colonial administrators and the 

Santals: only verbal land tenure systems existed during the British colonial period. The 

process of removing the community from their ancestral lands was triggered by the British 

colonial government: not only did this phase introduce a ‘colonial raciology’ (Li, 2010) to 

address them – tribal people, but also facilitated the displacement of the community 

throughout the Indian subcontinent. Having understood the brief history of the Santal 

community in the Indian subcontinent, this subsection will now focus on the Santals 

community under being studied.   

Santals in the study area commonly work as ‘agricultural labourer’ or ‘day labourer’24, though 

they consider themselves as the original inhabitants of the soil (Ali, 1998; Samad, 2006). In 

local labour markets, they are considered ‘hard-working labourers’, but they are paid low 

wage as ‘cheap labourers’. This is tied to their marginal social identity – tribal or minority 

status – which has denied the Santal community from achieving equal social rights similar to 

‘Bengali’, the identity of mainstream ethnic community.  

All family members including, males, females and their children aged between 10-15 years, 

are involved in income generating activities as ‘day labourers’ in order to meet subsistence 

needs. This has led to the problem of ‘child labour’ in local labour markets, as the children of 

the Santals are involved in generating income for securing subsistence livelihood (Interview: 

Ramu, 2018). Furthermore, the adult male members travel distant locations to get involved 

                                                
24 The average income of a day labourer has been estimated approximately £100 in a month, if the individuals 
can manage work in 20 days a month (£5*20= £100), but working as ‘day labour’ is not available all year round.      
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in works, while female and young children prefer to work in local areas. Under such 

circumstance, elder members or relatives of extended family, especially grandparents, take 

care of young children (Interview: Soren, 2018; Interview: Filimon, 2018). However, only a 

few Santals own small landholdings, with an average of 05-15 decimals, where they have 

built houses, as the majority of have become landless in different periods (Interview: Ramu, 

2018; Interview: Jadu, 2018). Also, they are considered externally as a ‘backward 

community’ – this pejoratively denotes the poor educational status of the community 

(Interview: Soren, 2018; Interview: Ramu, 2018; Ali 1998; Samad, 2006). Having understood 

the backdrop of the claimant group, the background information on the counterclaimant 

group needs to be articulated.   

6.2.2 Rangpur Sugar Mill: Counter-Claimant Group  

Rangpur Sugar Mill, which is an affiliated organ of Bangladesh Sugar and Food Industries 

Corporation (BSFIC), is a ‘state-run sugar company’. BSFIC is the headquarters of the sugar 

industry in Bangladesh. However, the mill was established during the second colonial regime 

– i.e. the Pakistani regime. During the colonial reign, the Pakistan Industrial Development 

Corporation (PIDC) established a sugar mill in Rangpur district of East Pakistan – present 

Bangladesh – in 1958. This sugar mill was known as ‘Rangpur Sugar Mill Limited’. To set up 

the sugar industry, the PIDC selected two different landscapes of the district: Mahimaganj 

was used for establishing the ‘sugar factory’, and Shahebganj for cultivating the ‘sugarcane’, 

which is known as ‘Shahebgang farm’ or‘sugarcane farmland’. The distance between the 

‘mill campus’ and the ‘sugarcane farmland’ was 14 miles. The mill site consists of 81 acres 

of land, while the sugarcane farmland – the contested land – comprises 1842.30 acres of 

lands (Khan, 1977: 1990). However, the construction in setting up the sugar mill on 81 acres 

of lands began in 1954, but the sugarcane farmland for the mill was acquired between 1955 

and 1956 (Khan, 1977).  

After Bangladesh – formerly known as East Pakistan – gained Independence in 1971, the 

Bangladesh government nationalised the Rangpur sugar mill in 1972 (Khan, 1990). Being a 

nationalised organ, BSFIC primarily was involved in taking care of the mill, while the Ministry 

of Industries supervised and monitored the overall activities of BSFIC. It was reported that 

the mill was run with state credits, while corruption crippled its production. For example, to 

increase the production of three sugar mills in Bangladesh, including the Rangpur Sugar Mill, 

the World Bank sanctioned loans – approximately US$20.0 million at 12% per annum for 20 

years – in 1983 (The World Bank, 1983). Despite attempting to restore the sugar mill as a 

‘profitable organisation’, the Rangpur sugar mill was closed down on 31 March 2004 

because of mismanagement. It was reopened by BSFIC on 16 July 2006 (Press Conference, 
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2016). Though when it was restarted in 2006, sugar was not produced throughout the year. 

The average annual operation of the sugar mill has been estimated at approximately 18 

days per year (Interview: Babu, 2018: Interview: Raju, 2018). However, the state-run sugar 

mills cannot meet the required demand of the country:  

Annual sugar consumption has been estimated: approximately 16, 00,000 tons sugar requires 
to meet the demand of the nation, but all sugar mills (15 government-run sugar mills in 
Bangladesh) can produce only 1, 00,000 tons sugar annually. The private companies, which 
are profitable companies, dominate the sugar market because they are producing adequately 
to meet the requirement of the country. Additionally, the sugar authority has to import huge 
amounts of sugar from neighbouring countries, especially India, to fulfil the demand of the 
country. Therefore, the state-run sugar companies are not profitable organisations of the 
government; the government subsidises the sugar industries in this country (Interview: Raju, 
2018). 

Though the sugar mill resumed production on 16 July 2006, following direction from the 

Ministry of Industries, the average annual sugar production has been estimated at 

approximately 5,325 tons in 2007-2008; 5,268 tons in 2013-2014 and 2,440 tons in 2014-

2015 (Press Conference, 2016)25. The figures reflect the sugar mill’s fragile management 

system, that is administered by the Industry Ministry, and the vicious cycles of corruption that 

are embedded within the structures of the sugar industry. It is alleged that the sugar 

authority is involved in illicit sugar transactions: for example, trading secretly with black 

market merchants (Interview: Raju, 2018). Also, maintenance costs are expensive, as the 

sugar processing machines were bought during the Pakistani colonial period; with excessive 

payments required to repair the machines (Interview: Babu, 2018; Interview: Filimon, 2018; 

Interview: Sajid, 2018). This confluence of factors destroyed the financial strength of the 

sugar mill. In addition to the corruption, the poor and fragile infrastructure was observed 

during the filed visits (Figure 6 and 7). Having discussed the background of the groups 

involved in this contentious episode, two different social actors appear in contention: Santals 

a marginalised ethnic community, and the nationalised sugar industry, which is clearly a 

powerful actor. Consideration will now be given to the claim-making process. 

6.3 Section Two: Process of Claim-Making 

To begin, the section will examine the claim-making process that was triggered during the 

colonial period. During the Pakistani colonial regime, the Santals were evicted from their 

lands in the 1950s. In order to set up a ‘sugarcane farm’ for the Rangpur sugar mill, the 

colonial government acquired a total of 1842.30 acres of lands, where the Santals inhabited. 

A leader of the claimant group claimed: 

                                                
25 This press conference held at the national press club in Dhaka on 5 September 2016.   
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The inhabitants of 15 Santal villages of Sahebganj – approximately 700 Santal families – 
became landless and jobless when the Pakistan colonial government illegally evicted them 
from their villages in the 1950s (Interview: Filimon, 2018). 

According to the land records, the Santals owned the land. During the British reign, the 

cadastral survey, which was conducted in 1940, registered the names of the Santals as the 

‘original landowners of the contested land’ (Govt. Land Records of Rangpur District, 1965). 

To evict the Santals from their lands, the colonial administrators used, including local 

brokers, religious sentiment, language barriers, and opaque land transaction mechanism. 

First, to trigger the land acquisition process, local brokers26, who were activists and local 

political leaders of the Muslim league27, were employed. The intent of the agents – who were 

recruited by the sugar mill authority – was to persuade the Santals using false promises: 

‘individuals would be entitled to receive rations and money, according to the compensation 

policy of the government, and the acquired land would be returned to the victim community 

in 40 years – if the sugar mill would have been closed down in the given time frame’ 

(Interview: Sajid, 2018). Additionally, it was promised individual members of the victim 

families would be recruited as field staff of the sugar mill (Interview: Ramu, 2018; Interview: 

Sajid, 2018). In practice, only two people of the community were employed. One respondent 

claimed: 

Only two persons – so far, I knew only two people – who had been employed at the sugar farm 
to control the land contention. However, the mill authority dismissed them when the community 
refused to the proposal of the sugar mill authority. To control the local situation, that was the 
tactic of the colonial government (Interview: Murmu, 2018). 

The mill authority’s assurances failed to convince Santal communities. They were 

subsequently forcefully evicted from their villages. The eviction process was brutal: tractors 

and bulldozers along with law enforcement agencies were used to dispossess them. This not 

only damaged the cultivated crops of the Santals: rice, paddy and lentil, but also displaced 

them from their land (Interview: Murmu, 2018; Interview: Saiful, 2018).  

Local leaders of the Santal community held secret meetings to resist the land acquisition. 

Unfortunately, the local brokers, who were employed by the local authority of the colonial 

government, proactively quashed the resistance. The local authorities were briefed on the 

secret meetings of the victim group. Leaders of the marginalised community were arrested, 

creating pressure on the community (Interview: Saiful, 2018; Interview: Soren, 2018; 

Interview: Ramu, 2018). Even, the government did not design a ‘rehabilitation programme’ 

after the ‘eviction phase’ – though they did provide a small amount of money to a few victim 

                                                
26 Key brokers included Osman Master, Bakkar Pradan, Manikullah Pradan, and Taslim.  
27 A dominant political party led by the Muslim leaders during the Pakistan regime. 
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families (Interview: Murmu, 2018; Interview: Saiful, 2018). As the mediators in this process 

were local Muslim leaders, religious sentiment played a role, an issue we will now consider. 

After the abolition of British colonial rule in 1947, the Indian subcontinent was divided into 

two nations based on religious ideology. Social and cultural diversity was largely ignored. 

There was the Muslim-majority constituted Pakistan, while a Hindu-majority formed India. 

Additionally, Pakistan consisted of two wings in 1947: East Pakistan, present Bangladesh, 

and West Pakistan, present Pakistan. The people of East Pakistan experienced successive 

colonial rules, British rule and then Pakistan rule. The study area was dominated by a 

Muslim-majority, who was the privileged group after the partition of the sub-continent in 

1947. An elderly community leader recalled:  

Pakistan government was rude and treated us as a ‘primitive community’, and also behaved 
with us as if we were an ‘alien or stranger’. Politics was the major drive to evict us from the land 
in the 1950s (Interview: Ramu, 2018). 

As the Pakistan colonial government had a strong preference towards the Muslim 

community, considering the religious legacy of state formation, the Santal were a preferred 

target for land grabs. Santal dominated villages were forcefully acquired to set up sugarcane 

farms. For example, the neighbouring villages of the Santals, which were dominated by the 

Muslim community, namely Kundukhalaspur, Alipur and Dilalpur were not acquired. As the 

villages were dominated by the Muslim population, the Muslim leaders who were working as 

brokers of the sugar mill, are alleged to have defended their own ethnic communities from 

being annexed to the sugar mill (Interview: Saiful, 2018). Another important factor was 

language. English was the official language of the colonial government. The colonial 

administrators prepared various documents in English related to the land acquisition, such 

as, ‘land acquisition deeds’ and ‘consent forms’ of individual landowners. The mother 

language of the Santals was Santali, while Bangla – the first language of former East 

Pakistan – was the second language of the community. When the community reacted 

against the land acquisition process, the local authority of the colonial government forced 

them to give fingerprints on the ‘land acquisition consent forms’, even though they did not 

have English proficiency. The community was not aware of the thumb print and its legal 

significance. It is alleged, local administrators instructed and forced them to give fingerprints 

on the documents prepared to facilitate the land acquisition (Interview: Murmu, 2018; 

Interview: Saiful, 2018). 

Finally, in order to acquire the land, a ‘land requisition’ under the East Bengal (Emergency) 

Requisition of property Act, 1948 (No. XIII of 1948) was executed, using the colonial law. 

According to a government land manual, under the ‘emergency act’ ‘when a property is 

required permanently for public or in public interest, the Deputy Commissioner may also 
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requisition it with a view to its permanent acquisition for such public purpose or in such 

interest’ (Land Acquisition Manual, 1997:39). The emergency act28 restricts from public 

acquisition the following categories of lands: homes, graveyard, temple, mosque, and ponds. 

Of course, the term ‘public purpose’ is ambiguous and grants the state considerable latitude. 

The ambiguity of the land requisition act reflects the authoritarian conditions under which it 

was created. 

Although the legal Santal occupants of the land were evicted between 1955 and 1956, the 

‘land acquisition agreement’ was prepared and signed on 7 July 1962, 6 years after the 

forceful eviction of the original inhabitants from the lands. The land acquisition deed was 

signed by the provincial government of East Pakistan and the Pakistan Industrial 

Development Corporation (PIDC). The victim community did not sign or fingerprint the ‘land 

acquisition deed’, but they were forced to fingerprint the consent forms for the land 

acquisition agreement (Interview: Murmu, 2018).  

This land acquisition agreement granted land title to the PIDC. However, the colonial 

government not only seized the croplands and homes, but also grabbed the sacred places – 

the graveyard and cremation place (Interview: Jadu, 2018). As Falguni (6 November 2017) 

mentions:  

Sarah Marandi: “This land, to us, is not mere summation of arable soil, crops, and 
vegetation, but it bears upon the cremation grounds of our ancestors, the songs and 
melodies of all our rituals and festivals. “Can you, the grabbers, take it all away from us 
by use of force or coercion?” 

Although the community was dispossessed of their lands in the 1950s, they still believe that 

the spirits of their ancestors are wandering on the lands from where their fathers and 

grandfathers were evicted (Interview: Ramu, 2018; interview: Filimon, 2018). The 

relationship between the lands and the Santals is viewed as inherent: it not only provides a 

subsistence livelihood, but it is also essential to religious practice. 

The colonial administrators used several techniques to grab the Santal lands. Being a 

marginalised group, the community was unable to resist the more powerful actors. Collective 

actions were not employed. Also, the Santals were unable to forge networks with local 

communities. As the community had limited social networks and marginal identity in the 

social power structure, the powerful actors employed the machinery of the colonial regime to 

evict the Santals. The study will now look at the circumstances which led the Santal 

community to commence an initiative to reclaim their ancestral land. 

 

                                                
28 The (Emergency) requisition of property act, 1948 (East Bengal ACT XIII OF 1948).  
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6.4 Section Three: Process of Making Reclaims   

The post-colonial Bangladesh government adopted similar policies to the colonial regime, 

and kept the lands under the authority of the sugar mill. However, 57 years later, the 

successors of the Santal community started an initiative in 2012 to reclaim the land. The 

section focuses on the underlying causes underpinning the reclaim-making process.  

In order to understand the reclaim-making process, attention must return to the original 

lease. The Pakistani colonial administrators had acquired the land for Rangpur Sugar Mill in 

the 1950s, on the condition that only sugarcane was cultivated on the acquired land. The 

sugar mill authority violated the conditions of this land acquisition agreement in 2004. The 

mill authority started to lease out the land to individuals, after the sugar mill was shut down 

on 31 March 2004 following a direction from the Ministry of Industries. 

To commence the leasing process in 2004, the farmland – 1842.30 acres – was divided into 

blocks, ‘A’ to ‘H’. Each block varies in size. The average block size is 50 acres (Interview: 

Sajid, 2018). Only 15 local politicians, who were allied to the ruling political party (Awami 

League), and the relatives of the ruling party politicians, were able to lease the land from the 

sugar mill authority. Put succinctly, patronage relationships appear to have influenced the 

leasing process, albeit the local newspapers published advertisements about the lease 

tender (Interview: Jafor, 2018). The political leaders who acquired the land introduced a 

‘sub-leasing system’ to gain additional financial benefits. This system allows individual 

farmers, who were local marginal peasants, to cultivate a small portion of the lands – 

approximately 33 or more decimals of lands – in return for rents paid to the leaseholders 

who were politically exposed persons. The individual sub-leaseholders cultivated different 

crops: paddy, tobacco, jute, and seasonal vegetables around the year (Interview: Jafor, 

2018; Press conference leaflet, 201629). 

To understand the problematic features of this arrangement set up in 2004 the original land 

acquisition deed has been reviewed. According to the acquisition deed, the mill authority is 

not allowed to lease out the acquired land. Additionally, the leases also breached provisions 

of the land acquisition deed restricting the land to sugarcane cultivation:    

On requisition of the land and on taking over possession thereof under the aforesaid Act the 
Provincial Government shall make over possession of the land to the aforesaid Corporation for 
the purpose of establishment of a sugarcane farm at Shahebganj. But the said aforesaid 
Corporation shall not change the character of the requisitioned property during the period of 
requisition (Article 3 of the Memorandum of Agreement or Land Acquisition Deed: 3).      

                                                
29 Held on 5 September 2016, Hall Room, National Press Club, Dhaka.  
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 The agreement also notes: 

The Provincial Government will examine the question of the acquisition of the land for the 
aforesaid purpose and proceed with the acquisition thereof if there is no objection but as a 
result of the examination if it is decided that the land shall not be required for the aforesaid 
purpose, the said Corporation shall surrender the land to the Provincial Government for its 
release and restoration under section 8 of the aforesaid Act, and the Corporation shall bear all 
costs and compensation of the land (Article 5 of the Memorandum of Agreement or Land 
Acquisition Deed: 3).    

In short, under the land acquisition deed the land was acquired for cultivating sugarcane, 

and the original landowners were in a position to reclaim the land, if the land was no longer 

required for sugarcane. Since the mill authority had violated the provisions of the land 

acquisition deed – introducing the lease system of the farmland – the descendants of the 

displaced Santal community started reclaiming their ancestors’ properties.  

This section has unpacked the underlying reasons behind the reclaim-making process. 

When the state-run sugar mill breached the terms and conditions of the land acquisition 

deed, the victim community demanded the return of their ancestral property: process of 

making reclaims. This led to a new episode in contention, which will now be examined. 

6.5 Section Four: Resistance to Land Grabbing  

Once the terms and conditions of the acquired land were violated, a new resistance 

movement opposing the land grab was constituted. The resistance movement developed 

gradually. This section traces the dynamic of resistance focusing on the reclaim-making 

process. The trajectories of the resistance process – framing process, mobilisation process, 

and repertoire of contention – are discussed. 

6.5.1 Framing Process 

A maiden effort to mobilise the community was led by a local Bengali, 62-year-old 

Shahjahan Ali Pradan, who amassed a large volume of information regarding the contested 

land. Ali Pradan's father and grandfather were the victim of land grabbing back in the 1950s, 

tied to the Rangpur sugar mill. Fortuitously, he worked as a ‘part-time deed writer’ at the 

local land registry office. This professional knowledge enabled him to document the history 

of the contested land (Interview: Jafor, 2018; Interview: Deraj, 2018; Interview: Filimon, 

2018). While the sugar mill authority initiated the lease process in 2004, the process of 

collecting land documents from the local land offices was started in 2009.  

Since the majority of the Santal community were illiterate, and could not access such land 

documents, Shahjahan Ali Pradan performed a critical role in collecting the diverse records 

relating to the lands. After he completed the land record search which took place over two 

years, the local Santal leaders were invited to his residence. At this meeting, he disclosed 
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the results of his record search. This process triggered a new ‘claim-making process’ 

(Interview: Filimon, 2018; Interview: Babu, 2018; Interview: Jafor, 2018). 

6.5.2 Mobilisation Process  

To frame this emerging resistance platform, the land documents and land archival records 

were used to begin a process whereby the heirs of the original landholders were identified. A 

panel was established to facilitate this process. The panel – consisted of a lawyer, Ali 

Pradan, and the local leaders of the Santals. A civil society organisation Jatiya Adivasi 

Parishad (JAP) – an indigenous people’s organisation – was actively involved in the panel’s 

work. This CSO has been striving to protect the land rights of the indigenous or Adivasi 

communities in Bangladesh (Interview: Soren, 2018). In this instance JAP helped locate the 

heirs of the original landholders.  

It was noted in the previous section that the original Santal landholders were evicted from 

the lands in 1956. They then migrated to the adjacent districts, namely Dinajpur, Kurigram 

and Rangpur. In order to identify the location of individual victim families or their heirs, the 

organisation primarily used kinship networks, involving local leaders of the community to 

track down the relevant claimants. This process identified approximately 1,200 families as 

the successors of the lands. The majority of them resided in the adjoining districts (Interview: 

Filimon, 2018; Interview: Joga, 2018). To compile a successor list – following the criteria of 

inheritance property rights, the panel required two more years, completed the process in 

2012. Once individual Santal had been identified as the ‘legal successors’ of the lands, 

Santals started to gather in the locality, around the contested lands.  

Once the community members arrived at the locality, a land recovery committee was 

established, “Shahebgong Bhumi Uddar Committee”. The committee consisted of 101 

members including both Santals and Bengali30. Shahjahan Ali Pradan, an ethnic Bengali, 

was able to incorporate Bengali people in the committee, so that they could draw on their 

higher social status to defend the victim community. Bengali people also have more social 

networks than Santals, which bridge into corridors of power. The committee members 

organise weekly meetings to discuss how to progress the claim-making process.  

The committee proved ineffectual at organising contentious performances, namely 

demonstrations and processions in public places, according to the right activists and political 

leaders of the local left-wing political parties (Interview: Jafor, 2018). Because of the 

absence of a political platform and contentious performances, the committee was not able to 

project their claim-making frame publicly in a significant manner. However, the committee 

                                                
30 A few Bengali families around the Santal neighborhood were evicted in different time periods.  



93 
 

did attempt to bring new actors into this contentious episode, with intent to seizing the 

opportunity structure of POS. Tilly and Tarrow (2007: 58) observes “challengers seek new 

means to outwit authorities and competitors”. Local government officials advised them in 

particular to involve powerful political actors in the resistance trajectory (Interview: Jafor, 

2018; Interview: Deraj, 2018). A leader of the resistance movement mentioned: 

When local government officials called upon two groups – the Santals and the Mill authority, 
they gave an informal verdict in favour of the Santals after investigating the land records, but 
they were unable to get the land back from the sugar mill. Also, they advised us to meet higher 
government officials/authorities in relation to solving the matter and said that we needed to 
knock to the higher authority to get back the land. That was why, we met the local MP to get his 
extended support in this regard (Interview: Jadu, 2018).   

The committee members intended to approach the Member of Parliament (MP) for the study 

area, who was a member of the ruling Bangladesh Awami League, a right-wing political 

party. Only certain political leaders, such as the MP, and influential members of the ruling 

party, can exert power and influence over local government administrators trying to manage 

or neutralise the contention. As political power tends to be exerted in an absolute manner, 

through the state machinery, the committee approached the MP hoping their sway could be 

used to resolve the situation. Jatiya Adivasi Parishad31, an adviser of the committee, acted 

as a powerful broker negotiating with the state actors. 

The MP advised the committee to involve one of his political clients – a local influential 

politician – to deal with the contention (Interview: Sajid, 2018; Interview: Jafor, 2018). 

Accordingly, on 5 March 2014, the land recovery committee was reshuffled. It now consisted 

of 61 members including the successors of the Santal community, and a number of Bengali 

activists, who were empathetic with the problem of the victim community. The newly formed 

committee selected the MP’s teammate, Shakil Ahmed Bulbul, as committee chairman.  

6.5.3 Repertoire of Contention 

Under the recomposed committee, a variety of the repertoire of actions – contentious 

performances – were organised in order to retrieve the ancestral lands. On 25 February 

2015, a mass demonstration was organised at a local school ground, where the local MP 

was present as a discussant of the ancestral land issue. The intent of the public meetings 

was to disseminate information on the coercive mechanisms that had been used to evict the 

Santal’s ancestors from the lands, as the new generation of local communities were 

unfamiliar with the history behind this land grab.  

                                                
31 A civil society organisation, working for indigenous communities in Bangladesh. 
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Following the protest, the committee submitted a petition to the Deputy Commissioner (DC) 

of the district on 15 March 2015. It described the illegal leases arranged by the mill authority, 

and the committee appealed to the administration to reinstate Santal ownership rights over 

their ancestral lands. In response to the petition, an investigation team led by the 

government officials from the local DC office visited the contested land on 30 March 2015 

(Interview: Jafor, 2018; Interview: Filimon, 2018). They found evidence supporting 

allegations the lease process was illegal.  

To increase pressure on the government machinery, the land recovery committee organised 

a press conference at the district press club on 7 June 2015. During the same period, the 

Assistant District Commissioner (ADC Revenue) called a meeting between the two groups, 

the Sugar mill authority and the members of the land recovery committee, at the district 

office on 16 June 2015. At this meeting, both parties – claimant and counter-claimant groups 

– presented the land documents on 1842.30 acres of lands, but the meeting ended without 

agreement. As the Rangpur sugar mill was a state-run national enterprise, the local 

government authority was reluctant to deal with the issue further. According to the lawyer for 

the victim community, the land’s significant size was another reason why the local 

government body was unwilling to solve the issue (Interview: Babu, 2018).Considering the 

size of the lands, the government intended to implement new projects on the lands instead 

of solving the reclaim-making process. When the local bureaucratic machinery failed to 

resolve contention, the land recovery committee organised a series of further contentious 

performances. Two civil society organisations, Jatiya Adivasi Parishad and Kapaeeng 

Foundation32, were involved in designing contentious performances. 

On 30 August 2015, a press conference and procession were organised in the district, with 

the support of Jatiya Adivasi Parishad and Kapaeeng Foundation. Furthermore, on 23 

January 2016, a mass demonstration was arranged in the front of the Shaheed Minar33, 

Dhaka. Santals and non-Santals, Bengali people, attended, demanding the return of the 

ancestral lands of the Santals (Interview: Jafor, 2018). A similar protest along with a 

procession was held on 17 March 2016.  

In addition, on 10 April 2016, the land recovery committee submitted a petition to the Prime 

Minister for recouping their ancestral lands. This petition highlighted the corrupt mechanisms 

used by the mill authority tolease out the acquired land illegally. Despite organising a series 

of contentious episodes: a mass gathering, a political rally, press conference, discussion, 

                                                
32 A civil society organisation, which strives to establish human rights of indigenous communities in Bangladesh.   
33 A monument was established for the honour of the martyrs of the language movement that held in 1952. A 
national monument was architected in the honour of martyrs who sacrificed their lives for the mother language on 
21 February 1952, and consequently, UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) declares 
the day as ‘International Mother Language Day’. 
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roundtable meeting, and memorandum submission, the local government body decided – 

with support from the political leaders of the ruling party – to transfer the contested land to 

another government organ. 

The DC of the district proposed to the ‘Bangladesh Economic Zone Authority’ (BEZA)34 

setting up a ‘Special Economic Zone’ (SEZ) on the lands on 10 May 201635. A human rights 

defender claims that policy makers in government persuaded the DC to make this request 

(Interview: Deraj, 2018). The DC, therefore, wanted to please local leaders from the ruling 

party, in addition to public officials, so that he could secure bureaucratic resources. The 

officials of BEZA visited the proposed site36. The rationality of the claimant group 

underpinning the claim-making process was hardly considered. Gosh, a leader of the Santal 

community, claimed: 

Only the government could solve the problem, but was not willing to solve the issue because 
the victim communities have limited networks to claim their land rights in Bangladesh. That is 
why, the government wanted to build a SEZ on the land (Interview: Gosh, 2018). 

The emergence of the SEZ, had a significant impact on the resistance movement. The 

Santals unlawfully occupied the contested land on 1 July 2016. After occupying their 

ancestral lands, community members set up dwellings. In addition, they began to cultivate 

the land again. Land surveyors were employed to determine individual landholdings, 

according to the historical land documents. This occupation of the land lasted for four 

months: from 1 July 2016 to 6 November 2016.  

6.6 Section Five: Eviction Process 

When the Santals occupied the contested land on 1 July 2016, state-sponsored violence 

was used to evict them. The community characterised the eviction process as a ‘double 

victimisation processes’ or ‘grabbing the same land twice’. This section describes how the 

state actors evicted the victim community from the contested land.  

The previous section described the reasons why the land recovery committee involved the 

MP as an advisor. To defeat the threats of POS, the MP was tied into the contention. As an 

advisor, he was actively involved in designing the contentious episodes employed to reclaim 

the ancestral lands of the Santals. Under his guidance, the chairman of the committee 

started to collect money, as membership fees or subscription, ranging from £1 to £3 weekly 

depending on individual financial capabilities. Between 2014 and 2016, the committee 

collected approximately £100,000 in membership fees, according to the members of the land 

                                                
34 A government body that affiliated with the Prime Minister Office.  
35 Letter memo no: 05.55.3200.023.16.027.15-233(3). 
36 Letter memo no: 03.752.14.10.00.059.2013-1078, issued on 20 June 2016.  
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recovery committee. However, it is alleged that the chairman of the committee confiscated 

the collected money, with the help of the MP who received the lion’s share of the fund 

(Interview: Sajid, 2018; Interview: Jafor, 2018). The MP’s problematic role was the subject of 

local discussion. 

Although the committee had involved the MP to strengthen the claim-making process, the 

MP’s corrupted role placed the community at risk. When the victim community occupied their 

ancestral lands on 1 July 2016, the MP altered his position. The local MP withdrew his 

support from the victim community. A leader of the resistance movement asserted:  

The MP wanted to get a portion of land for himself, approximately 700 acres of lands, but a few 
members of the land recovery committee, especially the Santals refused the proposal of the 
MP. When the Santals rejected the irrational proposal of the MP, the MP withdrew his support 
from the Santals. As he was refused, he started a campaign, stating the government is the sole 
owner of the farmland. Actually, his intention was to set up Eco-park on the lands, and his ill-
motive was to displace us. However, if we accepted the irrational proposal of the MP, we would 
have regained some of our ancestral lands (Interview: Filimon, 2018). 

The members of the land recovery committee assert that without the MP’s concern and 

advice, the Santals would not have set up houses on their ancestral lands. As the MP failed 

to gain his illegal desire: getting a portion of land, his deceptive role became conspicuous. 

Thus, not only did the fraudulent role of the MP displace the community, but also damaged 

the social security.  

Two attempts, which are known as ‘demobilisation process’, were made to displace the 

community. On 12 July 2016 local administrators, namely the DC, ADC and police raided the 

community with backing from the local MP, who was a superior to the local administrator. He 

had now, of course, withdrawn his support from the victim community. This attempt was 

foiled: a successful resistance deferred evicting the community from the place, though four 

Santals were critically wounded by the bullets of the police. The claimant group was involved 

in feuds resisting the law enforcement agency: employing action-oriented repertoire of 

actions against the repertoire of repressions. When the mill authority failed to dispossess of 

the community, they deployed law enforcement agencies: not only police, but also 

specialised state forces namely ’Rapid Action Battalion ‘(RAB) and ’Border Guards of 

Bangladesh ‘(BGB) to dispossess the community – approximately 1,200 families consisted 

of roughly 8,000 people. Without any prior notice, on 6 November 2016, the law enforcement 

agencies attacked the community, with the labourers of sugar mill and political allegiants of 

the MP involved as allied forces in this trajectory (Figure 8). When the victim community 

attempted to resist the eviction drive, led by the law enforcement agencies, with their 

indigenous weapons namely arrow and bows, three Santals: Mangal Mardy, Shaymol 

Hembrom and Ramesh Tudu were killed on the spot, and approximately 32 people 
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sustained injuries– although around nine police were injured during the eviction drive. A 

member of civil society cited:  

The mill authority used law enforcement agencies to evict them illegally; they cannot use force 
to evict them – by shooting and setting fires to their houses that were built after occupying the 
lands. The concerned authority undertook wrong decision to evict them from their ancestral 
lands. Although the concerned authority confessed about their misdeeds, this eviction drive 
was totally unexpected. Actually, it was a state-sponsored violence against the marginalised 
community (Interview: Ramu, 2018).    

Not only did the law enforcement agencies use violence to evict the community from the 

contested land, but they also set fire to houses, which were made of woods and corrugated 

tin sheets. Entire hamlets of the community were destroyed and demolished. In addition to 

the aggressive attack, local allies of the ruling political party, plundered and vandalised the 

houses of the community, including domestic cattle, paddy and seasonal vegetables. This 

process led to a food crisis within the community. Additionally, they were forced to leave – 

although forcefully evicted – the place empty handed, and consequently took shelters in the 

neighbouring villages like the ‘nomadic community’ or ‘ravaged community’. Also, a lawyer of 

the claimant community proclaimed: 

There is no provision in laws: setting fire or shooting is necessary to evict them from the land, 
as they are the citizen of Bangladesh. The legal procedure was not followed to evict them from 
the land, according to the penal code of 436 sections. On the other hand, government authority 
attacked them aggressively; law enforcement agencies attacked cruelly; they cannot harm to 
the individual citizens of Bangladesh; they do not have right to attack them violently. It was a 
kind of barbarism of state agencies (Interview: Babu, 2018).      

When the law enforcement agencies completed the eviction drive that continued almost 8 

hours, a number of Santals, around 200 Santals, were arrested (Interview: Sajid, 2018; 

Interview: Jafor, 2018). Not only did the law enforcement agency use forces to displace the 

claimant group from the land, but also lodged eight cases against the 400 people of the 

claimant group at the local police station. Accordingly, the individuals of the claimant group 

were arrested arbitrarily bringing the following allegations: ‘the illegal occupants of the lands’, 

the ‘interference in the government property’ and ‘the violently attacks to the law 

enforcement agencies’ (Interview: Filimon, 2018; Interview: Babu, 2018). Thus, not only 

were their own land rights to ancestral property ignored, but the Santal were also stigmatised 

as the ‘malefactors of the state’, according to the colonial land acquisition act. On 15 

November, the Industry Minister and Industry Secretary organised a press conference 

through which they rejected the community’s bid to reclaim the land. Additionally, they 

claimed that land-grabbers or vested interests instigated the Santals to occupy the land 

(bdnews24.com, 15 November 2016). 
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6.6.1 Post-eviction struggles  

While the forceful eviction drive displaced the claimant group, they built makeshifts camps in 

the neighbouring villages – triggering a new episode of struggle. This process rendered them 

vulnerable, managing a subsistence economy and schooling for their children. As the 

community was involved in the agricultural profession as day labourers, they also found it 

difficult to work. For example, to obtain day labourer work, individuals need to get in contact 

with the local landlords or wealthy framers. When Santals were evicted from the contested 

land, the labourers of the sugar mill and the allegiants of the MP confined the claimant group 

in the locality, as a mechanism of demobilisation process. Under such a circumstance, the 

claimant group could not move out of their catchment areas. That was why, they were 

unable to perform contentious performances in relation to proceeding with the claim-making 

process, as the claimant group was confined in the locality. A member of civil society 

mentioned:  

Two different habitations of the Santals were observed around the contested lands: permanent 
and squatter settlement. These settlements were built in 1955 and 2016 respectively, as a 
result of eviction of the community (Interview: Jadu, 2018).  

This aggressive attitude towards the claimant group resulted in the food insecurity. Under 

such a harsh condition, civil society organisations came forward to distributing relief – food 

and cash – to the individual of the claimant group. Furthermore, the males of the community 

fled from the locality to avoid arrest – as the police litigated cases against them at the local 

police station. Even, the children of the community could not continue their schooling for 

three more months.     

Having comprehended the impact of the post-eviction period, the local government authority 

designed a rehabilitation programme. According to the project design, only a few families 

would have access to support:       

After the eviction drive, the local government authority wanted to negotiate with the Santals in 
2017. According to their proposal, they wanted to rehabilitate only 40 evicted Santal families in 
a village which is located far away, approximately 5 km away, from the contested area. When 
the Santals rejected the ‘so-called rehabilitation programme’ – because it was an unrealistic 
proposal, the government allocated the 40 houses among the destitute Bengali people 
(Interview: Soren, 2018).     

Approximately 1,200 families were evicted, the local state authority planned to rehabilitate 

only 40 Santal families. The Santal leaders rejected the ‘ridiculous rehabilitation proposal’, 

as the project intended to destroy the community harmony by offering houses only to the 

local leaders of the Santals. This echoes a wider tactic used in the aftermath of evictions. 

Accordingly, Lasslett (2018: 19) explains the consequences of the forced eviction: 
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The evictions themselves can be brutal, conducted with little or no notice, with homes being 
demolished en masse. Compensation payments offered to the affected residents are often non-
existent or derisory and can contain significant discriminatory dimensions. Where alternative 
living arrangements are offered, they usually involve locations on the urban periphery with 
minimal access to services, infrastructure and employment. 

The discriminatory policy was devised to gratify the leaders of the community. More 

specifically, the intention of the local government body was to drive the community away 

from the adjoining areas of the contested land, so that they could not organise contentious 

performances, such as procession and demonstration, in relation to claiming the lands. 

6.6.2 Post-eviction contentious episodes  

When the community was evicted from their ancestral lands on 6 November 2016, the left-

wing political parties and civil society organisations forged alliance with the victim 

community. After the incident on 6 November 2016, they visited the contested place on 9 

and 13 November 2016, as a protest against the brutal attacks led by powerful state 

agencies. These actors reiterated the ill-motive of the powerful state actors, especially the 

leaders of the right wing ruling political party, who favoured the illegal lease process – 

executed by the authority of the state-run sugar industry. Also, blamed were the leaders of 

the ruling party who fostered the colonial legacy of appropriation.  

Additionally, the left-wing political parties: Bangladesh Communist Party, Socialist Party of 

Bangladesh and Bangladesh National Awami Party organised a series of contentious 

performances to gear the community up for public protests. For example, the Bangladesh 

Communist Party arranged a rally involving around 600 people on 11 March 2017 and 

organised a press conference in the Gaibandha district on 7 July 2017. They demanded the 

return of the ancestral land of the community and justice for the victim families (Interview: 

Gosh, 2018; Interview, Sajid, 2018). Also, the political party helped to create a fresh 

resistance platform involving Santals and Bengali on 15 July 2017. This resistance platform 

was known as ‘Adivasi-Bengali solidarity unity’ that organised a ‘sit-in’ programme on 18 

January 2018. In order to gain the support from the Bengali community – the dominant 

ethnic group in Bangladesh, the Bengali people were involved in the resistance movement. 

Their involvement was designed to strengthen the resistance process. A member of left-wing 

political party mentioned: 

Only strong movement can establish the land rights of the victim community; the community 
needs a ‘solidarity platform’ to retrieving the land from the state actors. Therefore, the formed 
committee is working as a ‘pressure group’, so that criminals would be arrested for their 
misdeeds (Interview: Ratan, 2018). 

This resistance platform organised a demonstration and press conference on 6 November 

2017, marking the first-year since the violent attack on the community. Different civil society 
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organisations commemorated the victims of the community by organising seminars and 

roundtable meetings in Dhaka and Gaibandha district (Interview: Babu, 2018; Interview: 

Gosh, 2018). Moreover, on 22 April 2018, petitions were submitted to the DC offices, namely 

Rangpur and Ghaibandha, once again claiming the return of their ancestral lands. On 6 

November 2018 the left-wing, Bangladesh Communist Party, Socialist Party of Bangladesh 

and Bangladesh National Awami Party organised a joint rally where the leaders of the 

parties denounced the mischievous acts of the state actors, while observing the second-year 

since the attacks (Figure 9). In addition to the role of the left-wing political parties, civil 

society organisations systematised contentious performances: press conference, public 

meeting, and conference, so that the claimant group could proceed with the making claims 

successfully. 

These agencies, including Association for Land Reform and Development (ALRD), 

Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust (BLAST), Ain o Salish Kendra (ASK), linked 

several public protests to a wider claim-making process focusing on indigenous rights. For 

instance, encouraged and supported by civil society organisations, the community organised 

rallies and processions in Gaibandha district celebrating ‘international indigenous day’, which 

is observed universally on 9th of August each year. Though the Bangladesh government had 

not yet recognised them as an ‘indigenous community’. More specifically, on 9 August 2017 

and 2018, not only did the community observe indigenous day, with the extended support of 

these organisations, proclaimed the return of their ancestral land, organising a procession, 

cultural events and a public meeting in the district. Also, on 24 October 2018, a press 

conference was held at Dhaka press reporters’ unity in relation to retrieving their ancestral 

lands. Civil society organisations, namely Jatiya Adivasi Parishad and ALRD financed the 

public performance, where the land recovery committee and human rights activists 

demanded the exemplary punishment of the agents who were involved in creating violence 

against the community on 6 November 2016. A member of civil society claimed:    

If civil society organisations did not protest the perpetrators – the state agencies, the state 
would have vanished the Santals after the incident of 6 November 2016. These organisations 
have been providing legal aid since November 2016 – after the eviction, as law enforcement 
agencies filed cases against many Santals (Interview: Deraj, 2018).    

With their extended supports and active roles, the victims obtained bail from the High Court, 

as the local police station prosecuted eight cases against them. Additionally, civil society 

organisations helped file a case against the state, including local police officers, local 

executive officers of sub-district, the DC and executive magistrates, managing director of the 

sugar mill and officer in charge of the local police station. Thomos Hemron of the victim 

community was the plaintiff of the case. With the extensive support of the civil society 
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organisations, the Santals were able to lodge a case against government officials, including 

the MP (Interview: Soren, 2018; Interview: Deraj, 2018). Not only did the civil society 

organisation provide legal services to the victim community, but also distributed relief – 

because the community could not manage work in the catchment area after being evicted.  

These organisations were actively involved in ‘redesigning claim-making performances’, 

organising conferences, seminars, press leases, demonstration, and legal battles. Finally, 

left-wing political parties and civil society organisations were routinely organising contentious 

performances, involving the Santals, so that the victim community could retrieve their 

ancestral lands. The contentious performances were being systematised sporadically, with 

the supports of the allied actors. However, the land contention was ongoing throughout 

fieldwork, but the sugar industry controlled the grab by harvesting seasonal vegetables and 

farming fish on the contested land. 

6.7 Conclusion 

To understand this trajectory of unsuccessful resistance to the episode, the following 

mechanisms: the colonial legacy of appropriation, fraudulent role of politicians, and 

demobilisation process are relevant to discuss. First, though the country gained 

independence in 1971, the colonial policy continued on in the governance structure of 

independent Bangladesh. By using the colonial policy, and associated procedures relating to 

land, the state actors made counterclaims on the claimant group. Indeed, the colonial policy 

– formulated by the Pakistani ruler on 7 July 1962 – was used to evict the community from 

their ancestral lands on 6 November 2016. Land management is quite out fashioned: ‘the 

land system in Bangladesh is largely based on the old laws made during the British and 

Pakistan period’ (Islam, Moula and Islam, 2015: 194). The presence of the colonial legacy in 

the state structure, therefore, led to the demobilisation process in the episode of the 

contention.  

Second, corrupt politicians used state power and their public position to gain personal 

benefits, although referring to the process as ‘political economy’. By using political power, 

the political leaders, especially the MP of the constituency put the community at risk. This 

process led to further marginalisation of the Santal. The role played by the corrupt politicians 

endangered not only economic security of the community but also personal security, after 

the state actors evicted them from the land using coercive mechanisms: using an array of 

‘repertoires of repressions’, namely arresting, torturing, and threatening. This process 

resulted in threats in the terrain of political opportunity structure (POS). 

Third, a powerful mechanism of contentious politics, namely ‘demobilisation process’ – which 

aims to deactivate the resistance process – was activated to evict the claimant community. 
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According to Tilly (1978), demobilisation process consists of oppressive mechanisms, so 

that the claimant group cannot proceed with the claim-making process. In this episode of the 

contention, the state actors used repressive mechanisms, considering the identity of the 

claimant in the social structure they were embedded within. Porta and Diani (1999: 92) 

observe as follow: 

The ability to impose negative and stigmatised definitions of the identity of other groups 
constitutes, effectively, a fundamental mechanism of social domination. If a group is perceived 
by the rest of society to be bearer of values and of experiences which, if not deviant, are 
certainly backward, dysfunctional and potentially harmful to the common good, and if its 
members are not able to spread alternative representations successfully, then members’ 
capacity for collective action will be extremely limited.       

As the identity of the community was demeaned and devalued – as a tribal, indigenous or 

minority – it was easier to legitimise attacks on the community by state agencies. Thus, the 

negative identification process that, observed in different regimes, resulted in the eviction of 

the community.  

Finally, to make reclaims on their ancestral lands, the community found limited allied actors. 

Only three civil society organisations (CSO) were actively involved in this resistance 

trajectory; these CSOs could not systematise effective contentious performances to put 

pressure on the powerful actors. In addition, a few contentious performances, namely 

petition submission, seminar and procession, were drawn before taking possession of their 

ancestral lands, but the claimant community failed to perform routinely action-oriented 

performances that consisted of strong and rigid repertoire37. However, the newly-formed 

resistance platform, consisted of left-wing political parties and civil society organisations, 

actively involved in a fresh claim-making process, with framing diverse contentious 

performances; these organisations were redesigning the claim-making process by arranging 

contentious episodes periodically at the time this study concluded through the lens of 

indigenous rights. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that a limited opportunity structure was opened up for a 

contentious performance by the colonial regime, which bound the sugar mill to certain land 

usage rules. When these rules were breached, the Santal community attempted to reclaim 

the land, assisted by a local land specialist. Building ties to a person with land expertise, 

increased the opportunity structure. However, the community was unable to develop a frame 

that could jettison their struggle from the margins. They were further hamstrung by their 

marginal identity. While networking and certain contentious performances, attempted to 

overcome these barriers, a corrupt and violent state apparatus was able to disperse the 

                                                
37Strong repertoire (participants use both innovative and known contentious performance); Rigid repertoire 
(participants repeat same techniques or contentions or contentious performances routinely or rigidly) (Tilly, 2008). 
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community. Without money or livelihood, they relied on the support of CSOs. Accordingly, 

this failed resistance campaign (or failing), appears to be a product of limited opportunity, 

exacerbated by a frame that failed to universalise the struggle, which compounded the 

community’s marginal status. Coalition building proved fraught, especially given public 

corruption. Together this put the Santals in a difficult situation, which limited the success of 

their struggle. 
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Figure 6: The neglected premise of the sugar mill 

 

Source: captured during the fieldwork 

Figure 7: Inside conditions of the sugar mill. 

 

Source: captured during the fieldwork   
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Figure 8: Eviction process led by the law enforcement agency.  

 

Source: Newage Bangladesh, 10 March 2017.   

Figure 9: A procession against the forceful eviction held on 6 November 2018. 

 

Source: The Daily Star, Bangladesh, 7 November 2018.  
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Chapter Seven: Baptist Mission versus Sangha and Khansons Group 

 

7.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter – Santals versus Rangpur Sugar mill – discussed the unsuccessful 

resistance trajectories to the land-grab: what kind of demobilisation processes were used to 

reject the claim of the victim community? While a variety of repertoires of actions were used 

to create opportunities in the land contention, the intensity of the demobilisation process 

prevented the community from resisting successfully the claim-making process. To 

understand the involvement of state-actors in the claim-making processes, Tilly’s (2008: 5) 

proposition needs to be considered: ‘contentious politics involves interactions in which actors 

make claims bearing on someone else’s interests, in which governments appear either as 

targets, initiators of claims, or third parties’. In the episode of the contention, the state actors 

primarily appeared as ‘counter-claimant groups.’ Not only did the state-actors decline the 

reclaim-making process of the victim community but also conducted violent attacks to evict 

them from the contested land. Though the community failed to make claims on the contested 

land or their ancestral property, the state-sponsored violence – used to evict the victim 

community – drew attention of different civil society organisations and left-wing political 

parties that created a resistance platform for the claimant group. This newly formed 

resistance wing was redesigning the reclaim-making process of the claimant group to be 

successful in the land contention. 

This case study investigates the claim-making process between three parties: Barisal Baptist 

Mission Society (BBMS), Bangladesh Baptist Church Sangha (BBCS), and a private 

company (Khansons Group). Succinctly put, this case study describes how the contender – 

BBMS – created an opportunity in an episode of contention by using an array of collective 

actions: processions, rallies, symbolic hunger strike, and press conference. Collective action 

denotes individuals, social groups, or organisations that come together as a social unity in 

contentious episode, or action in order to achieve goals on behalf of shared interests or 

programmes (Tarrow, 1998). The chapter, therefore, begins by outlining background 

information on the three claim-making groups in section one. In order to understand the 

overarching backdrop of the claim-making groups, section two analyses the claim-making 

process of the land contention, describing the underlying reasons of the episode. To 

understand the claim-making process of the contested groups, land records, legal 

documents, archival records, interviews of the different stakeholders are employed. 
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Section three uncovers corrupt38 mechanisms the company used to conduct the eviction 

drive against the less powerful actors in the episode of the contention. This section 

considers diverse documents, including archival records, civil society reports, interviews with 

the victim community, and newspaper articles to better understanding the mechanisms used 

by the company. Finally, section four investigates the trajectories of resistance process in 

particular: how did the less powerful actors resist the company’s effort? To substantiate the 

section, a variety of documents: legal documents, civil society reports, newspapers articles, 

interviews with different actors, and archival records are examined. 

7.2 Section One: The Actors in the Claim-Making Process 

This section elucidates the background information on the contested groups included in the 

claim-making process, namely Barisal Baptist Mission Society (BBMS), Bangladesh Baptist 

Church Sangha (BBCS) and Khansons Group (a private company). BBMS appears as a 

‘claimant group’, while the BBCS and the private company emerge as ‘counter-claimant 

groups’. To understand the backdrop of the ‘claim-making’ and ‘counter claim-making 

groups’, historical evidence and contemporary documents relating to these actors are 

reviewed to set the historical anecdotes to this episode in contention. 

7.2.1 Barisal Baptist Mission Society (BBMS): Claimant Group 

The population size of the Christian community – including Protestant and Catholic – in 

Bangladesh has been estimated just at 0.5% of the total population (Mahmud, 2018). The 

Christian population in Barisal district, which became an independent district in 1817, 

constitute a minority community, who number approximately 26,000 people. Major Christian 

sects, namely Baptist and Catholic co-exist peacefully in the district (Interview: Paul, 2019; 

Rashid, 1981; The Independent, 26 December 2016). The population size of the Baptist 

community in the district has been estimated around 17,000 (Interview: John, 2019). This is 

a small-scale population size in comparison to Muslim and Hindu religions. The emergence 

and development of the Baptist community are associated with the colonial rule. During the 

British colonial regime in the Indian subcontinent, the British Baptist missionaries initially 

established missionaries in Srirampur, India. Subsequently, they set up missionaries in 

different regions of the subcontinent in order to preach Christianity. Because of this attempt, 

the population size of the community increased largely since 1872. However, due to 

oppression and bondage system of Zamindars – who were known as local landlords, socially 

and economically excluded communities became interested in Christianity, because the 

colonial administrators were preaching Christianity targeting marginalised communities – 

                                                
38 In order to understand the definition of the corruption, the scholarly contribution of Torsello and Venard has 
been considered in this regard: ‘corruption could refer to bribery, embezzlement, conflict of interest, or treason’ 
(2016: 35).     
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especially individuals who belonged to Hindu lower-castes (Jack, 1918). In order to escape 

from subjugation, the individuals of Hindu lower-castes converted to Christianity, especially 

Baptist.  

Not only did the British missionaries preach Christianity, but also the colonial bureaucrats 

encouraged local people to convert to Christianity. For example, Mr Garret, a British citizen, 

was appointed as a ‘Deputy Commissioner’ or ‘Collector of Barisal district’ who preached 

Baptist Christianity during his tenure; he was considered the founder of the Baptist 

community in Barisal (Rashid, 1981; Interview: Prince, 2018). According to Rashid (1981: 

74),   

Christian Missionaries started their work in this district as far back as in 1830 A.D. at the time of 
Mr. Garret, the then Collector, who was himself a Baptist. The Christians are chiefly Protestants 
of Baptist denomination, although there are some members of the Church of England and 
some Roman Catholics also. 

While colonial administrators preached Christianity in the region, another endeavour evolved 

into the conversion process. The British Streamer Company – River Steam Navigation – 

founded a dockyard in the district, where people came for employments as day labourers. 

Economically disadvantaged communities of the district, especially Hindu lower-castes who 

were known as Chandals inhabited in remote areas of the district, sought jobs in the newly 

established industry (Rashid, 1981; Soddy, 1978). Additionally, Jack mentions (1918: 32): 

The best known of the early missionaries in Bakarganj39 were Mr. Page and Mr. Sale. The 
attention which has always been given to the education of children has been redoubled in the 
present century, when handsome new schools for boys and girls have been built in connection 
with the mission.  

To attract them to the Baptist Church, the missionaries provided not only employment 

opportunities at the shipyard industry, but also facilitated access to the health and education 

facilities. “Some fine new schools for boys and girls have been built in Barisal by the 

mission” (Rashid, 1981: 74) Therefore, Hindu lower-caste, who worked as labourers at the 

shipyard, were converted into Baptists in the district; accordingly, the majority of the 

converted Baptists settled in the city of the district around the shipyard dock. Soddy (1978: 

188) described as follows: 

The one apparent exception to this is the church in Barisal town which is perhaps the largest in 
that district of churches. But this church was not formed as part result of the preaching of 
missionaries in Barisal town, but by the accident that the foreign-based Steamer Company 
developed workshops in the town in which Christians could easily obtain employment. Many 
Christians, therefore, came into the town from the surrounding villages to take advantage of this 
fact, and the church in Barisal town was established by this economic accident rather than by 
the work of the missionaries living in the town. Like other urban churches its grown has been 

                                                
39 Formerly Barisal district was known as ‘Bakarganj’. 
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due to membership transfer and internal conversions rather than to conversions from local non-
Christian communities. 

The Baptist followers of the district are, presently, involved in diverse professions: 

government and non-government officials, but most work as carpenters, masons, plumbers, 

security guards, furniture makers, office assistants, and day labourers who have been living 

on the land, which became the heart of contention. The monthly income of individual families 

has been estimated between £80 and £100, as the majority of the households depend on 

the low-paid employment (Interview: Joseph, 2018). Because they are able to generate 

meagre income in the urban area, they inhabit on contested land (Figure 10).  

The Baptist community of the district is widely known as ‘Barisal Baptist Mission Society’ 

(BBMS). BBMS has been administered and managed by distinct committee consisting of 

local Baptists; this committee is known as ‘church executive committee’, comprising a 

President, Secretary, Assistant Secretary, Treasurer, Assistant Treasurer. The present 

committee was formed in 2011. The role of the church committee is to organise religious 

ceremonies and festivals, with the decision of the church executive committee. The 

committee, moreover, has different sub-committees, including land, graveyard, school, 

festivals, female affairs, youth development, and religious committees, but the executive 

committee supervises the sub-committees (Interview: Joseph, 2018).  

7.2.2 Bangladesh Baptist Church Sangha (BBCS): Counter-Claimant Group 

Bangladesh Baptist Church Sangha (BBCS), which is widely known as ‘Sangha’, is the 

ancient Protestant denomination in Bangladesh. The ‘Sangha’ is the successor of the 

‘Bengal Baptist Church’. In 1935, ‘Bengal Baptist Church’ was merged with ‘Baptist 

Missionary Society Corporation’ (BMCS), which was operated under the British Company 

Act, 15 November 1888. When the ‘Bengal Baptist Church’ became united with BMCS, the 

newly founded wing was known as ‘Bengal Baptist Union’. In 1955, ‘Bengal Baptist Union’ 

was renamed as ‘Baptist Union of Pakistan’. After the liberation of Bangladesh, ‘Baptist 

Union of Pakistan’ was renamed as ‘Bangladesh Baptist Sangha’ in 1972. Finally, on 26 

January 2001, ‘Bangladesh Baptist Sangha’ came into existence as ‘Bangladesh Baptist 

Church Sangha’ (BBCS)40 or ‘Sangha’. 

The Sangha primarily is the headquarters of the Baptist Christianity in Bangladesh – from 

where the clergies of Baptist are patronising the believers of the religion. Presently, the 

Sangha has been supervising several affiliated wings, namely 10 Regional Baptist Church 

Sangha and 374 individual Churches: providing religious services in total to 42,275 

                                                
40http://www.bbcs.org.bd/about-us.html accessed on 20 June 2019.  
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Baptists41. Executive members of Sangha, who are elected by the local representatives of 

Regional Sangha Churches, implement policies designed to achieve the religious vision. Not 

only does the Sangha supervise the Baptist churches but also oversee affiliated 

infrastructures that are owned by Sangha: mission hospitals, schools, student hostels, and 

orphanages. However, the Sangha has been operating its mission in collaboration with 

different organisations, namely Barnabas Fund UK, Cornerstone International Group, ACT 

Alliance, Baptist World Alliance, Liebenzeller Mission International, Baptist Missionary 

Society, and Asia Pacific Baptist Federation. These organisations have been donating grants 

to Sangha for implementing different projects and programmes42 (Interview: Baroi, 2019; 

Interview: John, 2019).  

What is the relationship between BBMS and Sangha? The two groups namely BBMS and 

Sangha were tied closely for being the followers of the same religion, but there was a 

hierarchical relationship between them. For example, to observe religious practices, the 

Sangha routinely recruited the pastor for BBMS, as historically Sangha plays the supreme 

role for the church. In turn, individual members of BBMS subscribed monthly fees to the 

Sangha, which was known as ‘church donation’; usually individual members of each family 

contributed approximately £0.50 per month as a church donation. Around 350 Baptists of 

BBMS regularly subscribed monthly to Sangha (Interview: Gonesh 2018). In addition to 

paying the subscription, the executive members of BBMS had the voting power of electing 

the executive body of Sangha – including the president and secretary. Because the elected 

executive members run Sangha, the tenure of each executive body of Sangha has a fixed-

term – for five years, according to the constitution of the Sangha43. Finally, well-educated 

people of the Baptist community, considered elite Baptist run Sangha, while the majority of 

BBMS are illiterate and poor. However, by using such an authoritative power, Sanga 

involved a private company in the contention as shared interests: the involvement of the 

private company – Khansons Group – as a ‘counter-claimant’ that appears as the 

collaborator of the Sangha.  

7.2.3 Khansons Group: A Counter Claimant Group 

Khansons Group established in Bangladesh in 1974, is a privately held company, which is 

widely known as Khansons Group. As a local industrial conglomerate company, it operates a 

few industries namely Sonargaon Textiles Limited, Khansons Textiles Limited, Khansons 

Jutex Limited, and Clinker Grinding Cement in Barisal district. In recognition of the Group’s 

contribution to the economic growth of the country, the chairman of the company was 

                                                
41http://www.bbcs.org.bd/about-us.html 
42http://www.bbcs.org.bd/ 
43http://www.bbcs.org.bd/publication/bbcs-constitution.html 
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awarded the ‘commercially important person (CIP)’; the government nominated him twice for 

the award, as a recognition of being a successful businessman in the country44. A ‘Real 

Estate Business’ was initiated under the company’s portfolio in 2011; this newly founded 

wing is known as ‘Olympic properties Limited’, which is an emerging industry of Khansons 

Group45 in the district. Olympic Property Limited was involved in the land contention when 

the company executive purchased the contested land from the Sangha – allegedly using 

illicit mechanisms. According to one official of the company,   

The company was renowned for its spinning mill: produced fabrics from cotton, but the present 
government are importing huge cotton and fabrics from India, as the present government has 
good relationship with India. Due to the reason, the spinning mills are losing its production. That 
is why, the company has started the real estate business, which has become the largest 
industry in the district (Interview: Golam, 2019).   

As the company is the leading private company of the district, many local small industries 

depend on the company, which has diverse networks. Therefore, not only is the company 

financially powerful, but also has influential networks to control diverse contentions. This 

episode, then, contains three different actors: BBMS, Sangha and Khansons Group were 

involved in the contention. Apparently, BBMS is less powerful, while Sangha and Khansons 

Group are apparently powerful actors – who have diverse networks because of their financial 

strengths. 

7.3 Section Two: Process of Claim-Making 

The Sangha and BBMS were primarily involved in the claim-making process. Subsequently, 

Khansons Group appeared as a ‘counter-claimant group’ in the contention, as the Sangha 

had struck an opaque transaction with the company. What were Sangha’s reasons in making 

claims on BBMS: why did Sangha make a claim on the contested land?  Sangha asserted 

that the British Missionary Society Corporation (BMSC) purchased the land – 21.433 acres – 

for establishing Baptist church and missionary schools in the district between 1914 and 

1918, when the British colonial administrators ruled in the region. After abolishing British rule 

in 1947, the Pakistani colonial rulers took over the territory. During the Pakistan regime, 

Reverend Gordon Soddy – a British citizen – who was a missionary of BMSC, executed a 

‘trustee deed’ over the acquired land on 22 August 1969. The trustee deed turned the estate 

into trustee property; according to the trustee deed, Baptist Union of Pakistan became the 

custodian46 of the trustee property (Trustee deed, 1969)47. To clarify the issue, the executive 

members of Sangha allegedly claimed that BMSC gave the power of attorney to Reverend 

Soddy, as an attorney, dealing with the issue. Therefore, Baptist Union of Pakistan, which 

                                                
44https://www.khansonsgroupbd.com/aboutus.html#achievements 
45The owner of the group was a former political figure of Awami League (Interview: Golam, 2019). 
46 Legal authority of the property.   
47 The trust deed is known as Pakistan Baptist Church Trust Association (PBCTA).  
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was renamed as ‘Bangladesh Baptist Church Sangha’ (BBCS) or ‘Sangha’ after the 

liberation of Bangladesh, took charge of the trustee property as a legal claimant. The trustee 

deed, therefore, triggered the claim-making process. Succinctly put, based on the trustee 

deed, Sangha involved in the claim-making process. According to the trustee deed, 

Mr Rajendra Nath Baroi48 signed on the trustee deed as a receiver of the trustee property; he 
was a pioneer member of ‘Baptist Union of Pakistan’. After the liberation of Bangladesh on 2-4 
June 1972, ‘Baptist Union of Pakistan’ was renamed as ‘Bangladesh Baptist Church 
Association’ (Sangha). The Sangha claimed the property as a successor of the earlier entity49.  

Sangha claimed them as a successor of BMSC and Baptist Union of Pakistan; accordingly, 

Sangha owned the property as an heir of Baptist Union of Pakistan and BMSC. Additionally, 

Sangha decided to auction a portion of land – 2.533 acres land – from 21.433 acres in 2000; 

the contention between BBMS and Sangha began this year.  More specifically, this ‘trustee 

deed’ created opportunities for Sangha to make claims on the contested land. This triggered 

the contention.  

While Sangha claimed ownership of the land as an inheritor of Baptist Union of Pakistan and 

BMSC, BBMS not only rejected the pronouncement of Sangha but also presented counter-

arguments in claiming the land. BBMS provided discernible reasons to refute the claims of 

Sangha. Based on the following reasons, the claimant community involved in the claim-

making process. First, during the British regime, River Steam Navigation (RSN) – a British 

steamship company – set up a dockyard in Barisal district where economically distressed 

communities, especially lower-castes Hindu, worked as labourers at the dock and steamers 

of RNS (Soddy, 1978). Subsequently, the workers, especially Hindu lower-castes, were 

converted into Baptist Christian, as the RSN was predominately run and managed by the 

Baptist followers (Rashid, 1981). According to a lawyer of the district,  

During the British colonial rule in the Indian subcontinent, Christian missionaries came to 
preach the Christianity in this region. Hindu low-caste people, who were extreme poor of the 
region, were converted into Christian in the district. Because of getting education and jobs, the 
Christianity enticed the Hindu low caste people, albeit the colonial administrative persuaded 
them to convert into Christianity. The colonial administrators persuaded them to be converted 
into Christianity while working in the shipyard industry (Interview: Manobendra, 2018).   

When they were converted to Christianity, they needed a church for prayer. In order to build 

a church in the district, the converted Christians donated monthly subscriptions for 

purchasing a piece of land; this endeavour was known as ‘church contribution’ (Interview: 

Prince, 2018). A journalist and human rights activist claimed, 

Although they were converted, there was no church and educational institutions in the region. 
The converted Christians gave subscriptions, and collected money from the individuals of 

                                                
48 A former leader of Sangha. 
49 Statement of the lawsuit file of Sangha: 2012. 
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Christians, for purchasing a piece of land. Actually, they collected the money for buying the 
land. Accordingly, the land belonged to BBMS, the forefather of the community, who donated 
money for purchasing the land, during the British period (Interview: Susanto, 2018).   

When they decided to purchase a piece of land in the district in 1914, Mr Padre Page – a 

British missionary, was appointed spokesman of the community as the converted Christians 

who were illiterate, were inexperienced in dealing with conveyancing issues. A piece of land, 

21.433 acres, therefore, was purchased from the Muslim community for setting up Baptist 

Church and academic institutions. Additionally, on behalf of the Baptist community, Mr Padre 

Page signed the ‘land deed’ as a trustee, during the land registration process as he was 

considered a guardian or patroniser of the community. According to the claimant community, 

‘Mr Padre Page was a trustee, but he was not the owner of the land’. Mr Padre Page was 

merely a signatory of the land – his signature was required to proceed with land registration, 

but he was not the owner of the acquired land (Interview: Merry, 2019). However, they also 

asserted that ‘our forefather donated money to purchase the land; accordingly, the original 

land owners were the beneficiary of the local Baptists, BBMS, whose forefather contributed 

money to purchase the land’ (Interview: Prince, 2018; Interview: Gonesh, 2018; Interview: 

Maya, 2018). Also, a leader of the community proclaimed:  

Mr Page, a British missionary, who led the Christian society in Barisal. When the converted 
Christians collected money to purchase the land, they needed a person to sign on the land 
registration documents or land deeds. The community nominated Mr Page to process the land 
deed. Finally, he signed on the land deed on behalf of the community, BBMS. According to the 
land records – the cadastral land survey (CS) conducted in 1903, Mr Page’s name on the land 
deed is identified; land documents reveal the name of Mr Page as a signatory person on behalf 
of the community, BBMS (Interview: Paul, 2019). 

Second, the claimant community asserted that during the Pakistan regime, Rev. Gordon 

Soddy, who was a successor of Mr Page and Mr William Carry, complicated the issue, 

though his endeavour was to secure the property right of the claimant community (Interview: 

Prince, 2018). Once he signed on the trustee deed as an attorney of BMSC, Baptist Union of 

Pakistan – which was renamed as ‘Sangha’ after the liberation of Bangladesh in 1971 – 

became the trustee of the property. The ‘trustee deed’ cannot be considered a ‘property title 

deed’, according to the solicitor of the property lawsuit (Interview: Manobendra, 2018). 

Therefore, Sangha misinterpreted regarding the trustee deed in relation to claiming the land 

(Interview: Paul, 2019). One of the community leaders claimed: 

Rev. Soddy had no authority to execute the trustee deed: the authority of Soddy was 
questionable. We did not find evidence yet regarding the issue: failure to provide authorised 
letters to be claimed as an attorney of BMSC; he had no status to deal with this issue. He did 
not follow procedures to execute the trustee deed. He was a headmaster of the Baptist Mission 
Boys’ School. After his retirement, he was a treasurer of the local Baptist community. We 
litigated a civil lawsuit against the trustee deed of the contested land (Interview: Paul, 2019).       
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The solicitor and members of the claimant community also argued that Rev. Soddy had no 

proof of evidence, as an authorised person, to undertake such decision (Interview: 

Manobendra, 2018). But his acclaimed position was identified as a ‘Head Teacher’ of the 

Barisal Baptist Boys’ school in 1952, and subsequently he also was selected as a treasurer 

of the ‘Bengal Baptist Union’ (Statement of the lawsuit file, 2012). Additionally, he published 

a book titled ‘Baptist in Bangladesh’ dealing with the evolution and development of Baptist 

Christianity in the region; he also accounted his professional engagement and 

responsibilities in the book: headteacher of the mission boy’s school and a treasurer of the 

mission in addition to the role of the missionary of BMSC (Soddy, 1978).  

Final, several land records – Cadastral Survey (CS) in the 1900s, Revision Survey (RS) in 

the 1940s, and State Acquisitions (SA) in the 1950s – revealed the name of BBMS as the 

landowner; these documents mentioned the name of the original landholder: Barisal Baptist 

Mission Society (BBMS). Although the land was transferred from BMCS to Baptist Union of 

Pakistan – through executing a trustee deed, the land records remained unchanged: the 

land documents enabled the members of BBMS to claim the land. However, it is important to 

understand the difference between ‘mission’ and ‘missionary’ – as BBMS claims themselves 

as a mission society, while Sangha and BMCS address them as a missionary organisation. 

To clarify the issue succinctly, the leaders of the resistance movement differentiated 

between Missionary and Mission: Missionary refers to the people who came here for 

preaching Baptist Christianity, while Mission means the beneficiary of the local church 

(Interview: Prince, 2018). “We are a mission society, while the Baptist preachers were known 

as missionaries” (Interview: Merry, 2019). According to the land documents, the contested 

property belonged to the mission society – BBMS; during the colonial period, the property 

was purchased for the mission society: obviously not for BMSC. Considering this issue, a 

leader of BBMS claimed: 

The local people of the community, BBMS, are the original owner of the land. During the British 
regime, the head of mission of the district took care of the land on behalf of the community. The 
successors became the caretakers of the land, but the original owner of the land was the 
individual members of the community, BBMS (Interview: Merry, 2019). 

While both groups – BBMS and Sangha – were involved in claim-making process, the 

Sangha made an opaque deal with the concern of the Khansons Group, Olympic 

Properties Limited. The Sangha sold the 2.533 acres land to the company in 2012, but the 

Sangha did not publish ‘sale tender notice’ in the newspapers, including national and local 

newspapers prior to the ‘deal agreement’ (Interview: Paul, 2019). On 19 February 2012, sale 

agreement was finalised between them, according to the decision of the 54th executive board 

meeting of the Sangha. The general secretary of Sangha was assigned for the land 
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transactions, the land price of 2.533 acres was settled for a price of £600, 000 (Case file 

documents, 201250). A member of Sangha mentioned:  

The land was sold for approximately £600, 000; the total amount has been deposited to the 
commercial bank. The interest of the saving amount is being used as salaries of pastors of the 
churches, who are working in different places in Bangladesh, as we did not have adequate 
foreign funds to run the local churches in Bangladesh. We need huge amount approximately 
£100, 0000 every year to run the Baptist churches in Bangladesh. Moreover, the Sango has 
been running different humanitarian wings, including blind hospital and laparoscopy hospitals; 
that is why we need huge money to run affiliated organisations (Interview: John, 2019). 

The executive members of Sangha alleged that the contention between the Sangha and 

BBMS deteriorated the market value of the land, as the Sanga could not obtain the actual 

price of the contested land. This contention created negative perceptions about the lands 

among the buyers; consequently, the expected buyers refrained from the bidding process. 

The land had been sold deliberately almost half-price of the market value due to the 

contention. A ‘win-win’ land deal took place between powerful actors, through using 

deceptive mechanisms. The ‘win-win’ land deal between powerful actors created threats to 

BBMS, according to political opportunity structure (POS). This process was driven by 

‘opaque land transaction’ that held between the powerful actors: Sangha and Khansons 

Group. In order to get instant benefits, Sangha was involved in the opaque land transaction. 

Succinctly, “the company took advantage of the contention, though they preferred to 

purchase the contested land, as they [the company] have the power to control the 

contention” (Interview: John, 2019). To borrow the advice of Lasslett (2018: 9) when 

discussing his own case studies on urban contention: 

…core criminogenic drivers contained within the process of urbanisation were closely linked to 
land and property market activities. It was critical, therefore, that any conception of urbanisation 
as a planetary process, was also acutely sensitive to how its pace, trajectory and forms are 
conditioned by commercial activities structured around capitalist social relation.  

Urban landscape is a lucrative means for commercial enterprise, which explains why, the 

private company targeted the land for real estate business. The private company 

appreciated that the contention between Sangha and BBMS could be used to reduce the 

price. Corrupted government officials were involved in the land transaction; they did not 

scrutinise the ‘trustee deed of the property’, during the land registration process between the 

two powerful actors. The ‘trustee deed’ cannot be considered as ‘property title deed’ 

(Interview: Manobendra, 2018). Of course, when the private company purchased the land, 

they emerged as a counter-claimant of the episode. The involvement of the company turned 

the contention into contentious episodes, as the company started to play a new role in the 

claim-making process. More specifically, the repertoire of actions began in the claim-making 

                                                
50 The civil lawsuit files were reviewed to document the information.  
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process; on the other hand, the repertoire of repression triggered in the counter claim-

making process. 

7.4 Section Three: Eviction Process   

As discussed in the previous section, the private company emerged as a counter-claimant in 

the episode. When they purchased the land from Sangha through an opaque land 

transaction, they came onto the scene with attempts to grab the contested land from a 

community who claimed to be the legitimate owners. In order to grab the land, the company 

used diverse techniques accompanied by violent acts. The dwellers of the contested land – 

the claimant community – encountered on several occasions unprecedented attacks, which 

were endorsed by Sangha (Interview: Poresh, 2018). This section highlights the violent acts 

that were used with intent to evict the claimant group. 

First, on 8 September 2012, at around 5 pm, a violent eviction drive was conducted under 

the leadership of a local influential political leader, Ahmed who at the time was a ‘ward 

councillor’ of Barisal City Corporation (BCC), and a local executive member of the ruling 

political party, Awami league. In order to evict the claimant group from the contested land, 

the company recruited the ward commission, although the company allegedly bribed him to 

execute the eviction drive (Interview: Golap, 2018; Interview: Paul, 2019; The Independent, 

11 September 2012). While the corrupt transaction reinforced the eviction drive, it turned out 

to be a failed attempt. Although the ward commissioner/councillor was recruited as a 

collaborator of the company, he deployed a private army or demobilised actors that 

consisted of approximately 300 people who were the unemployed allies of the ruling political 

party (Interview: Joseph, 2018; Interview: Golap, 2018; The Independent, 11 September 

2012; International Christian Concern, 2012). Individual hooligans wrapped red cloth around 

their head – as a symbol of the raider – while attacking the community, with sticks and metal 

pipes, so that the mobsters could easily have recognised each other (Interview: Maya, 2018; 

Interview: Sukumar, 2018). 

To protect them from the aggressive attack, the males and females of the community, 

approximately 170 people, took part in the conflict which lasted around 40 minutes. The 

police appeared on the spot after the violence (Interview: Manobendra, 2018; Interview: 

Paul, 2019). It was alleged: bribery to the concerned public officials by the company made 

delays to the arrival of the law enforcement agency on time. Accordingly, approximately 12 

people of the claimant community were injured. Not only did the assailants assault members 

of the claimant community, they also demolished the church property, crushing the large 

painting of Mother Mary and other Christian apostles (Interview: Prince, 2018; International 
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Christian Concern, 2012; The Independent, 11 September 2012). That was why, one of the 

leaders of BBMS mentioned: 

Sango loved money, but not religion; that is why, they sold the land with the sculptures of Jesus 
Christ and the sign of cross – the symbol of Christianity. When the company attempted to grab 
the land, all sculptures and sign of cross were demolished by the private army of the company. 
They attacked not only to the followers of Jesus Christ but also demolished Christian symbols. 
This attack implied that Sangha and company humiliated the norms and values of the Baptist 
(Interview: Golap, 2018).    

The commercial tendency rather than religious sentiment was prioritised when Sangha sold 

the lands. Similarly, the company implemented the destructive mechanisms to conduct the 

eviction process. Therefore, the illegal financial transaction led to the violence that destroyed 

the religious symbols.  

Second, on 12 September 2012, at around 8:00 pm, the company employed a group of 

private armies – demobilised agencies, consisting of approximately 200 people who were 

known as local terrorists, attempted to grab the land. To execute the eviction drive, a few 

houses of the contested land were set ablaze at night (Interview: Sukumar, 2018; UCAN 

India, 2012). This violence erupted in a conflict between the claimant community and the 

private army. To protect the settlement of the land, the males and females of the community 

were involved instantly in a clash with the recruited terrorists, while some elderly people 

called the local police station, which was located 2 km away from the contested land. 

Despite facing such aggressive attack, the community successfully resisted the assailants, 

albeit the local police station responded quickly to restore law and order of the locality on this 

occasion (Interview: Paul, 2019). 

Third, following the violence, on 12 May 2016, the company made another attempt to grab 

the land, drawing on an additional mechanism along with deploying the private army (Figure 

11). They provided financial incentives to the eight poor families of Baptist who lived on the 

land; each family received allegedly approximately £1,000 on the condition: that they leave 

the place forever. These families were regarded as ‘betrayal Baptist families’ of the district, 

as they betrayed with BBMS (Interview: Paul, 2019). A respondent believed:  

The company still was trying to manage the families who were living on the place. If the families 
would be convinced, the company will grab the land immediately. This was a kind of strategy 
used by the company to grab the land. Even, the company promised to give plots for individual 
families, if they would leave the place (Interview: Sukumar, 2018). 

 As per the planning, the financial recipients left the allocated land, but the company failed to 

occupy the houses. The following day, at around 10 am, private army recruited by the 

company arrived at the contested land with sticks and metal pipes in order to grab the empty 

houses. But the remaining members of the claimant community – the residents who were not 

managed by the company – prevented hooligans from occupying the houses (Interview: 
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Paul, 2019; Faisal Mahmud, 2018). When the members of the claimant community resisted 

the recruited thugs of the company, a conflict ensued between private army and the 

members of the community, which continued for almost 20 minutes. A retired police officer 

of the Baptist community, who called upon the law enforcement agency, came forward to 

helping the claimant group. During the conflict, the protesters namely Ranjit Mallik, Jibon 

Baroi, Shobha Bala, Mala Biswas, Ramu Bala, and Ranu Bala were injured (Interview: 

Golap, 2018; Swapan, 2016; The Daily Star, 14 May 2016). When the police appeared on 

the scene, the private army ran away from the contested lands (Interview: Poresh, 2018).      

In order to conduct the eviction drive against the claimant group, two members of Barisal 

City Corporation (BCC) were employed. The mayor and a ward councillor of BCC played 

apparently as ‘repressive actors’ – who led ‘demobilisation process’, though they were local 

influential leaders of the ruling political party. The claimant group allegedly claimed that the 

company and Sangha bribed the mayor of BCC approximately an amount of £1, 00,000 was 

given51, so that he could play a passive role in the contention. The issue was much 

discussed during interview with participants, who offered two sets of evidence to support the 

claim. First, when the company attacked the community on 8 September 2012 for grabbing 

the land, the mayor went to Italy for holidays. The community and members of civil society 

organisations claimed that the company sponsored him for such a luxurious tour in Europe 

(Interview: Joseph, 2018). Second, the mayor did not respond to the attack after returning to 

his office, as the contested land was within 4 km radius of the city corporation office. Access 

to the lands was easy from his office, and the claimant community expected his extended 

support in this regard as a chief authority of the city. In addition, a ward commissioner of the 

city corporation led the forceful eviction drive against the community. ‘Without financial 

incentives, the ward commissioner/councillor would not attack us’ (Interview: Paul, 2019). It 

was believed: initially, Sango employed the ‘ward councillor’ to help deal with the land. Also, 

the ‘ward councillor’ negotiated the opaque land transaction between Sango and the 

company, as a broker. Actually, ‘the councillor was the mediator of the illegal land 

transaction’ (Interview: Sukumar, 2018). However, when the local leaders drew the attention 

of these influential actors, a new resistance platform was constituted. In order to defer the 

counter-claimant groups – Sangha and the company, the newly founded resistance platform 

advanced incrementally. 

 

 

 

                                                
51 As the land was purchased with cheap price, the company gave the amount to the mayor as bribe. 
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7.5 Section Four: Resistance to Land Grabbing 

Resistance comprises actions or action-oriented symbols that enable subordinate groups or 

less powerful people to express concerns and anxieties in an episode of contention. The 

challengers not only raise their voices by a single performance, they also demonstrate a 

range of performances, which can be referred to as weapons of less powerful actors that 

required to resist powerful opponents. Tilly (1995: 43) postulates that ‘performances 

generally consisted of multiple actions in recurrent sequences.’ These actions include 

petition submissions, organising assembles and campaigns, occupying premises, and 

obstructing traffic, which are known as ‘contentious repertoire’. As pointed out by Tarrow and 

Tilly (2007: 441), ‘contentious repertoires are arrays of performances that are currently 

known and available within some set of political actors.’ The repertoires of contention are a 

set of tools or symbols that emerged from struggles are also associated with collective 

performances. Tilly (1995: 41) postulates that ‘repertoires of contention as the ways that 

people act together in pursuit of shared interests.’ Without framing the repertoire of actions, 

people cannot proceed with the claim-making process.  

This section examines how local members of BBMS formed a resistance platform in order to 

protect the land. The newly founded resistance movement initiated different strategies to 

resist the powerful actors – Sangha and the company. To understand the resistance process 

exhaustively, this section discusses the trajectories of resistance: the legal battle of BBMS, 

contentious performances, the roles of civil society organisations, political parties, and how 

BBMS registered their claim as a successful claimant.   

7.5.1 Mobilisation process        

First, legal action was undertaken against the counter-claimant groups: Sangha and the 

company. Local leaders of BBMS, namely Provakar Shaha, Poresh Bioragi, Nipu Adikari and 

Merry Johnson who were also known as the leaders of resistance movement, filed a civil 

lawsuit against Sangha and the Company, challenging the illegal land transaction. On 13 

July 2012, the lawsuit was litigated with the first additional Judge of Barisal district court, 

though the land was sold on 19 February 2012 (Interview: Paul, 2019; case file 

documents52). The case was known as the ‘legal representative suit53’ of civil procedure 

(Interview: Manobendra, 2018; Interview: Prince, 2018). Because of their shared interests, 

the individual members of BBMS were requested to lodge cases against Sangha. As the 

resistance committee lodged the case as ‘legal representative suit’, the resistance 

committee invited individuals who were interested in filing cases, as plaintiffs, against 

Sangha. 

                                                
52 Civil lawsuit files were reviewed.  
53 Laws of Bangladesh: http://bdlaws.minlaw.gov.bd/act-6/section-1031.html 
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To do this, they circulated a press release that highlighted the corrupt mechanism of Sangha 

to local news agencies and two local newspapers, who published articles on the matter. This 

circulation or strategy changed the perception of different communities in the district, and 

local people endorsed support to the claimant community in favour of their claim-making 

process (Interview: Poresh, 2019; Interview: Paul, 2019). Additionally, after hearing the 

arguments of the lawyers of the claimant community, on 23 August 2012, the joint District 

Judge 1st court - Barisal in title suit No.137 of 2012 – granted a stay order on the land 

(Interview: Manobendra, 2018; Interview: Prince 2018; International Christian Concern, 

2012). This meant that ‘nobody could set up infrastructure on the land until the final verdict of 

the case’. However, to run the case, individual members of the victim community were 

contributing financial support, as a subscription, required to dealing with the court case 

(Interview: Prince 2018; Interview: Golap, 2018).  

7.5.2 Repertoire of contention 

While the case was pending in the court, various contentious episodes: processions, human 

rallies, sit-in programmes, and hunger strikes were performed during the land contention. 

When the company attacked the claimant community on 8 September 2012 at around 8 pm, 

a contentious performance was organised around the contested land. To protect them from 

the violent attack, not only did the community counterattack but also instantly brought out a 

procession with chanting slogans against the company at around 9 pm (Interview: Maya, 

2018). To organise the event, the church bell was used: ‘we use the church bell when we 

face crisis or danger’ (Interview: Joseph, 2018). Furthermore, neighbouring communities, 

especially Muslim, Hindu and human rights activists, responded to the contentious 

performance as claim-making performers (Interview: Poresh, 2019; Interview: Paul, 2019). 

When the neighbours found the incident was as an illegal operation against the claimant 

community, they participated in the contentious event as contentious performers. 

Accordingly, the performers, the claim makers and neighbouring communities, marched 

through the main streets of the city with a procession and chanted slogans against the 

company and Sangha. In addition to the procession, the claimant community organised a 

demonstration in the city.  

On 10 September 2012, a demonstration was organised in front of ‘Ashwini Kumar Hall’ in 

the district to protest the illegal invasion of the church property by the company on 8 

September 2012 (Interview: Golap, 2018; The Daily Star, 2012; International Christian 

Concern, 2012). More than 350 people, including Baptist, Catholic, human rights activists, 

and leaders of civil society organisations, attended the contentious performance (Interview: 

Paul, 2019). During the demonstration, the speakers claimed that not only did the company 
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attack the community but also breached the verdict of the court in order to grab the ‘church 

property’ or ‘trustee property’. ‘By using muscle power, the company wanted to grab the 

land, and they believed that might is right’ (Interview: Gonesh, 2018). The protesters, 

therefore, demanded exemplary punishment of the perpetrators, including Sangha and the 

company, as the company committed double crimes: violation of the court order and attacks 

to the poor of the Baptist community (Interview: Paul, 2019; Prothom Alo, 2012). After the 

repertoire of action, the contentious performers moved to the office of Deputy Commissioner 

(DC), with a procession. In order to submit a petition, they met with the DC so that the 

claimant community could establish their land right on the contested land (Interview: 

Gonesh, 2018; The Daily Star, 2012; International Christian Concern, 2012; UCAN India, 

2012). When submitting the memorandum to the DC, a new avenue of claim-making process 

was created. 

The above-mentioned repertoires of actions drew the attention of the political elites of the 

district. The local Member of Parliament (MP) –Talukdar Md Yunus who was a lawmaker of 

the ruling party, Awami league, visited the affected community during the evening on 11 

September 2012. A meeting was held with the victim community, and the MP urged the 

concerned government officials, who attended, to maintain law and order in the affected 

area. Also, assurance was given to the claimant community of taking legal actions against 

the perpetrators (Interview: Sukumar, 2018; The Daily Star, 2012). Additionally, during his 

visit, around 150 members of the claimant community formed a rally urging him to prevent 

the eviction (Interview: Poresh, 2018; UCAN India, 2012). The contentious performance 

helped to change the local politics, as it created opportunities to proceed with the claim-

making process. However, though the company used a local leader of the ruling party who 

led the eviction drive on 8 September 2012, the claimant community lodged a ‘First 

Information Report’, a written complaint, at local police station against the company and 

Sangha 9 September 2012 (Interview: Golam, 2019; The Independent, 2012). This 

repertoire encouraged them to perform further contentious episode. 

Sangha and the company made an attempt to organise a press conference in the district, 

which was foiled by the claimant community. On 13 September 2012, Sangha in 

collaboration with the company scheduled a press conference at ‘South King Chinese 

Restaurant’ of the city at 12:00 pm. When the claimant community came to know about the 

conference, approximately 500 Baptist people and human rights activists rushed to the 

place. In order to stop the press conference, not only did the community cordon the place 

but also started a demonstration at the location, so that nobody, especially the land 

grabbers, could gain access to the venue. The protesters also chanted slogans against the 

company and Sangha (Interview: Golam, 2019; The New Nation, 2012). To gather individual 
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members of the community or organise such contentious gathering instantly, the church bell 

was used, and local journalists were called over the phone. The venue of the press 

conference was within 2 km radius of the contested land (Interview: Gonesh, 2018). 

Accordingly, this effort created political opportunity structure in relation to the claim-making 

process.   

In addition to protesting the press conference, another repertoire of action appeared on 14 

September 2012, a ‘symbolic hunger strike’, which involved abstinence from food and drink 

during the programme; to protest the scheduled press conference of Sangha and the 

company. Approximately 300 Baptists attended the programme held at the heart of the city, 

Ashwini Kumar Town Hall and the church premise. To strengthen the voice of the 

contentious performers, the leaders of the ruling party – Awami League – not only 

participated in the event – considering the incident as a religious issue, the leaders of the 

opposition political parties, Bangladesh Nationalist Party and Gano forum, also attended. 

Local journalists, members of civil society orgnanisations, and religious leaders – who 

supported the claim-making process of BBMS – persuaded the leaders of political parties to 

uphold the legal land right of the claimant community. In addition to the flock of political 

supporters, a group of local professional bodies, namely Bangladesh Teacher Union, 

Freedom Fighter Wing, Lawyers’ Association, and Press Unity endorsed support to the 

performance. Also, civil society and minority religious organisations, Barisal Christian 

Association, Chocheton Nagorik Committee, and Mahanagor Puja celebration committee, 

joined in the contentious performance as contentious performers (Interview: Poresh, 2018; 

Prothom Alo, 2012). The community ended the symbolic hunger strike with the positive 

assurance of the political parties that the grabbers would be resisted; in addition to the 

event, a procession was arranged involving different actors. 

To reinforce the resistance process, on 13 May 2016, a procession was organised, as the 

company made another attempt to grab the contested land on 12 May 2016. This 

contentious episode renewed the relationship with the alliance parties, including political and 

civil society groups. After the contentious performance, Sangha and the company offered 

financial incentives to the leaders of BBMS to solving the problem, so that the claimant 

community refrained from making claims on counterclaimants. A manager of the company 

was employed to deal with the issue. But the leaders of the claimant community refused to 

negotiate, as a case was pending at the court. “Presently, Sango wants to negotiate the 

contention: a portion of land would be allocated for the poor Baptist families who had been 

living on the contested land” (Interview: Gonesh, 2018). In order to solve the contention, 

Sangha made attempts to convince the victim families of the claimant group. That is why, 

Aminzade and Perry (2001: 157) mention: 
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Religious beliefs contain multiple contradictory messages that can be appropriated for 
conservative as well as revolutionary purposes. Religion have diverted people’s attention from 
their misery and supported an oppressive status quo, just as they also encouraged people to 
collectively challenge injustice and oppression. 

Religious sentiment encouraged the claimant group to organise collective actions against the 

counterclaimants. Not only was the land considered as the birthplace of the Baptist 

community but also regarded as the intergenerational learning centre of the community. In 

addition, the repertories of actions strengthened the claim-making process – through 

involving the actors of civil society organisations and political parties. In order to open up 

political opportunities, civil society organisations and political parties played pivotal roles in 

the contention. Scaling up of the resistance process, these allied actors involved in 

networking with diverse social actors – though performing contentious performances.     

7.5.3 Civil Society Organisations 

Not only did different social and political organisations, including civil society and religious 

organisations, attend the contentious performances systematised by the claimant 

community, they also organised a series of contentious episodes. Civil society organisations, 

namely Barisal Sangskritik Sangathan Samonnay Parishad (Barisal-based cultural 

organisation), Chocheton Nagorik Committee, Bangladesh Legal Aid and Trust Services 

(BLAST) aligned with the claimant community (Interview: Merry, 2019; The Daily Star, 2012; 

Prothom Alo, 2012). When these actors became involved in the contention, they played 

diverse roles. For example, on 20 September 2012, Barisal Cultural Association, consisting 

of 27 local cultural organisations, submitted a petition to the Prime Minister of Bangladesh, 

as the ‘Real Estate’ company attacked the community violating the court rule.54 On behalf of 

the victim community, this solidarity platform appealed to the Prime Minister highlighting the 

land right of the claimant community, so that the community could establish their land right. 

Furthermore, they organised a rally (Figure 12), on the same day, where political leaders of 

the ruling party, leaders of opposition political parties, journalists, lawyers, leaders of civil 

society organisations attended as contentious performers (Interview: Gonesh, 2018; The 

Daily Star, 2012). The speakers of the contentious gathering to denounce the illegal land 

transaction between the Sangha and the company demanding the withdrawal of the 'false' 

cases filed against the poor Baptists of the claimant community (Interview: Sukumar, 2018; 

The Daily Star, 2012). The rally ended with the submission of a petition to the DC of the 

district: demanding punishment to the land grabbers (Interview: Golap, 2018; The Daily Star, 

2012). Furthermore, BLAST provided legal services to dealing with the court case (Interview: 

                                                
54 Source: Memorandum, Barisal Cultural organisation Association (Barisal Sangscritik Shangoton Sommonay 
Parishad). 
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Merry, 2019). While the civil society organisations actively involved in the contention, the 

professional groups endorsed support to the victim community.    

A professional group, namely ‘journalists of the local press club’ played an important role in 

the contention. ‘If the media would not come forward to providing extended support, the 

community would have been evicted from the land’ (Interview: Susanto, 2018). However, the 

company offered financial incentives to the editors of the local news agencies for publishing 

news to favouring the company, but the editors refused the proposal. When the news 

agencies rejected the illegal transaction, the company stopped publishing the company’s 

advertisements in the local newspapers, withdrawing the advertisement agreements. Before 

the contention, local newspapers routinely published the company’s advertisements. An 

editor of the local newspaper claimed:   

Sango and the company tried – with their great efforts – to convince us: offering financial 
benefits. However, if you fight for genuine issue, you would encounter with problems and have 
to face harassment. For example, we faced financial crisis while publishing news on the land 
contention, as we did not respond to the company’s illegal offers. When we published news 
highlighting the land contention, the company suspended the sponsorship in relation to 
publishing the advertisement of the company. Due to the reason, the company did not fund us 
more than two years (Interview: Mostafa, 2019). 

Though some local news agencies faced financial problem, this professional body published 

the authentic news regarding the contention. ‘When the company attacked the claimant 

group using the private armies, the journalist appeared on the spot and telecasted the 

violence to different media channels’ (Interview: Golam, 2019). To publish the genuine news 

of the contention, news agencies recruited lawyers (Interview: Susanto, 2018). Sangha in 

collaboration with the company arranged a conference at the local press club on 13 

September 2012, but the journalists of the district rejected the press conference, as a 

repertoire of resistance process. Therefore, not only did the journalists of the news agencies 

publish genuine fact-finding of the land contention but also attended the contentious 

performances, including demonstrations, human rally, and symbolic hunger strike as 

contentious performers. A journalist and human rights activist mentioned:   

Sango wanted to remove the Christianity from the place, but Sango did not consider religious 
and humanity issues when they sold out the land to the company. They sold the land illegally 
for accumulating money. If journalists did not come forward to resisting the company, the 
company would grab more lands of the minority community of the areas. We respect the 
cultural diversity of the district. If the company would have evicted the community, the 
Christianity of the district would have vanished. Minorities are not capable of resisting the 
company because they have lack of power and money. Before publishing the reports, we read 
the land documents and discussed the issue with renowned lawyers (Interview: Susanto, 
2018).    

While civil society organisations responded to the contention as an alliance of the claimant 

group, religious organisations endorsed the support in resisting the powerful actors. 
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Religious organisations: Barisal Christian Church Association, Bangladesh Hindu-Buddhist-

Christian Oikya Parishad, and Bangladesh Adivasi Forum, Christian Associations, Church of 

Bangladesh raised voices in the claim-making process (The Daily Star, 2012; Prothom Alo, 

2012; The New Nation, 2012; The Daily Star, 2013). For example, Barisal Christian Church 

Association, which was known as Barisal Christio Anto mondoly, was formed by the 

followers of Baptist and catholic, albeit recognising the platform as ‘Christian intra-Church 

Association’. This religious platform not only protested the opaque land deal of Sangha but 

also submitted petitions to different Christian organisations against Sangha. On 12 

September 2012, this organisation submitted a petition to the following bodies: Arch Bishop 

of Dhaka, State Minister of Cultural Affairs, Bishop of Chittagong, Church of Bangladesh, 

Catholic Human Rights Commission, Bangladesh Christian Association, and Nation Church 

Parishad55. 

The allied resistance platform claimed that the contested land ought to be considered a 

‘religious sprit of Baptist’ or ‘symbol of the Christianity of the region’, as many national and 

international veteran missionaries resided on the place, and they preached Christianity in the 

region by residing on the land since the British regime (Interview: Sukumar, 2018). But 

attempts to the forceful eviction of the Baptist community from land created a panic among 

Christian communities in Barisal; that was why, not only did the platform attend contentious 

gatherings, they also submitted petitions to the different forums. On 4 December 2013, 

Bangladesh Hindu-Buddhist-Christian Oikya Parishad and Bangladesh Adivasi Forum 

organised a press conference at the national press club, Dhaka. The discussants of the 

programme urged the concerned government authority and international human rights 

organisation to save the community (The daily Star, 2013). 

7.5.4 Political parties  

Having understood the role of different social and religious actors in the resistance 

movement, the involvement of political leaders of party politics needs to be discussed. Both 

the local leaders of right and left-wings political parties reinforced the claim-making process 

of BBMS. A few leaders of the ruling party – namely local MP and allegiants of the MP – 

supported the resistance movement as the betrayal role of the administrators of BCC 

damaged the image of the ruling political party (Interview: Golap, 2018). When the role of the 

two leaders became controversial, the local MP of the ruling party supported the claimant 

community. As the status of the community was a minority religious group, the MP and other 

right-wing political parties came forward to uphold the rights of the claimant community. 

Additionally, the left-wing political party, namely Communist party of Bangladesh became 

                                                
55 Source: Memorandum, Barisal Christian Intra-church Association (Barisal Christio Anto mondoly).   
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actively involved in the contention since the inception of claim-making process. The leaders 

of the party designed contentious performances such as symbolic hunger-strike programme 

and rallies that were held in 2016.   

To organise contentious performances, four members of the claimant community – Provakar 

Shaha, Poresh Bioragi, Nipu Adikari, and Merry Johnson, mobilised different social actors, 

namely civil society organisations, journalists, religious, and cultural organisations. The 

resistance platform was formed and led by them. Because of their professional 

engagements, they created networks with diverse social actors in strengthening the claim-

making process. For example, Provakar Shaha, who working as a consultant of civil society 

organisations, mobilised civil society organisations, while Poresh Bioragi, who was the 

secretary of the church, forged dense social networks with other religious organisations 

(Interview: Baroi, 2019; Interview: John, 2019). Finally, Merry Johnson, who acted as a 

ward-level leader of the ruling political party, drew the attention of political leaders and 

journalists (Interview: Susanto, 2018). Individual leaders of the resistance movement, 

therefore, played distinct roles in mobilising diverse social actors in the contention. A 

journalist and human rights activist claimed:  

Three persons of BBMS played active roles in the contention. For instance, Merry Johnson, 
who was a political activist of the ruling party and a member of the claimant community, had 
good relations with the local news agencies. She regularly updated regarding the issue to the 
local journalists who tried to publish authentic news highlighting the contemporary situation of 
the community (Interview: Susanto, 2018).     

7.6 Conclusion 

As the land symbolises Baptist Christianity – comprising church, educational institutions, 

residential compound, and library, the claimant community gathers on the land for observing 

religious practices. The religious institutions, especially the Church, united the Baptist 

community as an intergenerational learning centre. The Baptist church symbolise their 

identity. According to Borras Jr and Franco (2013: 1733),  

In some cases it is not only economic subsistence that provokes poor people to engage in 
contentious politics. At times when non-economic considerations, such as their identity, culture 
or tradition, are threatened or, indeed, if there is a perceived threat to what is considered ‘public 
goods’ (water source, landscape, community forest) poor people may also engage in political 
contention.  

The land creates a solidarity platform for Barisal Baptist Mission Society (BBMS), as BBMS 

identity is associated with the land, where church is founded. While the counterclaimants 

were powerful actors in the district, considering the portfolio of these actors, BBMS has 

successfully made claims on the contested land into their grips by performing various 

contentious episodes. In order to understand the trajectories of successful resistance to the 

land grabbing, the following discussions provides tangible reasons to explain the successful 
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resistance to the acquisition of the land. When the leaders of BBMS forged networks with 

civil society organisations (CSOs), journalists, and political parties – especially left-wing 

political parties of the district, who instructed members of the claimant community about how 

to organise contentious performances. By deploying direct actions, they proceeded with the 

claim-making process, despite facing brutal attacks. Collective action is, therefore, a 

primordial form of resistance led by ordinary people against better-equipped opponents or 

powerful stakeholders. 

In addition to the character of CSOs, the religious organisations of the contention were a 

prominent feature of the episode. Despite ideological differences between the sects of 

Baptist and Protestant, they organised and performed contentious episodes together to 

resist the counterclaimants. Also, the minority religious groups and professional bodies came 

forward to forge networks with the claimant community. Finally, while the administrators of 

BCC, namely the mayor and a ward commissioner/councillor were involved in the corrupt 

deals – through claiming repeatedly by the members of the victim community, the leaders of 

local political parties, including the ruling and oppositions, responded to the claims of the 

victim community. Not only did the leaders of BBMS draw the attention of political leaders, 

they also persuaded the news agencies to publish the authentic news of the contention, 

highlighting the violent demobilisation process led by the powerful actors. In addition, by 

employing effective repertoire of contentions against the repertoire of repressions: 

demobilisation process, the successful claim-making process in the episode of land 

contention has advanced incrementally. 
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Figure 10: Christmas eve lightings on the contested lands in 2018.  

 
Source: captured during fieldwork. 

Figure 11: Repertoire of action against the company  

 
Source: bdnews24.com; Bangladesh. 

Figure 12: Rally organised against the company in the city.  

 
Source: The Daily Star, Bangladesh. 
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Chapter Eight: Indigenous Communities versus Gazi Rubber Plantation Company 

 

8.1 Introduction 

The preceding case chapter illustrated the intensity of action-oriented mechanisms – 

mobilisation process, contentious performances and direct actions – required to resist the 

powerful actors, who intended to grab the land. In the episode of claim-making discussed in 

the previous chapter, the resistance trajectory to land grab led by Barisal Baptist Mission 

Society (BBMS) used repertoires of action and forged alliances with different social actors: 

civil society organisations, political parties, journalists, and religious leaders of different 

faiths. The allied actors reinforced the claim-making process of the claimant community: not 

only played roles as contentious performers for the claimant group but also systematised an 

array of repertoires of actions against the powerful actors.  

This case study chapter also examines a claim-making process involving marginalised 

communities – indigenous communities – and a non-state actor, a private company. As both 

groups are involved in making claims on each other, a contentious relationship develops 

between them. In this episode of land contention, effective demobilisation and the ineffective 

deployment of collective actions, led to unsuccessful resistance. In order to understand the 

unsuccessful resistance process, section one discusses the actors who are involved in the 

claim-making process. Section two intends to unfold the process of claim-making: why did 

each group make claims on each other? Section three details the methods that were used to 

evict the victim communities from their lands. 

Section four unveils the resistance process of the victim communities: How did the victim 

communities mobilise the resistance process in the episode of contention? Mobilisation 

constitutes a process that enables challengers to acquire resources, including labour power, 

lands, goods, capital that are required to achieve shared goals. Collective claims are fuelled 

by the dynamic mechanisms of interests, organisation, mobilisation, opportunity, and 

collective action (Tilly, 1978). When understanding the resistance process, section five 

highlights ‘demobilisation process’ – counterpart of mobilisation process (Tilly and Tarrow, 

2007: 89) – initiated by the powerful corporate actor. Demobilisation process refers to the 

mechanisms that were used to thwart the resistance process of the claimant groups (Tilly, 

1978). Finally, section six articulates a variety of attempts that were undertaken by the 

claimant communities to forge alliances with different social actors. 

8.2 The Actors in the claim-making process 

8.2.1 Indigenous communities: Claimant groups  
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The three claim-maker communities – Mru, Marma and Tripura – are popularly known as 

‘pahari’, ‘hill people’, ethnic minorities, or ‘Jumma56’people (Figure 13), but the communities 

prefer to be recognised as indigenous communities or paharis, who live in the Chittagong Hill 

Tracts (CHT)57 of Bangladesh. CHT is situated in the South-Eastern part of Bangladesh: The 

hilly region of the country where 11 ethnic minorities or indigenous communities, including 

the communities under being studied, have been living predominantly (Roy, 2004). However, 

the three communities, namely Mru, Marma and Tripura have different cultural traditions: 

language, food habit, religion, and kinship patterns, but they have coexisted peacefully in the 

same neighbourhoods since precolonial periods (Roy, 2000). Despite cultural differences 

among the three communities, the land tenure system of these communities was similar: 

inherited ancestral lands according to the rule of customary land tenure system, which is 

managed through the traditional institution of indigenous communities (Roy, 2000). The 

traditional institution of the claimant groups governs land tenure system, which warrants the 

subsistence livelihood procedures. Barkat (et.al.) argued that “the ‘land’ is a central element 

for the survival of the CHT peoples from a very old time” (2010: 13). Relationship with land 

within indigenous communities, therefore, is critical.    

 

Small-scale hill farming for subsistence is the backbone of the economy of these indigenous 

communities. Different crops and resources are cultivated on the hilly lands – including 

banana, pineapple, mango, jackfruit, paddy, wheat, ginger, garlic, and timber (Figure 14). In 

addition to the attachment with the hilly lands, the indigenous communities featured in this 

case study undertake ‘agricultural day labour’. The subsistence economy prevents the 

children of the victim communities from attending schools. There is a poor literacy rate within 

the indigenous communities, approximately 30.6% literacy rate has been calculated (Tripura, 

2008). The mother languages of the communities are not similar to the mainstream 

education system, which is instructed in Bangla. While the teaching-learning method of 

mainstream education is Bangla, the indigenous communities have three different mother 

languages, namely Mro, Marma and Tripura. Originally, these communities have been living 

predominantly in Lama subdistrict under Bandarban district in Bangladesh. However, the 

customary land tenure system binds the ethnic minorities in CHT as legal landholders, 

though there is a formal legal recognition in the provisions of Bangladeshi laws about the 

customary land rights of these communities (See section 8.3.2). In addition to the 

background information on the claimant groups, the backdrop of the counterclaimant group 

needs to be set out. 

                                                
56 The people who have been practicing “slash-and-burn” or “shifting” cultivation methods (Roy, 2004).   
57 This area consists of numerous hills and mountains, hilly countryside; access to the place is almost difficult 
compared to the other parts of Bangladesh. 
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8.2.2 Gazi Rubber Plantation Company: Counterclaimant group 

Gazi Rubber Plantation Company, which is a privately held company, operates business 

under the portfolio of the Gazi Group58. The conglomerate consists of not only Gazi Rubber 

plantation company but also 17 sister concerns – including a few mainstream media 

agencies of the country. In addition to its domestic business endeavours, the company has 

been exporting produced goods beyond the national borders. The proprietor of the group, 

Golam Dastagir Gazi, is a political elite in Bangladesh. Different national news agencies59 

have published news highlighting his controversial role, as a ‘land-grabber’, over the years. 

Additionally, the group is also known as a ‘family-owned corporation’, The son of the group‘s 

head oversees the contested unit: ‘Gazi Rubber Plantation Company’. The company started 

to cultivate rubber plants in Lama in 2010 (Interview: Ruhul, 2018). The group’s rubber 

concern, therefore, triggered land contention in the place where the indigenous communities 

have been dwelling since precolonial periods. The study will now turn to how contention was 

framed by the indigenous communities. 

8.3 Section Two: The process of Claim-Making 

8.3.1 The claim-making process: Indigenous communities 

To understand why and how the indigenous communities engaged in the claim-making 

process, the customary land tenure system of the communities must be considered. The 

indigenous communities claimed approximately 700 acres of customary land was grabbed 

from the two mouzas or neighbourhoods: Dordori and Longkyong under the jurisdiction of 

Lama sub-district in CHT, but the company rejected the claim. In order to understand the 

claim-making process of the claimant groups, the customary land tenure system needs to be 

outlined. 

8.3.2 Customary Land Tenure System 

Under customary norms the land is considered community property: individual members 

inherit ancestral lands according to kinship relations. According to Roy (2000: 54),“the 

indigenous people believe that in the ultimate analysis the land belongs to the community, is 

theirs to use for the duration of their lives, and must be preserved for future generations”. 

Land is managed and controlled through traditional indigenous institution which comprises 

the role and responsibility of Karbari, headman and Raja. Furthermore, the Deputy 

                                                
58https://www.gazi.com/ 
59 “MP Dastagir feasts on land grab in Purbachal”, https://www.daily-
sun.com/printversion/details/334536/2018/09/08/MP-Dastagir-feasts-on-land-grab-in-Purbachal accessed on 8 
July 2019; “MP Dastagir ‘out to grab’ land of mentally sick woman”, https://www.daily-sun.com/amp/post/247536 
accessed on 8 July 2019. 
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Commissioner (DC) of the district supervises the overall activities of indigenous institution.  

Karbari refers to the person who is the leader or chief of a village or hamlet, although claim 

to the position has become hereditary. The village chief oversees the traditional social justice 

and land conflict in their catchment areas (Roy, 2004; Roy, 2000). When understanding the 

role of Karbari, the headman is the chief of individual mouza, which denotes the smallest 

land revenue unit. A mouza consists of several villages. The headman’s role includes the 

collection of land revenues, maintenance of law and order, and resource management (Roy, 

2000). Finally, Raja – the circle chief – performs a tertiary role as a chief administrator of 

individual territory, which consists of several muzas. Roy claims (2004: 125), “the chiefs are 

the heads of their respective revenue and administrative circles and may perhaps be 

compared to “paramount chiefs” in other areas because of the extent of their jurisdiction”. 

Therefore, Raja is the principal administrator of the traditional institution of the indigenous 

communities of the locality. 

 

To protect the customary land tenure system of the indigenous communities, the Chittagong 

Hill Tracts Regulation 1900 – as the region is known as Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) – was 

enacted. This act included the following provisions: “35 (4) No lessee shall henceforth be 

allowed to sub-let the whole or any part of his land”; “34 (5) No lessee or sub-lessee shall be 

allowed to transfer by sale, gift or mortgage the whole or any part of his holding without the 

previous sanction of the Deputy Commissioner” (The Chittagong Hill Tracts Regulation, 

1900: 152). These provisions reinforced the customary land tenure system of the indigenous 

communities: land belongs to the community, and the Deputy Commissioner (DC) has 

potential power in enacting the property laws. Without the prior approval of DC, the property 

exchange and transfer are prohibited. LANDac factsheet Bangladesh (2019: 3),  

 
A separate legal regime, that blends customary and formal law, exists in the Chittagong Hill 
Tracts (CHT) region – the principal home of the country’s indigenous people. Authority over 
land matters in the Chittagong Hills Tracts (CHT) region is shared by the central government 
and traditional institutions. 

 
The property right of the indigenous communities is protected not only by the traditional 

institution of indigenous communities but the formal institution of the state, which is chaired 

by DC. 

 

Having understood the functions of the traditional and the government institutions – ensuring 

the customary land tenure system of the indigenous communities, it raises a question: why 

are the two organisations working together? To respond to the question, indigenous 

communities inherit ancestral property following the cultural traditions: from father to son and 

daughter or mother to daughter and son. Claiming ancestral property as a successor 
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requires headman’s official approval, which is known as ‘headman report’. This process is 

also argued by Barkat et.al, (2010: 14) as follows: 

 
Every generation have raised their ideas of land-use from their ancestral orations and 
traditional practices and kept those continued. So keeping a record of those systems were un-
necessary for them that can support their ‘rights’ over their ‘lands’. That is why, the most 
sensitive issue for them today is the absence of written documentation of their land-rights which 
can protract their land-use system and give them a peaceful chaos-free life over there in CHT. 

 
The headman report enables individuals to gain access to the ancestral lands, as the ‘formal 

land registry process’ – against individual landholders – hardly takes place according to the 

customary laws of the indigenous communities, though this land transaction process is to be 

reported to the local representative of the government body (Chakma and Tripura, 2010).  

Roy (2000: 55) claims: “it is theirs to use, manage and control through their traditional 

institutions, as they have been doing since time immemorial”. The headman’s responsibility 

in overseeing the customary land tenure system at the grassroots level – mouza level – is 

paramount, although the Chittagong Hill Tracts Regulation 1900 act also highlighted the role 

of the headman. For example, the headman assesses the feasibility of individual applicants 

who are eligible to access the land of the area. As article 34 of the Chittagong Hill Tracts 

Regulation 1900 mentions: 

 
34. (ii) a lease for plough cultivation and for grove plantation under sub-clause (1) shall be 
granted by the Deputy Commissioner: Provided that lease if land only for plough cultivation 
may be granted to a cultivating hillmen by the Sub-divisional Officer. An application of a hillmen 
for lease of plough land may be made to the headman who will forward it to the Sub-divisional 
Officer with his recommendation (The Chittagong Hill Tracts Regulation 1900: 150).   

 
Therefore, to strengthen the customary land rights of the indigenous communities, the two 

institutions have been working together since the enactment of the Chittagong Hill Tracts 

Regulation 1900. In order to protect the land rights of the indigenous communities, the 

British colonial government enacted the CHT Regulation 1900. According to Roy (2000: 44): 

 
One of the basic elements of the 1900 Regulations was the recognition of the Hill Tracts as a 
homeland for the indigenous peoples of the CHT in which the rights of the indigenous peoples 
were provided with special safeguards. The Regulations also included basic safeguards against 
non-indigenous people taking unfair advantage of the ignorance and/ or lack of business 
acumen of the hill people. 

 
Therefore, these institutions enable the indigenous communities to make claims on the 

lands: “indigenous peoples have an intimate relationship with their land which is vital for the 

survival of their subsistence economies as well as for their cultural and spiritual integrity and 

identity” (Barkat et.al, 2010: 22). Based on customary land tenure system – as the 

Bangladesh law recognised the customary land tenure system in its jurisdiction, the claimant 

groups involved in the claim-making process. Having understood the claim-making process 

of the claimant groups, the arguments of the counter-claimant group need to be detailed.  
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8.3.3 The claim-making process: Gazi Rubber Plantation Company 

Not only did the company oppose the claim-making process of the indigenous communities, 

but also made counterclaims on the lands. According to news reports: “the [company] official 

said they “bought” some 625 acres of land in Longkyong, Dordori and Sorai mouza from the 

indigenous families. He also claimed to have obtained a No Objection Certificate (NOC) 

signed by them” (The Daily Star, 27 June 2015). This meant the company purchased the 

contested lands from the three communities. When the company made counterclaims on the 

lands – though mentioning NOC, the indigenous community members opposed the 

counterclaims of the company: pointing to corrupt mechanisms which motivated the 

headmen, local political leaders, local administrators, and powerful actors to participate in 

the land grab.  

In order to understand the counterclaims of the company, the Chittagong Hill Tracts 

Regulation 1900 has been reviewed or consulted: 

(b)(i) Land for rubber plantation and other plantation on commercial basis may be settled with a 
person on long term lease basis by the Deputy Commissioner up to 25 acres and by the 
Commissioner up to 100 acres. Settlement of land exceeding 100 acres shall not be made 
without the prior sanction of the Government (CHT Regulation Act, article 34 (b)(i), 1900: 151).  

 
According to the CHT Regulation 1900, the indigenous communities were not legally entitled 

to issue a NOC to the company, only the DC could approve the land transfer for the rubber 

plantation. The company had acquired a large tract, but the CHT Regulation mentioned the 

maximum 100 acres could be allocated for rubber plantation, with imposing conditions. 

Therefore, the corrupt mechanisms enabled the company to acquire approximately 700 

acres of land in the locality of the claimant groups. In order to understand the illicit 

mechanisms, the diverse strategies – which were designed to make counterclaims – need to 

be articulated coherently.   

First, professional engagement as a ‘freelance land broker’, who was educated and had an 

affinity to political party, evolved as a lucrative enterprise in the social structures where the 

claimant groups were embedded. Local people categorised this occupation as harmful, as 

they were often involved in illegal land transactions. ‘Gazi Rubber Plantation Company’ used 

local land brokers to acquire the contested land. According to one indigenous leader, “the 

company employed four local brokers to grab the lands of the indigenous communities” 

(Interview: Khailaching, 2018). Therefore, the freelance brokers, who were known as corrupt 

people in the locality, were involved in targeting the lands of the indigenous communities. 

One member of the claimant communities mentioned: 
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The company recruited the local land brokers, who are known as dalal; the word dalal denotes 
negative connotation of individuals. However, the company involved the brokers in purchasing 
the lands; also recruited the local brokers who could prepare the false land documents; 
subsequently, the company used the false documents to grab the lands (Interview: Mong pong, 
2018).     

The local land brokers were not only familiar with the natural landscape of the targeted 

areas, but they were also aware of abject conditions of individual families. This empirical 

knowledge enabled the land brokers to collect relevant land-related documents from different 

sources such as local land officials and leaders of indigenous communities, especially the 

headmen. Once the land documents of individual families were collected, brokers prepared 

false land deeds – against original landholders – with the collaboration of local land officials, 

who were involved in illicit transactions (Interview: Jagesh, 2018; The Daily Star, 27 June 

2015). Also, a leader of the claimant communities claimed:  

The brokers used the photos of fictitious people, who did not belong to the lands; a photo was 
required to execute the land deed. As the victim communities were illiterate and destitute 
people, they hardly visited the local land office for checking land documents or records. The 
brokers also created dummy landowners who signed on the fictitious land deeds, but the 
original landholders were unlettered. Also, they also recruited false witness to perform the land 
deeds (Interview: Chinua, 2018).    

Without extensive support from corrupt land officials, fabricated deeds could not be 

prepared. As soon as they prepared the counterfeit documents that were required to claim 

the lands, the brokers handed over the false deeds to the company (Interview: Du Ang, 

2018). 

Second, to substantiate its position, the company used its staff recruitment to divide 

indigenous communities. For example, village-level leaders of the targeted communities 

were identified through local freelance land brokers and local politicians. When the company 

singled out the potential leaders of the respective villages, the job opportunity with the 

company was offered to them through the brokers. As the leaders of the victim communities 

were self-employed – merely depending upon the sedentary agriculture occupation, they 

could be targeted easily. A respondent of the claimant groups remarked: 

The company recruited the local leaders at the company, as field staff of the rubber gardens. 
This was one kind of strategy that used to grab the lands; these jobs were on a temporary 
basis, as an individual would be terminated when the company’s purposes was achieved – the 
land grabbing of indigenous communities. However, I worked at the company for six months – 
with a monthly salary of £70. It was needed money to run my family expenditure and cover the 
educational expenses of my children. But it was an unethical work what I did against the 
indigenous communities (Interview: Kuddus, 2018). 

A third method used by the company, was to incorporate the headmen of the victim 

communities – leading leaders of indigenous communities in the existing social system – into 

the illicit transactions. The respondents alleged that the company managed to bribe these 
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leaders using local political networks of the ruling party, Awami League (AL). One of civil 

society activists observed: “The company targeted top leaders of the three communities, 

who were known as headmen, to grab the lands; the company gave them money, so that the 

company could easily grab the lands of the indigenous communities” (Interview: Chingpash, 

2018). Also, one respondent of the claimant groups asserted: 

The company bribed the headmen to grab the lands, at first local land officials contacted with 
the land brokers or politicians who convinced or managed the headmen. Though the affected 
communities dwelt in the remote regions of the sub-district, the headmen lived in the urban 
areas of the sub-district. Therefore, the company easily could communicate with the headmen 
to execute the opaque land deals. The distance between the local office of the company and 
residences of the headmen was within 3 km (Interview: Boltu, 2018).  

 
The company would also purchase a small patch of land from the headmen of indigenous 

communities – through illicit land transactions – which was then used as a launchpad to grab 

the lands of surrounding areas. For instance, the company primarily purchased 20 acres of 

lands involving the headmen in a particular area; subsequently, the neighbouring 

landowners around the acquired lands were threatened to surrender their lands to the 

company. More specifically, once purchased 20 acres of lands, the company forcefully 

grabbed additional 300 acres of lands that owned by the destitute families, who were 

cultivating different crops on the lands. A respondent also claimed:  

The company believes in the maxim: ‘might is right’; for example, in 2012, the company 
purchased 100 acres of lands in the Dordori mauza, with the help of the local chairman of the 
union parishad60, but the company grabbed additional 400 acres of lands in the mouza. In a 
similar vein, in 2015, the headman illegally sold 100 acres of lands from the Lonkhyong mouza, 
but the company grabbed additional 300 acres of lands in the mouza. Therefore, the company 
grabbed a total of 700 acre of lands in the region (Interview: Mingpoung, 2018).     

In order to execute the mission, the company used local land brokers, land officials, 

politicians, and headmen, who assisted the company to prepare counterfeit land deeds that 

enabled the company to claim the lands of the indigenous communities. Therefore, the 

individual members of the claimant groups were forced to sell their land to the 

counterclaimant. Highlighting the issue, a newspaper reported: 

Gazi Rubber Plantation has illegally purchased around 700 acres of land in Lama upazila61 
“managing” the upazila administration, headmen and local union parishad62 chairman said. 
They grabbed more than 2,000 acres of land of the indigenous people in the upazila, locals 
claimed (The Daily Star, 27 June 2015). 

The Chittagong Hill Tracts Regulation 1900 articulates: ‘(b)(i) Land for rubber plantation and 

other plantation on commercial basis may be settled with a person on long term lease basis 

by the Deputy Commissioner up to 25 acres and by the Commissioner up to 100 acres’. This 
                                                
60 Smallest local government administrative unit; the chairman of the union parishad is elected by the voters of 
local people. 
61Upazila refers to sub-district; a district consists of several sub-districts.   
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indicates that the counterclaimant acquired the lands violating the provision of the 

Chittagong Hill Tracts Regulation 1900. Also, the local power structure – comprised the 

government land officials, headmen, politicians of the ruling party – was used to grab the 

lands. This power structure enabled the counterclaimant to prepare forged deeds, which 

were used to make counterclaims on the lands of the claimant group – approximately 77 

families were the victims of the land grabbing. 

Finally, threats to implicate the members of indigenous families in a criminal offence were 

used to grab lands. In other words, individuals of the claimant communities would be 

charged with robbery and extortion if they disagreed to surrender their land to the company. 

Additionally, the participants reiterated allegedly that the company had good relations – give 

and take relationships – with the local police station; the local officials of the company bribed 

them so that they served the purpose of the company (Interview: Lunfu, 2018). Also, the 

company was capable of using powerful political networks that was required to influence the 

local police station (Interview: Singfu, 2018). Under such an atmosphere, the victim 

communities had limited bargaining capacity, as they were afraid of facing contrived criminal 

charges (Interview: Ruhul, 2018).  

 

To summarise the claim-making process in this episode of the contention, first the company 

violated provisions of the CHT Regulation 1900. These illicit land transactions were married 

to certain other tactics, destroyed the subsistence livelihood of the victim communities. This 

process created a negative impact on the perpetual social relations of the communities. 

Additionally, the negative flow of capitalism – that introduced by the company in the locality – 

split the social structure of indigenous communities. The leading leaders of the power 

structure, the headmen of the indigenous communities, led to changing the direction of the 

political opportunity structure of contentious politics – consists of opportunities and threats. 

Therefore, threats along with opaque transactions facilitated the eviction process. 

8.4 Section Three: Eviction Process 

After the company successfully made counterclaims over the lands of the indigenous 

communities, the forceful eviction phase came into the episode of contention. Repressive 

measures were used to diminish the political opportunity structure of the challengers. Tilly’s 

(1978: 100) definition needs to be considered in this regard: “repression is any action by 

another group which raises the contender’s cost of collective action. An action which lowers 

the group’s cost of collective action is a form of facilitation”. In this case the company used 

sudden repressive devices to intimidate and terrorise the indigenous communities, in a bid to 

dampen community resilience. 
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To evict the original landholders from their lands, the company used a variety of 

mechanisms that are described as follows. First, a sudden invasion was conducted on the 

lands of the victim communities. The company clear-cut the crops of the lands. To execute 

the mission, the company recruited local labourers, who were Bengali people, with the help 

of local political leaders. The recruited labours acted as a private army of the company – 

demobilised actors. They were armed with axes, sticks and steel pipes (Interview: Singfu, 

2018). Indeed, the company used muscle power to take possession of the lands of the 

marginalised communities: 

Like the colonial government, the company invaded our lands and resources. To do this, the 
company did not care about the local administrators. Without having land titles, the company 
grabbed the lands, especially at night. The company did not need to have ‘land title deeds’ to 
occupy the lands, but they needed manpower to grab the lands. After occupying the lands with 
the labourers, the company put pressure on the original landholders to hand over land deeds to 
the company (Interview: Rukson, 2018). 

Consequently, the destructive mechanism – setting fire on the gardens of the indigenous 

communities, and destroying the infrastructure of the lands that were used to cultivate the 

crops – enabled the company to evict the claimant families. A national newspaper also 

reported: 

Only the skeleton of a jhum63 farmhouse remains standing after the indigenous family who lived 
there was forced to leave their ancestral land. …They claimed that hired thugs had destroyed 
their jhum cropland and vandalised jhum farmhouses when they refused to bow to the threats 
and pressure from the land grabbers. … The indigenous people mostly depend on jhum 
cultivation and forest resources for their livelihood (The Daily Star, 27 June 2015).           

To do this, private armies were deployed: “goons destroyed croplands and then forced them 

to leave their farm houses, the victims said” (Barua, 2016). This aggressive attacks led by 

the local day labourers – who belonged to Bengali ethnic background, and Rohingyas –the 

refugee community in Bangladesh, though the company recruited them through the local 

power structure comprised the local leaders of the ruling party (AL); the local power structure 

is dominated by Bengali, the mainstream ethnic group of Bangladesh. The corrupt policy of 

the company, bribing the local politicians, altered the political opportunity structure of the 

claimant communities.  

Second, in addition to the local labourers, the company recruited Rohingyas to put pressure 

on the claimant communities (Barua, 2016). To intimidate the indigenous communities, the 

company used them as additional forces. The indigenous communities claimed the recruited 

Rohingyas, who performed their jobs in a violent and cruel manner, worked as frontline 

attackers. Approximately 25 Rohingya families – the average family size consists of 12 

members – were recruited to execute the mission (Interview: Chingpash, 2018); they were 

considered to be a ‘cheap labour pool of the locality’ (Interview: Tota, 2018). A community 
                                                
63It refers to ‘swidden agriculture practices’ or ‘shifting cultivation process’.  
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petition was submitted to the police superintendent of the district on 6 August 2017: 

highlighting the violent acts of Rohingyas in the locality, butthe concerned authorities failed 

to respond (Interview: Baset, 2018). According to a leader of the claimant groups: 

At the beginning of the contention in 2012, the company employed Rohingyas to grab the 
lands, as Rohingyas were known as cheap labourers of the region. They were desperate and 
ferocious: if you would give them food, they would do everything for you, they were the refugee 
community in Bangladesh. They were primarily employed for cleaning the trees and crops of 
the hill lands. Rohingya left the place after completing their jobs – cleaning and destroying the 
trees of the grabbed lands (Interview: Khailaching, 2018).  

The company’s intrusion into the territory placed the communities into a vulnerable situation. 

The violent attacks decimated their ability to organise and resist (Interview: Singfu, 2018). 

This process echoes the repressive mechanisms that were used to grab the lands. 

Additionally, while governmental repression – forbidding assemblies, suspending 

newspapers, or arresting leaders – is a well-known discourse (Tilly, 1978), the nature of 

private repression – conducted by the private run company – is similar to state violence, in 

that it diminishes opportunities. However, this contentious interaction raises a question: ‘how 

did the claimant communities respond to the repressive mechanisms’? 

8.5 Section Four: Resistance to Land Grabbing 

The oppressive eviction process, an array of repertoire of repressions, triggered a resistance 

process. The formation of resistance necessarily involves social interactions among clusters 

of people, consisting of “claims of contender” and “counterclaims of opposition”. The 

resistance process describes the repertoire of actions that are required to make claims on 

the powerful actor, and seize political opportunities (Tilly and Tarrow, 2007). Resistance, of 

course, produces diverse outcomes depending on the extent of interactions. Therefore, this 

section unveils the resistance trajectories that were used to create political opportunities 

during a period of contention marked by growing violence.  

In order to understand the resistance process, the concept of ‘performance’ needs to be 

taken into consideration. Tilly (1995: 43) postulates that ‘performances generally consisted 

of multiple actions in recurrent sequences’. These actions include petitions, organising 

assemblies, campaigns and strikes, obstructing traffic, and property damage, which are 

known as “contentious repertoire”. As pointed out by Tarrow and Tilly (2007: 441), 

‘contentious repertoires are arrays of performances that are currently known and available 

within some set of political actors.’ In order to articulate claims during an episode of 

contention, multiple performances tend to be used. Different frames are used to situate 

these performances within certain discourses of justices in the social milieu. However, 

resistance trajectories in the episode of land contention will now be discussed. 
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First, the study will consider how the recruitment policy of the company was resisted. It 

targeted the local leaders of the indigenous communities and local-level political leaders, in a 

bid to win their loyalties. When these employees of the company, came to appreciate the 

company’s powerplay, they resigned from their positions (Interview: Boltu, 2018; Interview: 

Kuddus, 2018). Having understood the exploitation mechanisms of the company, the locally 

recruited employees resigned from the jobs, as they were used to grab the lands of the 

claimant communities. Confirmed that seven people left their job, and three of them actively 

involved in the resistance process. Although the employment opportunity enabled local 

leaders to cover household expenses, the unethical job responsibilities, as field staff and 

night guards, demotivated them to continue with the company. A former employee of the 

company claimed: 

When I contemplated the issue, about what I was doing at the company – as the company was 
grabbing huge lands around the contested areas, I decided to quit my job. I felt convicted 
myself, as I was involved in unscrupulous activities led by the powerful company. I predicted 
that local people would blame me someday. Additionally, this job would have endangered my 
life. The company illegally occupied the lands of the indigenous communities, they would treat 
me as a collaborator of the company (Interview: Tota, 2018). 

The process of resignation led to the formation of the resistance movement, as not only did 

the job holders resign from the company, they also forged alliances with claimant families to 

resist the company. Therefore, the dividend and conquer approach used by the company 

proved ineffective at dulling resistance process. 

 

Second, the resistance to land grabbing resulted in conflict between the claimant families 

and the temporary employees of the company – the local land labourers and Rohingyas, 

who were acting as a private army, were deployed to grab the lands of indigenous 

communities. According to the published report of a daily newspaper, “on 29 May 2015, a 

scuffle between the locals and the workers of Gazi Rubber Plantation broke out when the 

indigenous people protested the land grabbing” (The Daily Star, 27 June 2015). 

Furthermore, the private army, worked as demobilised actors, was assembled in the 

contested lands, equipped with arms, including axes, locally made guns, knives, and steel 

pipes (Interview: Chingpash, 2018). During the confrontation the private army attempted to 

attack the claimant communities. In this case they fled in fear for their lives (Interview: Boltu, 

2018). The private army consisted of approximately 300 people, the claimant communities 

were outnumbered and avoided a defensive response. One respondent claimed: 

We tried to prevent them from cleaning the hill lands where we cultivated crops for subsistence 
livelihood, but we failed to stop them. As we failed to resist the company, they cut down trees 
and damaged cultivated crops of the lands. There was no justice in the world: ‘where is money 
there is power’; the company controlled the contention by using money (Interview: Lunfu, 
2018).   
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Following this incident, it was the company which accused the indigenous protesters of 

being terrorists, who created an obstacle to it taking possession of the company’s acquired 

property (Interview: Mong pong, 2018). This is an example of how obtaining legal title 

through unlawful means, creates a paradoxical situation. The illicit origins of title are not 

apparent on the surface. Using a superficially clean title, the company inverts the situational 

optics, framing itself as a lawful actor facing unlawful protestors. 

Third, to forge a political opportunity structure against a backdrop of growing violence, the 

claimant communities systematised a variety of contentious performances, including 

processions and rallies in the headquarters of the sub-district. These performances 

continued between 2015 and 2016, as the claimant communities were displaced from their 

cropland during this period. However, with the support of two local journalists – who were 

also human rights activists, the victim communities were able to organise such contentious 

episodes (Interview: Jagesh, 2018). However, due to the powerful networks of the company, 

which consisted of local political leaders from the ruling party, state agencies, and criminal 

actors, building a resistance movement in the locality was challenging. One member of civil 

society observed: 

The claimant communities needed a leader, who could lead the resistance movement. Even, 
they could not organise the rallies and process regularly during the contention. However, they 
lived in the remote regions of the sub-district – the hilly region. The communication system 
between affected areas and administrative headquarters of the sub-district was poor. 
Therefore, they could not organise meetings and processions regularly in front of the 
administrative headquarters of the sub-district. To draw attention to the government officials 
and civil society organisations, the claimant communities should have organised meetings and 
processions regularly in front of the headquarters of the sub-district (Interview: Ruhul, 2018).  

The failure to organise contentious performances periodically and systematically, drawing on 

all potential allied actors, diminished the political opportunity structure. This was not solely a 

failure of the indigenous communities. The company and its political allies were feared within 

the wider community, which made the cost of support for the displaced households too high 

for many. 

Fourth, despite facing constant threats and constraints, challengers also employed another 

performance to create opportunities in the episode of the land contention. Not only did the 

claimant communities organise processions and rallies against the company but also 

submitted petitions to the concerned authorities: the Prime Minister of Bangladesh64, the 

Deputy Commissioner of the district65, the police superintendent of the district66, Upazila 

Nirbahi Officer – the executive officer of the sub-district67, Assistant Commissioner (Land) of 

                                                
64 A petition submitted on 13 March 2016. 
65 A petition submitted on 12 May 2015.  
66 A petition submitted on 06 August 2017. 
67 Petitions submitted on 6 August 2017 and on 12 May 2015. 
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the sub-district68, Local police station69, and local army cantonments70. Despite submitting 

the petitions to a range of different government agencies, this tactic hardly found a 

meaningful tangible solution regarding the issue. For example, ‘Assistant Land 

Commissioner’ of the sub-district called upon the two contested groups, the claimant 

communities and the counter-claimant company, to attend the local government office on 15 

March 2016. However, the meeting was postponed due to anonymous undisclosed reasons. 

A leader of the claimant communities claimed: 

The government official [the land commissioner of the sub-district] merely sent the ‘hearing 
notice’ to the contested groups, but the concerned authority failed to undertake any actions 
against the company, as the owner of the company was a powerful actor, an MP. That was why 
the officer was not capable of taking actions against the company. However, we were sending 
petitions to different government agencies, but we have not got an affirmative result yet 
regarding the issue (Interview: Chinua, 2018).  

Despite their limitations, petitions were one of the forms of accessible resistance available to 

the community: 

We only submitted petitions, but we could not file cases against the company because we did 
not have money and power. We needed money to file cases against the company. Who would 
provide financial support to file the case with the court? (Interview: Khailaching, 2018).     

Accordingly, while the company grabbed the lands of the indigenous communities arguably 

on unlawful ground, no legal challenge was mounted against the company. Three reasons 

were identified by the displaced communities. First, the subsistence livelihood of the 

claimant communities, took priority. The lodging of a case with the court was challenging, 

considering the financial conditions of the communities. This process involves financial 

expenses, as lawyers and associate stakeholders were required to be employed. Without 

outside financial assistance, filing cases with the court case against the powerful company 

was almost impossible. A leader of the victim communities asserted:  

Financial solvency was required to file cases with the court, because it involved financial 
burdens, including the fees of lawyers, transportation fares, staying the district at overnights – 
where the court is located, and collecting land documents from the land offices. Even, we did 
not have experience how to deal with the court cases (Interview: Mingpoung, 2018).  

Second, the distance between the court premise and the locality of victim communities was 

approximately 110 km. Compounding matter is the poor transport systems. As a result, the 

community would incur heavy expensive just to reach the destination, as the region was 

surrounded by numerous hills (Figure 15). Because of the poor transport system between 

                                                
68 A petition submitted on 19/02/2916. 
69 A petition submitted on 6 August 2017.  
70 Petitions submitted to the Camp Commander, Rupushi para Cantonment, Lama, Bandarban district, 06 August 
2017; Petition to the Sub-zone Commander, Champatoli Cantonment, Lama, Bandarban district, 06 August 2017. 
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the sites, attending the court would require several days accommodation. Staying at the 

hotels of the district was expensive. Third, the threat of abduction deterred the community 

from filing a case against the company. As the areas were surrounded by the hills – where 

criminal incidents invariably took place, the local criminal networks were used to threaten 

them. One community member noted: “If you file cases against the company, you will be 

abducted on the way of the court. Therefore, we observed a number of overlapping factors 

coming together” (Interview: Du Ang, 2018). The company was able to use illicit methods it 

appears to acquire lawful title over the land. They were also able to use violence to displace 

communities. However, in response the community could not access the courts, nor was it in 

a position to mount a counter campaign of violence. This in effect pinned the community’s 

resistance campaign down. 

Finally, the claimant communities resorted to more hidden forms of everyday resistance. For 

example, they scolded the company personnel with abusive languages to protest the 

company’s actions. Scott, notes everyday forms of resistance can be considered: ‘foot-

dragging, dissimulation, false compliance, pilfering, feigned ignorance, slander, arson, 

sabotage, and so forth’ (Scott, 1985: 6). These are more covert strategies used by subaltern 

groups to belittle the dominance of powerful actors. One community member observed: 

We were less powerful because we did not have power, either political or financial, that 
required to fight the company. Without financial support, the resistance movement could not be 
advanced. We could protest the company by using slang language. We have lost our bravery 
and confidence because of aggressive attitude of the company. That was why, we used to 
scold the staff of the company who were working in the locality (Interview: Singfu, 2018).    

When the claimant communities were trapped into powerful crimes – that were conducted to 

evict them forcefully, they did not know how to retrieve their customary land rights. To 

respond to the oppressive mechanisms of the company, in effect the use of abusive 

language was an alternative way of protesting the company, when all other avenues were 

closed off. Therefore, the marginal social and economic conditions of the community forced 

them to react in such a way – albeit appearing the action as a weapon of the resistance 

process. The repertoire of action is embedded with the features and symbols of culture of 

the communities. Covert strategy – using abusive language against the staff of the company 

– appeared as an alternative performance of everyday resistance, as the claimant 

communities failed to organise action-oriented performance. The process of resistance, 

therefore, seems to be influenced profoundly by the features of the culture of the 

communities and their allied actors. However, the intersection of contentious performances 

produces collective political struggles among contenders. 
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8.6 Section Five: Demobilisation Process 

This section highlights the demobilisation process initiated by the powerful actor involved in 

the contention. Against the resistance process, ‘demobilisation’ process was used; this 

process is known as the ‘counterpart of mobilisation’ (Tilly and Tarrow, 2007). The powerful 

actor deployed oppressive mechanisms to change the outcomes of political opportunities 

used by resisters. Moreover, to thwart the resistance process of the claimant communities, 

the company used one devastating device –‘repertoire of repression’. By involving the 

corrupt police of the local police station and influential members of the local power structure 

– politicians of the ruling party – the false criminal cases were lodged at the local police 

station through circumventing legal procedure. According to Chowdhury and Chakma (2016: 

79), “Bringing false charges against indigenous peoples by the land grabbers is a common 

key tactics to pre-empt the resistance by the indigenous peoples in defending their lands in 

the country”. More specifically, the company implicated the protesters in false criminal cases, 

with the assistance of the local law enforcement agency and political leaders of the ruling 

party (Barua, 2016; the Daily Gridarpon, 1 June 2015). A leader of the claimant communities 

mentioned: 

As I protested the company’s shrewder mechanisms that used to grab 400 acres lands in 
Dardoria mouza in 2012, a false case was filed against me at the local police station. A local 
Bangali – Ramjan member – was used to file the false case against me; the company gave him 
money to file case against me. The company used their extensive networks to victimise the 
individuals of the community, who wanted to resist the company. If you protested the illegal 
land grabbing – led by the company, you would have to go to the prison (Interview: Khailaching, 
2018).       

The false criminal cases included, accusing individuals to be members of terrorist groups, 

extortionists, and robbers. To use one example, a false case was lodged against a leader of 

the claimant communities in 2015. The company made complaints to the local police station 

that two personnel of the company were attacked, and an amount of £1,000 was looted 

during the attacks (Interview: Mong pong, 2018). Five individuals from the claim-makers 

claimed that the company had implicated them in 10 false criminal cases:  

Sometimes, local journalists published news in favour of the company because the company 
gave them money for publishing fake news: targeting the victim families. The fake news helped 
the company to file cases against the protesters (Interview: Jagesh, 2018).  

To lodge false cases against the victims of land grabbing, it was claimed that false medical 

certificates were collected through corrupt transactions (Interview: Rukson, 2018). “The 

company ‘bribed’ and ‘managed’ the concerned authorities to harass the claimant 

communities; that means, the company used power and money to control individuals who 

resisted the company” (Interview: Baset, 2018). For example, at first, the company offered 
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money to the individual protesters to desist. If the individuals disagreed with the proposal of 

the company, they were implicated in false criminal cases. 

The indigenous community was also accused of cutting down rubber plants belonging to the 

company. The claimant community claimed this was a set up. To establish the fabricated 

discourse, the influential members of the political power structure and some local journalists 

were involved. The journalists published false reports, as the company bribed them, casting 

the claimant communities as a terrorist group who had cut down the rubber plants of the 

company (Interview: Lunfu, 2018). This process enabled the company to file forged criminal 

lawsuits against individuals of the claimant communities. One member of the victim 

community proclaimed:  

Sometimes, the company clear-cut the rubber plants in their gardens at night, but blamed to the 
indigenous communities who acted such a violent act. To victimise indigenous people, the 
company filed false criminal cases at the local police station. Thus, the company not only 
destroyed the rubber plants but also filed false case against us; approximately 77 people of the 
victim communities were victimised by the false cases of the company (Interview: Boltu, 2018). 

These false reports and charges damaged the social capital of the claimant communities. 

Not only did the claimant communities lose their ancestral lands, they were also facing 

further social marginalisation through stigmatisation. It also exacerbated their precarious 

financial situation: “These kinds of harassments destroyed our financial strengths, and now 

we were in debt to our relatives, because we browed money from our relatives to maintain 

family expenditures, and to deal with the court cases” (Interview: Du Ang, 2018).  

As the company created an untenable situation in the locality by developing fabricated 

scripts, the claimant communities became demoralised. Because of a growing aggressive 

attitude towards the victims of land grabbing at a societal level, a culture of fear developed 

among the members of the victim communities. Under such circumstance, many protesters 

left the place to avoid the criminal charges. A respondent claimed:   

By creating horrific atmosphere in the locality, the company grabs the land of the indigenous 
communities. The indigenous communities were helpless; only God could save us from the 
company. If you protested the company, you would be identified as a member of a criminal 
gang. That was why, many people left the place to avoid such harassment. However, the 
company created panic situation in the locality, so that nobody could protest against the 
company over the land contention (Interview: Lunfu, 2018). 

This process led to the destruction of the existing social structures which are interlocked with 

kinship pattern, as families began to leave the region due to the violent acts endorsed by the 

company. In a bid to strengthen their security in this contested areas, the remaining claimant 

families involved associated ‘allied actors’ in the contention. 
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8.7 Section Six: Associated Social Actors in the Contention 

This section discusses the strategies that were used by the claimant communities to forge 

alliances with different social actors. While the powerful actor used repressive mechanisms 

to demobilise the claimant communities, the claimant families attempted to involve different 

social actors in the resistance process: political leaders, government bodies, media, civil 

society organisations, and wider public. To understand the process, the concept of 

certification of contentions politics is employed. “Certification refers to the validation of 

actors, their performances, and their claims by external authorities” (McAdam, Tarrow and 

Tilly, 2001: 145). Forging alliances with different actors was a potential way the claimant 

communities could resist the powerful actors as their political opportunity structure 

diminished: “challengers seek new means to outwit authorities and competitors” (Tilly and 

Tarrow, 2007: 58). In order to build networks with diverse social actors, the claimant 

communities got in touch with local journalists. To create opportunities in the contention: 

aiming to build a resistance movement against the powerful actor, they made an effort to 

involve the local journalists: approximately 50 journalists working in the sub-district 

(Interview: Jagesh, 2018). However, despite this initial interest community members believed 

that the company was able to deflect media interest through monetary incentives:  

In 2015, some journalists, who worked at the national print and electronic media, visited the 
affected areas, and collected information about how the company grabbed our lands, we 
provided a huge amount of documentation to them. Unfortunately, the TV channels did not 
telecast the issue. We believed that the journalists were ‘booked’ or ‘managed’ by the 
company, as everyone loved money. If journalists published news highlighting the authentic 
issue – favouring the claimant communities, they would not gain financially (Interview: Mong 
pong, 2018).     

Local journalists also faced threats perpetrated by using criminal networks created an 

obstacle to publish. For example, a local journalist – Chandra Proti – published a report in 

the local newspaper covering the demonstration that was organised on 30 May 2015. 

When the local newspaper published the report, the journalist was assaulted publicly by 

the private army and local officials of the company (The Daily Gridarpon, 1 June 2015). 

Moreover, a journalist of the national news agency visited the affected areas in 2015 in 

order to publish a report regarding the issue. When he made visits for collecting news in 

2016, the private army of the company attacked and assaulted him. The journalist was 

forced to leave (Interview: Khailaching, 2018). A local journalist remarked: 

We felt insecure to publish the authentic news about the land contention. We had no power to 
fight against the powerful actor – the company. We were scared that our family members might 
be victimised for publishing the authentic news of the land contention. However, some 
journalists were working as agents of the company, as the company bribed them for not 
publishing news in the local and national newspapers (Interview: Ruhul, 2018).    
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This process of persecution reduced the opportunity for building networks with potential 

actors: civil societies, political parties, and government agencies. Furthermore, corrupt 

transactions split the professional networks of the journalists further. One group – the 

majority group – was working for the company, while the minority cluster were silenced by 

threats organised by the company.  

The community also felt allied civil society organisations. Although a few journalists were 

proactive in resisting powerful actor, the role of civil society organisations in the contention 

was inadequate failed to provide sufficient support. A few civil society organisations merely 

published reports dealing on with the land contention, but their appearance as they played a 

peripheral role in the contentious performances in the episode was not remarkable 

(Interview: Chingpash, 2018). Moreover, Dhaka based civil society organisations were aware 

of land contentions in the region – not only did the ‘Gazi Rubber Plantation Company’ but a 

variety of private companies71 also grabbed the lands of other indigenous communities. 

According to a civil society report:    

Rubber plantations in the CHT pose a threat to the forest-dwelling indigenous communities. 
They have serious impacts on food security of the indigenous peoples and the environment. 
Cultivable land in the hills that was originally used for food production is now occupied by 
outsiders, in most cases, for production of cash crops and industrial products (Lok Niti, 2014: 
12). 

To protest these power actors – including Gazi Rubber Plantation Company, they scheduled 

a contentious episode visit to impacted communities, collecting information from victim 

families regarding the issue, on 6 May 2017, involving social activists, human rights 

defenders, advocates and journalists (Interview: Khailaching, 2018). But the delegation failed 

to get access to the contested area, as a road blockade programme was organised by 

Bengali settlers72, with the interests and sponsorship of the influential actors who were 

engaged in grabbing the lands of the indigenous communities (Kapaeeng Foundation, 

2017). Regarding the issue, a civil society published:    

In fact, the drama of the blockade program was staged by some communal and vested interest 
groups to hide the land grabbing and eviction of indigenous peoples by outsider influential 
individuals and institutions. It is learnt that local Jumma people including the victims of land 
grabbing Mro villagers were eagerly waiting in their respective villages to speak to the civic 
delegation (Kapaeeng Foundation)73.  

In this contentious atmosphere, the local law enforcement agencies were also prevented the 

delegates from entering the regions, where the claimant families were eagerly waiting for the 

investigation team, led by civil society organisations (New Age, 8 May 2017). Therefore, the 

                                                
71 Mostafa Group, Laden Group, Shahamin Group, A Alam Group, PHP Group, Meridian Group, Exim Group, 
Babul Group, Egme Group etc. http://chtnewsupdate.blogspot.com/2012/06/ accessed on 17 September 2019. 
72 The Bengali people were settled in the regions in the 1980s.   
73http://www.kapaeeng.org/civic-rights-team-denied-access-to-bandarban-for-on-site-inquiry-to-the-alleged-land-
grabbing-and-eviction-of-indigenous-villagers/ 
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powerful network of actors, led by the company, again destroyed an initiative of the allied 

actors – who wanted to establish the claim-making process of the claimant communities that 

would have given claimant communities access to a wider network of support.  

While the civil society organisations failed to perform contentious performances effectively 

meaningfully support displaced communities, a political party of the indigenous communities 

became into involved in the episode. To respond to the contention, the political organisation 

of victim communities, namely Parbatya Chattagram Jana Sanghati Samity (PCJSS)74, 

contrived contentious performances. Originally, the central leaders of the party – PCJSS – 

investigated the matter underpinning the claim-making process, as the claimant communities 

submitted petitions to the authority of PCJSS. Considering the issue, they constituted an 

investigation team to dealing with the issue (Interview: Khailaching, 2018). Additionally, the 

inquiry team produced a statement regarding the issue: ‘Headmen – the customary leaders 

of the indigenous communities – illegally sold the lands to the company, andthe company 

could not occupy the land on the basis of headmen’s reports.’ 

In addition to the report, a member of Chittagong Hill Tracts Regional Council75 claimed:   

Gazi Rubber Plantation has violated the Hill District Council Act of 1989 and CHT Manual of 
1900 as they have illegally purchased mouza lands, 'managing' upazila administration, 
headmen and union parishad chairmen (The Daily Star, 27 June 2015). 

While the investigative report was unable to bring about effective counter measures, they 

used another repertoire of contentious performance namely demonstration, which was held 

on 30 June 2015. After performing the contentious episode, PCJSS organised a press 

conference that was held at the local press club (The Daily Giridarpon, 3 July 2015). 

However, the alliance between the groups – PCJSS and the claimant communities – 

eventually collapsed due to inactivity (Interview: Chinua, 2018). The claimant communities 

believed the PCJSS had been bought off, and reiterated the issue as follow: 

The leaders of the party were the brokers of the powerful actor; they were doing politics for their 
bread and butter. Even, the leaders were involved in the illicit transactions; the company bribed 
them, so that they could play passive role in the contention (Interview: Singfu, 2018). 

When the alliance with the political party became dormant, the possibility of the claim-

making process went on a ‘downward spiral’. Therefore, the claimant communities began to 

doubt their ability to resist, because of the inaction of their political representatives. In 

addition to the role of political party, community members blamed the mischievous acts of 

the political leaders, who they believe were used by the company. 

                                                
74 It was formed in 1972; aimed to establish the socio-political rights of indigenous communities in the hill tracts 
regions of Bangladesh. 
75 The local government body of the region was established in 1999: http://chtrc.org.bd/old/en/ 
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Facing numerous barriers that would allow claimant communities to widen their social 

network, the repertoire of contention was not expanding contention upward. This process is 

known as ‘downward scale shift’. Tilly and Tarrow define this concept as: “downward scale 

shifts is the coordination of collective action at a more local level than its initiation” (2007: 

94). When the challengers failed to forge alliances with the relevant stakeholders, the 

‘downward shift’ in contentious politics is observed. While the challengers employed a 

variety of contentious performances, they could not draw attention of the local power 

structure and national-level political parties. This further diminishes the opportunity structure 

through which they could prosecute contentious performances. 

 

8.8 Conclusion 

The case described the unsuccessful resistance trajectories to land grabbing experienced in 

the hilly region where the claimant communities lived. To create a political opportunity 

structure in the contention, the claimant communities were unable to adequately frame 

contentious performances in a way that drew wider support. Despite facing constant threats 

and constraints, challengers employed a variety of public performances or repertoire of 

actions to create opportunities. The repertoire of actions enables people to make claims or 

create opportunities in a contention, but the claimant communities were unable to sustain the 

contentious performances periodically, as an ongoing platform for forging alliances with 

different social and political actors. The marginal identity of victim communities further 

diminished their ability to forge alliances with different social actors, yet external support was 

required to proceed with the claim-making process. Only a few journalists supported the 

claim-making process, but the majority of them declined to advocate for the victim 

communities. Furthermore, civil society organisations were not found to be proactive in the 

contention. According to Borras Jr and Franco (2013: 1725), 

 
Looking from another angle, it is likely that many protests go unseen, unrecognised and 
unreported. Maybe they are overlooked or dismissed as insignificant; or maybe they escape 
attention because of what James Scott calls the ‘friction of terrain’, or ‘geographical resistance’: 
often these places are not easy to reach or are completely out of range for those who want to 
report cases of resistance.  

 
Therefore, land contentions in the region remain unreported because of the topographic 

features of the country: access to CHT is comparatively challenging in comparison with other 

regions. In addition, local government body, local political leaders, and customary leaders 

played questionable roles that destroyed the customary land rights of the claimant 

communities. Therefore, contention shifted moving down in scale – downward scale shift 

(Tilly and Tarrow, 2007) – as coordination between challengers and their associated actors 

were inadequate and disrupted. However, to control the contention, not only did the 
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company use powerful political networks but also adopted a policy of corruption: illegal 

transactions with the relevant stakeholders who were involved in facilitating the incident of 

land grabbing. Oppressive mechanisms were used to make counterclaims. The indigenous 

communities are not only socioeconomically disadvantaged but also socio-politically 

marginalised. This created an opportunity structure for the company to use repressive 

mechanisms, with little risk of wider social censure. Repression includes the processes that 

used to evict the communities from their lands. In particular, private armies were employed 

to put pressure on the landholders. Additionally, the claimant communities were implicated in 

false criminal cases when they protested the company; This process is known as 

‘demobilisation process’.  

 

Although the company was a non-state actor, corrupt networks enabled the company to 

mobilise the state actors. By using illicit transactions with different social actors, including 

state and non-state actors, the private actor demobilised the resistance process of the 

claimant communities. Like the state agencies, the private company used demobilisation 

process, involving the local administrative wings and political leaders of the ruling party. In 

effect the company proved adept at pivoting between illicit and licit mechanisms to displace 

communities and stigmatise resistance. They used their title and state authority to legitimise 

their claim, while in the background appeared to use bribery and extra-judicial force to 

terrorise. Because of the marginal status, and precarious situation of displaced communities, 

this persecution could be executed with little risk of consequence. Meanwhile, the 

community lacked the resources to pivot between multiple repertoires of contentious 

performance, using protest for example in combination with legal action. Moreover, they 

lacked the resources to build a network that could amplify their political opportunity structure. 

This caused resistance to crumble under the weight of repression. 
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Figure 13: the victims of land grabbing around the contested lands 

 
Source: Collected from the Daily Star, 27 June 2015 (A Daily Newspaper of Bangladesh). 
 
Figure 14: The landscapes of the study area 

 
Source: Captured during fieldwork.   
 
Figure 15: The unpaved roads of the study area 

 
Source: Captured during fieldwork. 
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Chapter Nine: Conclusion  

9.1 Introduction 

The study has examined the resistance process to land grabs, focusing on the micro 

political-economic mechanisms in Bangladesh. The selected cases demonstrated how 

resistance trajectories to land grabs were constituted under competitive social conditions. To 

substantiate this, this thesis employed the framework of contentious politics, which 

emphasises how institutional, network and strategic factors condition whether or not, 

resistance to a land-grab is successful? The study of contentious politics offers an 

understanding regarding to what extent social interactions in a contentious episode generate 

various outcomes, either the triumphant or failed form of resistance. According to Tilly, when 

people engage in contentious politics, several techniques – public performances, inherited 

forms of collective action, the invention of new performances, the forging of alliances with 

influential actors, exploiting existing political regime opportunities, and creating new 

opportunity structures – are used to advance their claims (2008: 5). In the case studies, the 

research used this framework is to highlight how interactive social processes and networking 

systems are created by competing groups in response to each other claims. The study 

discovered evidence that claim makers create networks to mobilise their allies, the 

opponents of counterclaimants, the government actors, civil society organisations, the 

media, and the mass public in order to achieve their political objectives. In addition to the 

social networking systems, the challengers, not only raise their voices by a single 

performance, they also demonstrate a range of performances, which seem to be referred to 

as the weapons of less powerful actors that emerged to resist powerful opponent. The 

resistance groups adopted a variety of strategies in order to create collective identities, 

elaborate ideologies, and build group consensus or produce solidarities that are required to 

challenge powerful opponents. To do this, the contenders modify or alter their connections, 

social relations, supports, ties, and networks involving multiple actors/identities in a set of 

episodes. The strategic mechanisms of social networks, therefore, enabled the challengers 

to resist the powerful actors in incidents, especially in the two episodes of land contention. 

This dissertation focused on the micro-politics of land-grabbing and resistance processes, 

which provides a valuable counter-point to the more orthodox emphasis on macro-social 

processes (Tilly, 1978; 1995; Tarrow, 1998). The study, then, examines the land contentions 

between state actors and marginalised communities as well as the contention between non-

state agencies and marginalised communities. This dissertation, moreover, makes a maiden 

attempt to use this theoretical framework in the South Asian context, Bangladesh, 

highlighting the granular social process of land contentions, where state actors and non-
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state actors made claims on the marginalised communities. This attempt confirms that the 

resistance process revolves around the social transactions, both the macro and micro social 

processes, but also the cultural traits of a nation-state shape the resistance process. Put 

succinctly, there is a wealth of empirical research dealing with contentious politics with the 

macro-social contexts within the traditional system, but there is a distinct lack of research, 

which concentrates on the micro-politics of land grabbing and resistance process – focusing 

on contentious politics in Bangladesh. 

This concluding chapter connects the empirical findings to the theoretical literature that leads 

to understanding the overarching aims of the research. To keep that in mind, section one 

looks at the process of claim-making: how were the contested groups involved in making 

claims on each other? When understanding the claim-making process, section two analyses 

the process of land-grabbing, focusing on the institutional, ideological, economic, political 

and cultural opportunity structures exploited by these networks to execute land grabs. 

Section three draws on the resistance process highlighting the repertoire of contention: what 

were the underlying reasons that led to either successful or unsuccessful resistance to land-

grabs? Against the resistance process, section four articulates the demobilisation process. 

Having grasped the nature of demobilisation process, section five discusses the dynamic 

roles of allied actors in the resistance process. While the allied actors played diverse roles in 

the resistance process, the role of uncoordinated actors, who were employed by the 

powerful actors, are analysed in section five. The final section represents an inclusive 

synopsis of the thesis: claim-making and resistance process. Additionally, the chapter 

demonstrates the specific contribution of the thesis: not only in the field of ‘contentious 

politics’ but also the ‘land-grab’ literature. 

9.2 Section One: Claim-Making Process 

Following the successful and unsuccessful resistance to land-grabs, the study used a 

multiple-case study approach to consider four case studies of land contention. How did the 

victim communities react to the claim-making process of the state actors? Also, how did the 

victim communities respond to the claim-making process of the non-state agencies? Table 9 

represents the basic features of the selected case studies; the following features have 

shaped the research design of the study. 
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Table 9: the inherent features of the selected case studies underpinning the multiple-case 
study approach. 

Serial 
number 
of case 
studies  

Claim maker (s) Social identity 
of the claim 
maker (s) 

Socio-political/socio-
economic identity of 
claim maker (s)  

Counter 
claim 
maker (s) 

Outcome variable of 
resistance process 

Case 
study one 

Tea Labourer 
Community 

Ethnic minority Marginalised 
community  

State actor  Successful resistance 
to land-grabbing 

Case 
study two 

Santal 
community 

Ethnic minority Marginalised 
community  

State actor Unsuccessful 
resistance to land-
grabbing  

Case 
study 
three 

Baptist Christian 
community  

Religious 
minority 

Marginalised 
community  

Non-state 
agency  

Successful resistance 
to land-grabbing 

Case 
study four 

Indigenous 
community 

Ethnic minority  Marginalised 
community  

Non-state 
agency 

Unsuccessful 
resistance to land-
grabbing 

 
The multiple-case study approach – selected for understanding underlying factors that led to 

either successful or unsuccessful resistance to land-grabs – has documented how the 

powerful actors made claims on the less powerful communities. Accordingly, the contenders 

engage in direct challenges or contentious episodes to resist powerful opponents in order to 

achieve shared interests or resources. Therefore, the section recapitulates the key empirical 

findings of claim-making process that contribute knowledge to the literature of contentious 

politics, highlighting granular social transactions.  

9.2.1 State-actors and marginalised communities in claim-making process 

In case study 1, the claim-making process was triggered between Tea Labourer Community 

and Bangladesh Economic Zones Authority (BEZA) as a result of conflicting interests, 

connected to different socio-economic strategies tied to class position. Although the tea 

labourer community did not have land registry documents or land records to claim the lands, 

the customary land tenure system – which bequeathed a portion of land from their ancestors 

who were tea labourers – allowed them to make claims on the lands. Not only did the lands 

provide subsistence livelihood procedures, but it also guaranteed the educational expenses 

of their children in addition to funeral ceremonies. Therefore, the community sentiment was 

associated with the lands, where they had been not only cultivating crops but also 

performing ritual ceremonies for almost 150 years. BEZA made claims on lands as a legal 

holder in 2014 in order to set up an industrial zone on the lands, BEZA officially acquired the 

land via an opaque process that ignored the current users who had been cultivating the 

lands for almost 150 years.  
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On the other hand, case study 2 demonstrated the claim-making and reclaim-making 

processes, focusing on the two regimes: the Pakistani colonial period and postcolonial reign. 

First, during the Pakistani colonial regime, Santals were displaced because of the land 

acquisition process led by local administrators. The colonial government successfully made 

claims on the neighbourhoods of Santals for setting up a sugarcane farm of the state-run 

sugar factory in the 1960s. To claim the lands of the victim community, the colonial 

government used the powerful term: ‘land acquisition’. The forceful claim-making process 

not only affected the subsistence livelihood procedures but also demolished the property 

right of the victim community. Second, while the colonial administrators forcefully evicted the 

victim community from their lands – which was acquired for establishing a sugarcane farm, 

the process of making-reclaim triggered in 2012. As the sugar authority of the post-colonial 

government breached the terms and conditions that set out in the land acquisition 

agreement, the successor of the community attempted to retrieve their ancestral lands: the 

reclaim-making process. The violation of the agreements sparked the process of making-

reclaim. The process of making-reclaims was unsuccessful because a powerful bureaucracy 

existed in the state machinery, which was supported by the colonial legacy in the state 

structure which disregarded the process of reclaim-making. 

9.2.2 Non-state actors, a religious community, and marginalised communities in the claim-

making process 

While in case studies 1 and 2, state actors made claims on the marginalised communities, in 

cases 3 and 4 non-state actors were involved in making claims on the property of a religious 

minority community and ethnic minority communities. In the case study 3, by using the 

powerful agencies of the state and corrupt mechanisms, the clergy of Baptist mission, known 

as Sangha, made claims on the lands of Barisal Baptist Mission Society (BBMS). The 

internal claim-making process between the leaders of the Baptist mission (Sangha) and the 

local followers of the Baptist community (BBMS) not only damaged the communal harmony 

but also created an opportunity for the company in the terrain of claim-making process. 

When the Sangha failed to take possession of the lands, an opaque transaction was made 

with a private company; succinctly, the Sangha used corrupt networks to sell the property of 

BBMS to the company. Once the company purchased the lands from the Sangha, the 

company emerged as a new claim maker in the episode of the contention. Therefore, the 

illegitimate land transaction that brought the company made claims on BBMS; the illicit 

transactions triggered the fresh claim-making process. 

Case study 4 documented how the counterclaimant successfully made claims on the 

indigenous communities: by abusing the state agencies and political networks of the ruling 
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political party. The powerful political networks and illicit transactions, which revolved around 

the episode of contention, enabled the company to reject the claims of the indigenous 

communities. In order to make claims on the lands of indigenous communities, the company 

abused state agencies and political power. As the traditional land tenure system warranted 

the claim-making process of the indigenous communities, the company intended to destroy 

the traditional land tenure system of the indigenous communities. Having considered the 

effectiveness of the traditional land tenure institution of the indigenous communities, the 

company designed the claim-making process. To proceed with the claim-making process, 

not only did the company use state agencies but also captured the power structure of the 

indigenous communities through using illegal transactions with the leaders of indigenous 

communities. The case shows how illegal transactions and powerful networks damage the 

effectiveness of the indigenous institution, which warranted the claim-making process of the 

indigenous communities. 

9.2.3 Synopsis: To understand the claim-making process, the concept of framing needs to be 

taken into consideration. According to Benford and Snow (2000: 614), ‘this (framing) denotes 

an active, processual phenomenon that implies agency and contention at the level of reality 

construction. It is active in the sense that something is being done, and processual in the 

sense of a dynamic, evolving process’. Framing process occurs internally and is an early 

stage of contention: how do the victim communities mobilise them against the system’s 

illegitimacy and vulnerability? In order to open up opportunities in contentions, framing 

process is designed. Therefore, framing process and political opportunity structure (POS) 

are interlinked. For example, the case studies 1 and 3 demonstrate how the effective framing 

processes were constituted with the extensive efforts of the leaders of the victim 

communities. On the other hand, poor framing processes are observed in the case studies 2 

and 4 because of the lack ofmobilisation process.  

Mobilisation is central to contentious politics. Mobilisation process refers to strategic 

management of community resources: not only tangible resources such as goods and 

manpower that are needed for collective actions, but also intangible resources such as 

internal social structure of the community that helps to build coalitions with diverse social 

actors. As Shadmehr (2014: 623) claims, ‘in the mobilisation stage, the movement is weak 

and can be contained by repression’. Repression can be defeated by means of an effective 

mobilisation process. Mobilisation process guides how to usetheavailable resources of a 

community strategically. Furthermore, framing process and mobilisation process are 

interlinked. The effective framing process results in success of an episode of contention, but 

‘the process of frame alignment is not always easy, clear, or uncontested’ (Tarrow, 

1998:110). Finally, ‘framing process’ creates conditions in which the claim-makers mobilise 
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individuals and potential allied actors, who can play pivotal roles in raising the voice of claim-

makers. 

9.3 Section Two: Process of Land Grabbing  

The section recaps the main findings of powerful mechanisms focusing on institutional, 

ideological, economic, political and cultural opportunity structures, which facilitated land-

grabbing. Additionally, the section contributes knowledge about the forceful and 

illicitmechanisms, and the associated strategies, that led to grabbing the lands of 

marginalised communities; therefore, this section contributes to the body of knowledge on 

the ‘land-grab’ literature. 

9.3.1 State-actors and marginalised communities 

Case study 1 illustrated that land classification process led to the acquisition of a tea 

company’s acquired lands, where the employees of the company – the tea labourer 

community – have been growing crops for securing subsistence livelihood since the British 

colonial regime. The state actors – BEZA – categorised the agriculture land into non-

agriculture land; this process enabled BEZA to acquire the lands of the tea company, as 

establishing industries on the agricultural land is strictly prohibited according to the policy of 

BEZA. The land categorisation process reflects the opaque mechanism of the state actors, 

who used state power to claim the lands, but the attempt to grab the land was an 

unsuccessful episode. Not only does the politics of land categorisation process demonstrate 

the opaque land transactions between state actors, but it also reveals the powerful crime of 

state actors, who used state agencies to categorise the ‘fertile’ lands as ‘barren’ or 

‘abandoned’ lands. 

 

Case study 2 discussed how the dynamics of the two regimes – the colonial and post-

colonial governments – have important similarities: state actors of both regimes applied 

similar mechanisms to grab the lands of a marginalised community, who was known as 

Santal. First, during the Pakistani colonial regime in the 1950s, the forceful land acquisition 

was executed for setting up a sugarcane farm on the lands of the marginalised community. 

To evict the disadvantaged community from their lands, the colonial administrators involved 

local politicians whose identity belonged to non-Santal and law enforcement agencies. Local 

politicians of the colonial government acted as brokers, who assisted the local administrators 

to neutralise opposition, while law enforcement agencies were recruited to evict them 

forcefully without offering adequate compensation or alternative rehabilitation package. 

While the colonial government successfully grabbed the lands of the indigenous community, 

the process of making-claims triggered in 2012, as the sugar company, a state agency, 
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violated the agreements of the land acquisition deed that were made in the 1950s. When the 

sugar company breached the terms and conditions of the land acquisition agreement, the 

victim community started to make claims on their ancestral lands. Subsequently, the victim 

communities took possession of the acquired lands, though avoiding the legal procedures. 

To reject the claim-making process of the victim community, the state actors deployed 

demobilised agencies, namelypolice, Rapid Action Battalion, and Border Guards of 

Bangladesh – who conducted an eviction drive on 6 November 2016.  

9.3.2 Non-state actors and marginalised communities 

 

The case study 3 analysed three different actors – Barisal Baptist Mission Society (BBMS), 

Bangladesh Baptist Church Sangha (BBCS), Khansons private company – who were 

involved in the land contention. BBMS claimed that their forefather contributed money to 

purchase the land, while the clergy (BBCS) of BBMS made counterclaims on the lands of 

BBMS. Not only did BBCS counterclaim on the lands of BBMS, but they also made an illicit 

transaction with the private company, selling the claimed lands to the private company. 

Furthermore, BBCS and the private company used the corrupt mechanisms of the local land 

office dealing with the issue. Without scrutinising the land documents of the contested lands, 

the land title deed was executed in favour of the private company: from BBMS to the private 

company. The corrupt officials of the local land office assisted the powerful actors – BBCS 

and the private company – to deal with the illicit land transaction. Both groups – BBCS and 

the private company – used respective powerful networks to make claims on the lands of 

BBMS. This process resulted in the ideological crisis between followers of the religious 

groups – BBMS and BBCS; therefore, the controversial role of BBCS detached the religious 

affinity with BBMS. 

Case study 4 demonstrated how the private company made claims by using powerful crime 

– using local power structure and state agencies, that led to grabbing the lands of the 

marginalised communities. To grab the lands of the claimant groups, the company – the 

counterclaimant – used not only local power structure, but also the local land officials and 

law enforcement agencies. The local power structure consists of the community leaders of 

indigenous institutions and political leaders of the ruling party, who assisted the private 

company to grab the lands. As the holder of the company was a powerful MP, the political 

networks of the ruling party were used to make claims on the lands of the indigenous 

communities. In addition to the local power structure, the local land officials were involved in 

corrupt transactions that materialised to preparing false land deeds, which enabled the 

company to make claims on the lands of the victim communities. Furthermore, the local 

police station was used to harass the victims of land-grabbing. The counterclaimant 
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advanced with the claim-making process through multiple social networks, including the local 

power structure and state agencies that enabled the counterclaimant to grab the lands of the 

marginalised communities. In addition, the illicit transactions between counterclaimant and 

powerful individuals of the local power structure, including politicians, state actors, and 

customary leaders of the claimant communities, damaged the political opportunity structure 

of the claimant groups. Therefore, this case reflects the poor governance structure of the 

state that facilitates the land-grab of the marginalised communities. 

9.3.3 Synopsis: The selected case studies provide lucid accounts of mechanisms, which 

were used to grab the land of marginalised communities. The cases identified the 

mechanisms and processes that were central to the dynamics of contentions. According to 

McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly (2008: 310), ‘mechanisms of contention can be measured directly 

by using systematic events data to identify and track the mechanisms that produce episodes 

of contention’. This definition confirms that mechanisms are observable phenomena that 

trigger contentions. The mechanisms used by powerful actors in the land contentions 

produce diverse forms of contentions. For example, the case studies 1 and 2 demonstrated 

how opaque land acquisition mechanisms resulted in land contentions. In a similar vein, the 

corrupt mechanisms – illicit transactions that discussed in the case studies 3 and 4 – were 

used to make claims on the marginalised communities. Therefore, the cases identify a set of 

measurable mechanisms that triggered the land contentions.             

9.4 Section Three: Resistance Process 

The section highlights the resistance process focusing on the repertoires of action that were 

deployed to resist the powerful actors in land contentions. Repertoires, which can be applied 

to understand a diverse range of contentious performances, refers to a particular form of 

collective actions; it is deeply associated with interactive social processes.Tilly and Tarrow 

(2006: 16) define the repertoire as follow: “Claims making routines that apply to the same 

claimant‐object pairs: bosses and workers, peasants and landlords, rival nationalist factions, 

and many more” (Tilly and Tarrow 2006: 16). Tilly (2008) asserts further, there are four types 

of repertoire that are as follows: 1) no repertoires (simply express the motions of the moment 

that does not affect the next), 2) weak repertoire (limited social interactions), 3) strong 

repertoire (participants use both innovative and known contentious performance), and 4) 

rigid repertoire (participants repeat same techniques or contentions or contentious 

performances routinely or rigidly). Therefore, people use innovative and known repertoires 

that are already established in a particular society in order to make collective claims.   
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To create opportunities in contention, challengers design and innovate the repertoires – 

which consist of performance. People use diverse performance, such as procession, 

demonstration, strike, and road blockade programme, against social injustice in a particular 

social circumstance. In order to articulate the claim-making process in an episode of 

contention, the multiple performances tend to be used by a set of actors. Additionally, while 

the victim communities used diverse repertoires of action in land contentions, the outcomes 

of resistance trajectories to land-grabs, albeit using contentious episodes, were divergent: 

either successful or unsuccessful resistance processes. Therefore, the section attempts to 

contribute to the growing literature on the resistance process in contentious politics, focusing 

on micro social transactions. 

9.4.1 Marginalised communities vs state actors 

Case study 1 described how the tea labourer community innovated and deployed the 

repertoire of actions, which warranted a successful resistance to land-grab.The claimant 

group used innovative and known repertoires that are already established in a particular 

society in order to make collective claims. Depending on the allied actors or social 

networking systems, an array of performances was used to procced with the claim-making 

process in the contention. This included work stoppage programme, demonstrations, 

processions, public meetings, yard meetings, and road blockade prgrammes.    

To apply contentious performances sporadically, a land protection committee was formed, 

which helped to frame a variety of repertoires of actions. Not only did the victim community 

deploy classic performances, including petition submissions, road blockades, processions, 

demonstrations, press conferences, and rallies, but also innovated slogans – claiming a 

relationship between contested lands and the victim community– that drew attention to 

national media, political parties, and civil society organisations. The innovative slogans 

helped to systematise cultural events and contentious gatherings: processions, rallies, and 

demonstrations. When the repertoires of actions were performed successfully, a sit-in 

programme was organised to convince the wider community of the region. Furthermore, to 

put pressure on the state agencies continuously, workers went on strike – which seems to 

be a classical performance of resistance from below.Tilly (1978: 159) wrote: 

Proletarianisation created the workers who exercised little or no discretionary control over the 
means of production and who was dependent for survival on the sale of his or her labour 
power. That proletarian and the worker threatened with becoming that proletarian have long 
been the chief participants in strikes. 

In addition to the episode, Youth-Student Forum of the tea garden – the children of tea 

plantation labourers – was formed in order to perform contentious performances, including 

cultural events such as folk music, art exhibition, staging drama and poem recitation 
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focusing on the deprived lifestyle of the tea community. While these contentious episodes 

were intermittently used, the women of the tea garden held a procession demanding the 

rights of the lands. However, the victim community used direct action: ‘a repertoire of 

contention or protest that is likely to be confrontational and sometimes unlawful’ (Chesters 

and Welsh, 2011: 62). For example, the community and state actors were involved in 

conflicts to make claims on each other. However, in this episode of contention, not only did 

claimants use known performances such as procession, demonstration and work stoppage 

programme, but they also employed innovative performances, namely staging dramas, 

chanting slogans, performing cultural events at different locations of the country – which 

helped to forge networks with diverse social actors. Therefore, the strong and rigid 

repertoires76– consisted of innovative and known contentious performances (Tilly, 2008) –

were used to defeat the powerful actor. The use of effective and innovative performances 

routinely resulted in success in the episode of the contention.     

Case study 2 articulated the resistance processes that were staged into two different 

regimes. During the Pakistan colonial period in the 1950s, the victim community was unable 

to frame repertoire of actions in order to resist the powerful actors. According to Porta and 

Diani, ‘identity operates as an organising principle in relation to individual and collective 

experiences: for example, it helps actors to identify their allies and their adversaries’ (1999: 

86). As the victim community belonged to ethnic minority status in the local power structure, 

they hardly found allies in framing repertoire of actions. On the other hand, a variety of 

performances: processions, demonstrations, press conferences, and petition submissions 

were deployed during the post-colonial regime – with the help of civil society organisations 

(CSOs) – in order to resist the state agencies. These repertoires of actions were activated to 

make claims on their ancestral lands, which were grabbed during the colonial regime. 

Despite using anarray of contentious performances, the resistance process could not 

produce a discernible impact on the state actors. When these repertoires of contention 

failed, direct action was deployed to resist the powerful actor – the victim community took 

possession of their ancestral property – but the state actors evicted them from the acquired 

land. Additionally, limited social interactions – weak repertoire77 – could not result in success 

in the episode of contention, as the victim community failed to perform routinely the 

contentious performances before taking possession of their ancestral land. As the weak 

repertoire revolved around the contention, the government agency adopted repressive 

                                                
76According to Tilly (2008: 16), ‘it implies that performances and repertoires are causally and symbolically 
coherent phenomena. A causally coherent phenomenon results from the same basic mechanisms and 
produces similar effects across a wide range of circumstances.’   
77According to Tilly (2008: 15), ‘Some repletion occurs from one episode to another, because habit and limited 
imagination make repetition easier than innovation; causal conversation and walking through crowded streets 
often conform to this model’.  
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mechanisms. To respond to the failed resistance process, Tilly’s (1978: 106) concept of 

repressive and tolerant governments can be useful: 

The repressiveness of a government is never a simple matter of more or less. It is always 
selective, and always consists of some combination of repression, toleration, and facilitation. 
Governments respond selectively to different sorts of groups, and to different sorts of actions. 
Sometimes the discriminations are fine indeed: the same government which smiles on church 
services bringing together a thousand people assembled to pray for salvation shoots without 
hesitation into a crowd of a thousand workers assembled to pray for justice. 

Therefore, the absence of effective performances78 in the episode deprived the claimant 

community of establishing the claim-making process on their ancestral lands. 

9.4.2 A religious community and marginalised communities vs private companies 

When the private company, discussed in the case study 3, attempted to grab the lands of the 

local Baptist mission community, the claimant group lodged a civil lawsuit against the 

Sangha and the Company – challenging the illegal land transaction. Prior to filing the case 

against the powerful actors, the claimant group organised a press release – highlighting the 

corrupted mechanisms of the Sangha and the company; this press release was published in 

the local news agencies. This repertoire of action motivated the individual members of the 

claimant group – who raised their voices against the powerful actors, though local state 

agencies responded to the contentious action. In addition to the event, the claimant group 

systematised periodically a variety of repertoire of actions, including a procession, 

demonstration, rally, sit-in programme, petition submission, and symbolic hunger strike that 

created the political opportunity structure in the episode of contention. Additionally, against 

the violent attacks led by powerful actors, a sudden street protest or demonstration was held 

at night; the spontaneous claim-making action drew attention to the different communities of 

the district. Additionally, the victim community deployed the mechanism of direct action. 

When the powerful actors attempted to organise a press conference regarding the issue, the 

protesters occupied the place where the press conference was supposed to organise; this 

direct action prevented the powerful actors from gaining access to the place. Not only did the 

victim community deploy direction action but also adopted a new script that was available in 

the state structure: symbolic hunger strike. Therefore, the rigid79 and strong repertoire of 

contention are profoundly influenced by history, culture and social relations (Tilly, 2006: 41). 

According to Klinken and Aung (2017: 355),  

Only people engaging in collective action can produce results. Successful action requires 
mobilising a range of resources, and at the right moment. A contentious politics analysis 
therefore does not begin with identities. It begins with politics, with history and with the material 
interests of all those involved.  

                                                
78 Participants use both innovative and known performances intermittently.  
79 Participants repeat same techniques or contentions or contentious performances routinely (Tilly, 2008).  
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Like political parties or formal institutions, the claimants are sometimes involved in direct 

challenges to raise voices or make claims in organised ways.  

Case study 4 documented the ineffective deployment of repertoires of actions. Against the 

powerful actor, the private company, the resistance performance was inadequate. While the 

victim communities used only known performances, including petition submissions to the 

concerned authorities, processions, demonstrations, and rallies, the failure to organise legal 

and innovated performances against the company kept the communities away from 

retrieving the lands. Being the socio-economically disadvantaged groups in the power 

structure, they had limited resources that constrained to mobilise the repertoire of 

contention. As Tilly (1978: 75) postulates:  

The poor and less powerful tend to begin defensively, the rich and powerful offensively. The 
group whose members are rich can mobilise a surplus without threatening a member’s other 
amusements and obligations. Any mobilisation at all is more costly to the poor and less 
powerful; only a threat to the little they have is likely to move them to mobilise.  

Since the claimants or victim communities failed to frame the repertoire of contentious 

performances effectively – because of lack of resource mobilisation, the weak repertoires of 

action reflected throughout the contention. For example, using slang language against the 

staff of the powerful actor indicated as a feeble device of the resistance process. However, 

the powerful and criminal networks, which were used by the private company, deactivated 

the mechanism of the direct action. According to Tilly (2008: 18), ‘participants in contentious 

politics learn how to match performances with local circumstances, to play their parts within 

those performances, and to modify performances in the light of their effects’. The case 

reflects that indigenous communities that launched a resistance that included weak 

repertoires or limited social interactions led to unsuccessful resistance to the land-grab.  

9.4.3 Synopsis: Repertoire of contention is a key resource of contentious politics, but drawing 

the repertoire of contention in an episode is challenging. For example, an array of 

performances was present in the case study 1, while a few performances were used to make 

claims on the powerful actors. With the mixtures of known and innovative performances, the 

claimant community of the case study 1 proceeded with the claim-making process. On the 

other hand, the limited performances, which were discussed in the case study 2, deferred to 

making claims on their ancestral property. To draw sustained performances, empirical 

knowledge and expert views in the field of contentious politics are essential.    

According to Tilly (2008), repertoire of contention varies from place to place. People acquire 

knowledge on how to react against the system’s illegitimacy and vulnerability. Tarrow (1998: 

21) postulates,  
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Particular groups have a particular history – and memory – of contentious forms. Workers know 
how to strike because generations of workers struck before them; Parisian build barricades 
because barricades are inscribed in the history of Parisian contention; peasants seize the land 
carrying the symbols that their fathers and grandfathers used in the past.  

Repertoires of contention are culturally inscribed and socially communicated (Tilly, 2008). In 

addition, countries and sub-national regions possess distinct repertoires, which shape the 

resistance process. For example, the case 3 documented that claimant community who was 

capable of using strong and rigid repertoire of contention, as they had close contact with the 

mainstream culture of the nation-state. On the other hand, indigenous communities of the 

case 4, who lived in the remote region of the country, did not know how to draw and perform 

contentious performances routinely. According to Borras Jr and Franco (2013: 1725), 

‘looking from another angle, it is likely that many protests go unseen, unrecognised and 

unreported’. Accordingly, indigenous communities found limited allied actors, who merely 

helped them to submit petitions to the various government agencies. Furthermore, the 

availability of the repertoire of action depends on ‘geographical location’, which can be 

termed as ‘localised form of the repertoire of contention’. People use innovative and known 

repertoires that are already established in a particular society in order to make collective 

claims (Tilly, 2008).  

9.5 Section Four: Demobilisation Process 

When the resistance processes were framed in order to create political opportunities in the 

land contentions, the powerful actors employed repressive mechanisms – demobilisation 

processes – to foil the resistance processes. The demobilisation process includes arresting, 

attacking, threatening people, forbidding assemblies, and capturing power structure (Tilly, 

1978). According to McCarthy (1996: 149), “opponents and elites may devote great effort to 

directly constraining their use or indirectly doing so by delegitimising mobilising structures”. 

Therefore, this section merely focuses on the ‘demobilisation process’ or the‘repertoire of 

repression’: how did the powerful actors make efforts to deactivate the resistance 

processes? 

9.5.1 State actors vs marginalised communities 

In case study 1, the state actor – BEZA – deployed law enforcement agencies to take 

possession of the contested land, but the effort resulted in the unsuccessful attempt to grab 

the lands. When the state actors failed to grab the lands by using state agencies, the political 

leaders of the ruling party were involved in the demobilisation process. By using the local 

political structure of the ruling party, the local political leaders made an attempt to involve 

local people, especially the mainstream ethnic population: Bengali. According to Borras Jr 

and Franco (2013: 1730), 
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Poor people versus poor people—of inter- and intra-class types—are probably more common 
than the popular literature would acknowledge. This links back to the differentiated impacts of 
land deals on social groups within and between communities. In a community it is common to 
see mobilisations against a land deal parallel to counter-mobilisations in favour of the same 
deal. 

The political leaders motivated the local people, who had limited resources and power in the 

local power structure, to battle against the challengers so that they could gain access to the 

contested lands. When the political leaders successfully mobilised the local people against 

the victim community or claimant group, together they attempted to grab the contested land, 

with the extended support of the law enforcement agency. As the victim community deployed 

direct action – organised contentious gathering on the contested lands with arrow, bow, 

sticks, and axes, the state actor, consisted of local political leaders, local people, and law 

enforcement agencies, was unable to grab the lands. Like case study 1, almost similar 

demobilisation pattern is found in the case study 2, but demobilisation processes consisted 

of two phases: the colonial and post-colonial regimes. During the colonial regime, not only 

did the state actors involve the local brokers or vested quarters of the local community but 

also applied coercive mechanisms, using local law enforcement agencies to demobilise the 

resistance process. Since the colonial administrators successfully employed the repressive 

mechanisms to foil the resistance process, the post-colonial government used similar 

demobilisation process, involving local vested interest groups and political leaders. Political 

elite – the local MP, local political leaders of the ruling party, and vested interest groups 

assisted the state actors to frame the demobilisation process, albeit the political economy led 

to the demobilisation process. Both state actors and political leaders of the ruling party were 

actively involved in framing repressive actions against the victim community. Accordingly, 

this process resulted in the unsuccessful resistance to land-grab. This process resembles 

what Tilly (2003: 27) describes as: 

In all governments, furthermore, some rulers also use violent means to further their own power 
and material advantage. When large-scale collective violence occurs, government forces of one 
sort or another almost always play significant parts as attackers, objects of attack, competitors, 
or intervening agents. 

9.5.2 Non-state actors vs a religious community and marginalised communities 

To foil the resistance process of the victim community, discussed in case study 3, the non-

state actor recruited private armies – demobilised agency. When the recruited private army 

attempted to grab the contested land forcefully, direct action was employed to resist the 

demobilisation process. The direct action caused conflicts between the private army and the 

victim community, as the private army charged the victim community to grab the contested 

lands. Since this demobilisation was an ineffective measure, the local media agencies were 

being tried to control – offering illegal transaction to the local journalists – so that they 
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refrained from publishing the contentious news regarding the contention. Furthermore, an 

attempt to organise press conference by the private company was foiled. The rigid repertoire 

of actions defeated the mechanism of demobilisation process. 

Case study 4 documented a variety of demobilisation processes that were designed to 

deactivate the resistance process of the victim communities. Though the private actor was a 

political elite, the influential members of local power structure, corrupt government officials, 

and the political leaders of the ruling party were deployed to demobilise the resistance 

process. When the contention triggered not only did powerful actor mobilise the state 

agencies but also implicated the victim members in false cases – albeit using corrupt 

transactions with the relevant stakeholders. In addition to the devices, local journalists were 

managed – through illegal transactions or bribery or corrupt mechanisms – to control the 

contention. Like the government actors, the private company used a similar process of 

demobilisation process. Tilly (1978: 100) argues that ‘standard repressive measures such as 

suspending newspapers, drafting strikes, forbidding assemblies, and arresting leaders 

illustrate the antimobilisation avenue’. While governments used repressive mechanisms to 

capture state power or reduce the threats of regimes, the private company abused state 

agencies and the local power structure to make claims on the lands of the marginalised 

communities. This process reflects the poor governance that facilitates the demobilisation 

process. Therefore, the powerful crime – abusing powerful networks of the state agencies 

and local power structure – reinforced the demobilisation process of the private company. 

According to Tilly (1978), governments have specialised forces to demobilise the resistance 

forces, but this case study demonstrates that non-government agency employed distinct 

mechanisms to respond to the resistance process. 

9.5.3 Synopsis: The selected case studies have established: ‘Demobilisation process is 

aninherent feature of contentious politics.’ According to Lichbach and Zuckerman (2009: 

276), ‘demobilisation is a process that is sure to follow in the wake of all waves of protest, 

revolutions, and strike. At a minimum, it appears to contain three main mechanisms: co-

optation, defection and repression’. Both state and non-states actors used anti-mobilised 

agencies, namely police, private armies, political leaders, and local elites to make claims on 

the claimant groups. While the sate actors deployed law enforcement agencies – as a unit of 

demobilised agency – to deactivate the resistance process, the non-state actors used private 

armies. In addition, dembolisation process causes violence: ’violence, furthermore, is rarely 

a solo performance. It usually grows out of an interaction of opponents’ (Tilly, 1978: 175). In 

order to deactivate the resistance process, the powerful actors use violence. For example, 

the resistance processes to land grabs were unsuccessful because of mounting violence 

created by powerful actors. The case studies 2 and 4 demonstrated the mechanisms of 
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demobilisation that used to make claims on less powerful groups. By using violence, the 

powerful actors lodged criminal lawsuits against the claimant groups, which were discussed 

in the case study 2 and 4. Demobilisation process produces ‘downgrade scale shift’, which 

refers to ‘when a generalised practice is adopted at a lower level’ (Tarrow, 2005: 121). On 

the other hand, contentious performances, discussed in the case studies 1 and 3, put 

pressures on powerful actors. This process deferred the powerful actors to execute further 

demobilisation processes. However, the effective repertoire of contention can diminish the 

intensity of demobilisation process.  

9.6 Section Five: Allied Actors in Resistance Processes 

This section articulates the coordinated actors who were involved in resisting the powerful 

actors. As Tilly and Tarrow (2007: 94) postulate, ‘splits in the elite create opportunity for 

contention’. In order to create opportunities in the land contentions, the victim communities 

attempted to involve the elites and political parties, so that strong resistance platforms could 

be framed. Not only do the challengers perform the repertoire of actions against the 

powerfulactors but also attempt to attract the elites of social power structures in order to 

make claims on the counterclaimantgroups.  

9.6.1 State-actors and marginalised communities 

When the land contention triggered between the state actors and tea labourer community 

(described in the case study 1), different coordinated actors were involved in the repertoires 

of action that enabled the victim community to resist the powerful actors. The resistance 

committee, namely ‘Land Protection Committee’ made an endeavor to expand the resistance 

platform by forging alliances with diverse social actors. Accordingly, the coordinated actors – 

the tea plantation workers of 23 tea gardens, Socialist Party of Bangladesh, Communist 

Party of Bangladesh, Workers Party of Bangladesh, Civil Society Organisations, and cultural 

organisations – were instrumental in resisting the powerful actor. These organisations 

assisted the victim community not only to design the repertoire of contention but also to 

organise contentious performances. Therefore, not only did the organisations played active 

roles in the contention, but cultural organisations and human rights activists also 

systematised the repertoires of action and innovated in the inherited repertoires, using folk 

music, art exhibition, staging drama, and reciting poem. The allies created an instance for 

upward scale shift, as Tilly and Tarrow (2007: 95) argue: 

Upward scale shift is one of the most significant processes in contentious politics. It moves 
contention beyond its local origins, touches on the interests and values of new actors, involves 
a shift of venue to sites where contention may be more or less successful, can threaten other 
actors or entire regime. 
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The coordinated actors brought the contention onto the national-level, though the episode 

began in a remote region of Bangladesh. When these allied actors organised campaigns 

along with the victim community, the contention became a national issue. Therefore, this 

process created opportunities for the claim maker.   

Case study 2 demonstrated the deployment of inadequate alliances in the land contention 

that emerged and re-emerged in the two different regimes. At the beginning of the claim-

making process, during the Pakistani colonial period, the victim community could not forge 

alliances with different social actors, as the victim community belonged to marginal social 

identity: indigenous community. In contrast to the claim-making process, the making-reclaim 

phase – that triggered during the post-colonial regime – pointed out the dynamic roles of 

allied actors – especially CSOs. According to Kunnemann and Suarez (2014: 131), “applying 

the right to land as a human right supports the already significant grassroots mobilisation of 

the myriad of rural and urban groups defending their lands or demanding access to land”. 

When the resistance platform, Shahebgong Bhumi Uddar Committee, came into existence in 

the claim-making process, only three specialised civil society organisations, namely 

Association for Land Reform and Development, Jatiya Adivasi Parishad and Kapaeeng were 

involved. To open up opportunities in the contention, these organisations actively involved in 

framing the repertoire of actions: collecting government records, organising press 

conferences and demonstrations. Despite performing diverse repertoires of actions, these 

allied actors failed to turn the issue into an upward scale shift. As the claim maker made 

inadequate alliances, the state agencies used repressive mechanisms – coercive attacks the 

victim communities – to reject the claims of the victim community. Additionally, the violent 

acts of the state agencies turned the issue into national-level; it drew attentions to the 

diverse actors of the nation who involved in the contention as coordinated actors of the 

victim community. While the resistance trajectories to land-grab resulted in the failed 

resistance outcome, several civil society organisations (CSOs): ‘Land Reform and 

Development’, ‘Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust’, and ‘Ain o Salish Kendra’ 

appeared as allied actors; this alliance renewed the process of making-reclaim: lodging 

cases with the court against the powerful actors of the state, and performing repertoires of 

contentions sporadically. With the extensive support of CSOs, a variety of repertoire of 

actions were being organised intermittently with the intent of making the episode as a 

successful resistance process to the land-grab. 

9.6.2 Non-state actors vs a religious community and marginalised communities 

In case study 2, the presence of civil society organisations, news agencies, religious 

organisations, and political parties – including the ruling and opposition – reinforced the 



169 
 

claim-making process of the victim community. When the claim maker forged alliances with 

the coordinated actors, an array of performances evolved around the contentions, with the 

extensive support of the alliances. The strong coordination at a higher level than its initiation 

was created through the endeavour of the alliance. To create pressure on the powerful 

actors, the local leaders of the religious community mobilised the coordinated actors, who 

performed diverse repertoires of action. Additionally, the experienced actors among the 

participating organisations assisted the victim community how to frame repertoires of action 

against the powerful actors. When the actors actively involved in designing repertoires of 

contention successfully, the local political leaders – ruling and opposition – endorsed the 

support to the victim community. Therefore, the presence of allies within and outside 

powerful actors helped to create a political opportunity structure for the claim maker.      

In contrast to case study 3, the victim communities in case study 4 failed to forge alliances 

with different social actors. Although a few local leaders of the claim makers attempted to 

create networks with diverse actors – including journalists and civil society organisations – 

an endeavour to establish a solidarity platform in resisting the powerful actor was 

unsuccessful attempts. As Tilly and Tarrow (2007: 90) mention that ‘many social actors face 

cultural, economic, and social impediments to engaging in public politics.’ The identity of the 

claim-making group was not only politically marginalised but also socio-economically 

disadvantaged in the local social structure; the marginalised identity, indigenous 

communities, prevented the victim communities from proceeding with the claim-making 

process. However, to raise voice against the powerful company, a few social actors – 

journalists, civil society organisations, and a political party of indigenous community – came 

forward to advance with the claim-making process of the victim community. With the 

extended support of the allied actors, sporadically the repertoire of action was systematised 

– albeit referring to the performances as weak repertoire. To respond to the threats of the 

powerful actor, the inconsistent performances of allied actors were remarkable in the 

incident.  

9.6.3 Synopsis: Networking with diverse social actors creates opportunities in drawing 

strong80 and rigid repertoire81 in the contention. For example, the case studies 1 and 3 

demonstrate how the victim communities forged alliances with not only civil society 

organisations but also political parties. These political parties also helped them in drawing 

contentious performances, which reinforced the claim-making process. On the other hand, 

only a few civil society organisations endorsed supports to the victim community, which is 

described in the case study 2. Also, there was an absence of vibrant allied actors, who 

                                                
80 Participants use both innovative and known contentious performance. 
81 Participants repeat same techniques or contentions or contentious performances routinely or rigidly.  
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supported the claim-making process of the victim communities that described in the case 

study 4. According to Tarrow (1998: 10), ‘when their actions are based on dense social 

networks and connective structures and draw on consensual and action-oriented cultural 

frames, they can sustain these actions in conflict with powerful opponents.’ To open up 

opportunities in the resistance process, the dense networks and connective structures of the 

claim-makers are paramount.       

9.7 Section Six: Uncoordinated Actors in the Land Contentions 

When the land contentions emerged in localities, the powerful actors used coordinated 

destruction approaches to reject the claim-making processes of the victim communities. 

According to Tilly (2003: 103), ‘coordinated destruction refers to those varieties of collective 

violence in which persons or organisations specialised in the deployment of coercive means 

undertake programmes of actions that damage persons and/or objects’. Therefore, the 

section highlights the coordinated destruction mechanisms that were deployed to control 

land contentions. 

9.7.1 State actors vs the marginalised communities 

To grab the lands of the tea labourer community (discussed in the case study 1), state actors 

deployed coordinated destructive approaches, including local administrations, law 

enforcement agencies, and the political leaders of the ruling party. According to Borras Jr 

and Franco (2013: 1730), ‘poor people-versus-the state is much more common in cases 

involving actual or potential expulsion of people from their land, or terms of relocation and 

resettlement arrangements’. While local administrations and law enforcement agencies were 

specialised in the deployment of coercive means, the local political leaders mobilised local 

Bengali – the mainstream ethnic community – as a coordinated group. Motivated by the 

political leaders, Bengali attempted to grab the lands along with the law enforcement 

agencies. As the political leaders were experienced how to design collect violence, the 

counter group against the claim maker was involved in the contention. Therefore, the 

specialised knowledge is required to create collective violence in the particular social 

circumstance. 

In the case study 2, the state successfully deployed collective violence against the victim 

community not only in the Pakistani colonial period but also the post-colonial regime. To 

deactivate the claim-making process of the victim community, the coordinated destruction 

mechanisms included Police, Rapid Action Battalion, and Border Guards of Bangladesh. 

While the state agencies produced high levels of damage during the claim-making process, 

the political leaders of the ruling party along with local administrators designed and 

coordinated the destructive mechanisms. Together, they ignited the collective violence: ‘it 
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(coordinated destruction) results from combined activation of boundaries, stories, and 

relations, on one side, and incorporation of multiple social actors and sites, on the other’ 

(Tilly, 2003: 103).  

9.7.2 Non-state actors vs a religious community and marginalised communities 

Like the state actors, the non-state actors deployed coordinated destruction approaches to 

grab the lands of victim communities. In this episode (the case study 3), the local political 

leaders led the coordinated destruction mechanisms in order to evict the victim communities 

from the contested lands. When the powerful actors attempted to grab the contested lands, 

the political leaders were employed in the contention as coordinated actors, recruited the 

local private army – the unemployed followers of the political parties – who designed 

destructive mechanisms. Like the state agencies, the private army produced collective 

violence in order to grab the lands. As the private company was unable to involve the state 

agencies, an alternative coordinated destruction approach was designed: violating the legal 

jurisdiction of the country. The coordinated destruction mechanisms, therefore, dwell beyond 

the formal organisations of the state that can damage the individual’s interests. 

Case study 4 demonstrated the varieties of coordinated destruction approaches that were 

employed to grab the lands of the claim makers. As the private actor was a political elite in 

the country, not only private army but also state agencies were mobilised to create collective 

violence. In addition to the process, local journalists were controlled through power and 

money. Together, local government agencies and local power structure were captured to 

control the contentions, though these actors acted as coercive organisations. Although the 

private company was non-state agency, it raises question: how did the powerful actor 

produce collective violence against the victim communities? The concept of opportunism can 

be employed to understand the coordinated destruction approach: ‘opportunism, therefore, 

includes most instances of kidnapping and hostage taking, piracy, enslavement, and gang 

rapes’ (Tilly, 2003: 131). In the land contention, the powerful actor intimidated the victim 

communities by using opportunism concept: threatened to kidnap the individual victims of 

land grabbing and implicated the victim members in false cases. 

9.7.3 Synopsis: The selected cases identified the potential destructive coordinators or 

specialised agencies that acted as destructive agencies, who made attempts to deactivate 

the resistance processes. The destructive coordinators include local politicians of the ruling 

party, local government administrators, law enforcement agencies, and private armies. Tilly 

(2003: 105) postulates, ‘coordinated destruction occurs when well-organised incumbents 

strike down resistance to their demands, when incumbents use force of arms to extend their 

jurisdictions, and when excluded parties organise on a sufficient scale to challenge 
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incumbents’ own armed force’. Therefore, the involvement of the allied actors of claimant 

groups candelimit the destructive mechanisms of the powerful actors. 

9.8 Final Words: Successful and Unsuccessful Resistances to Land-Grabs 

The cardinal attempt of this research study is to investigate successful and unsuccessful 

resistance to land-grabs, focusing on the granular networks and transactions that mark land 

contentions by using contentious politics. While contentious politics focuses on macro 

political-economic processes underpinning diverse contentions, the granular-level land 

contentions are explored employing contentious politics. In order to understand the 

resistance trajectories to land-grabs, four case studies – two successful and two 

unsuccessful resistances to land-grabs – were selected following the selection procedures of 

the case study literature.More specifically, this research design generates new knowledge 

under what circumstances the resistance process to land grabbing is either successful or 

unsuccessful, which is said to be the original contribution of the research.The state actors 

made claims on the marginalised communities, while the non-state actors and the 

marginalised communities were involved in making claims on each other. To keep that in 

mind, the study advances with the claim-making process by adopting Tilly’s scholarly 

contribution: contentious politics. To understand the resistance processes to land grabs, the 

study demonstrates the relevance of contentious politics: how did the disadvantaged 

communities resist the powerful actors by employing a variety of repertoires of actions in the 

micro-social process? 

While Tilly identified four types of repertoires82 in contentious politics, focusing on the macro 

socio-political process, this study explained the repertoires focusing on the micro socio-

political process. More specifically, the study demonstrates how rigid and strong repertoires 

of actions can be framed. For example, in order to design repertoires of actions, the 

resistance movement committees were formed. To build rigid and strong repertoires of 

actions, these committee played significant roles. Also, the study identified why the claim 

makers could not frame strong or rigid repertoires of actions that required to defeat the 

powerful actors in the claim-making process. Although the repertoire of actions is culturally-

oriented symbols, designing the effective repertoires of actions is challenging – focusing on 

specific contexts. Therefore, the designers of the repertoires of actions require not only 

specialised knowledge on the backdrops of claim-maker groups but also experience dealing 

with the repertoire of actions in order to successfully proceed with the claim-making process. 

On the other hand, innovation in the repertoire of actions depends on the ideas of 

                                                
82 1) No repertoires (simply express the motions of the moment that does not affect the next); 2) weak repertoire 
(limited social interactions); 3) strong repertoire (participants use both innovative and known contentious 
performance); and 4) rigid repertoire (participants repeat same techniques or contentions or contentious 
performances routinely or rigidly). 
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contemporary social systems and repressive tools of powerful actors. When the powerful 

actors use violence to reject the claim-making process of marginalised communities, 

innovative repertoires of actions need to be framed in relation to defeating the oppressive 

mechanisms of the powerful actors. This process involves culturally approved ideas and 

concepts that can attract wider communities of a nation-state. 

To build a successful resistance process, the contenders require not only strong or rigid 

repertoire of actions but also intense social networks. Social networking means a set of 

relationships, which aims to describe or draw relations among individuals, groups, or other 

objects (Kadushin, 2012). It represents a variety of social interactions, social ties, 

communications, and the symbolic artefacts of cultures, which shape and reshape the 

identity of challengers in the process of making claims or negotiations in contentious politics 

(Tarrow and Tilly, 2007). A successful claim-making process advances with the combination 

of the symbolic artefacts of cultures and networking systems with diverse social actors. The 

strategic mechanisms of social networking with the elites in social structures enable the 

challengers to resist the powerful actors in incidents. On the other hand, the failure to 

systematise resistance framing structure, mobilisation process, collective action, and 

networking with diverse social actors resulted in the unsuccessful resistances to land-grabs. 

In these ways, the thesis confirms that successful resistance process consists of multiple 

social factors: not only strong, rigid, and innovative repertoires of action but also intense 

social networking with relevant social actors, as the resistance prevails unequivocally at the 

premises of macro and micro social process. Finally, the resistance process revolves around 

social structures, but the outcomes of resistance trajectories – either successful or 

unsuccessful – depend on the level of interactions among groups who are involved in 

contentions. 
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Appendix 1 
 
University of Ulster  RG1c 
Research Governance 
 
Risk Assessment Record 
Faculty/School/Research Institute 
School of Applied Social and Policy Sciences 

 
Name of Chief Investigator 
Professor Kristian Lasslett 

Room No/Campus 
Room 17G11, Jordanstown 

 
Project Title 
The process of land grabbing: the voice of marginalised communities in Bangladesh 

 
Hazard(s) – Please identify and describe 
 
According to the instructions in the Risk Assessment Record form, a risk assessment has been conducted. The 
inherent risk seems to be at a low level, however, the study has considered the following precautions.    
How will the researcher conduct fieldwork? What are the challenges for the researcher to conduct fieldwork? If 
any problems emerge during the course of fieldwork, how will the researcher minimise the challenge? Is the 
researcher at risk of being harassed by those who may oppose the study onto the land grabbing? These 
questions are discussed systematically throughout the Risk Assessment Record form. 
 

- Safety and security of the Researcher: 

 
The fieldwork will be conducted in four different geographical landscapes: the Char land, the Barisal urban area, 
the North Bengal region and the Chittagong Hill Tracts area in Bangladesh, focusing on the selected 
marginalised communities – religious minority, indigenous, mixed indigenous and non-indigenous communities 
who are also economically marginalised. Although these locations have a congenial atmosphere - the absence of 
political violence and conflict, the local political situations will be analysed judiciously during the data collection 
period. The researcher has previous field experience of the marginalised communities in Bangladesh; this prior 
knowledge will enable the researcher to identify participants and gatekeepers of the study areas. The risky and 
sensitive issues of the study areas, moreover, will be dealt with by using previous fieldwork experience – worked 
as a researcher with NGOs in Bangladesh.  

 
- Potential harm to participants: 

 
A few participants may have experienced the adverse impacts of land grabbing when they resisted to the land 
grabbers including forced displacement. Accordingly, there is a risk that participants may suffer some emotional 
distress when conducting interviews. In addition to the state of emotional and psychological distress, another 
aspect needs to be considered that some participants might feel uneasy to give interviews in public because they 
might depend on local networks – perhaps land grabbers or collaborators of land grabbers who may offer day 
labourer jobs to them – to generate income. 

 
- Revelation of illegal activity 

 
When discussing the process of land acquisition and associated contention there is a risk that individuals may 
disclose information on illegal activity, such as land fraud or vandalism. 
 
Who is exposed to the hazard? (e.g. University staff/students/other research subjects) 
University PhD researcher + research subjects. 

 
Inherent Risk (i.e. the risk present before any precautions are put in place) – Please refer to the table overleaf to 
assess the risk and then record it below 
 
None   

 
Low   

 
Medium   

 
High   

 
Very High   
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Controlling the Inherent Risk  
For inherent risk in the medium to very high range, please describe the precautions to be put in place: 
 

- Safety and Security of the Researcher: 
 
When I worked as a researcher with the NGOs in Bangladesh, as part of my job responsibilities was to visit 
various places, including the proposed study areas in order to conduct the fieldwork for different socio-
economic research and social development projects. This allowed me to develop personal acquaintances with 
the local people of these areas. I primarily, moreover, conducted community-based research focusing on 
crime, security, justice, power structure, and poverty issues of indigenous and non-indigenous communities: 
Santal, Garo, Chakma, Marma, Tripura as well as economically marginalised and religious minorities in 
Bangladesh. Not only did I conduct field research in these communities, but I also published a few scholarly 
articles and research papers both at home and abroad dealing with these issues. I have, therefore, acquired 
professional training and empirical knowledge to conduct fieldwork underpinning challenging issues like “land 
grabbing” in Bangladesh, in addition to academic background in anthropology: having empirical knowledge in 
conducting ethnographic studies in Bangladesh.    
 
Nevertheless, I shall communicate with a range of potential gatekeepers: human rights activists, journalists, 
researchers, academics, political leaders, customary leaders, and indigenous leaders, who involved in the 
trajectories of resistance to the selected episodes of land grabs of this study. So as to have access to the local 
communities, these potential gatekeepers are capable of providing guidelines relating to socio-political issues 
of particular locality which are required to avoid the possibilities of unforeseen situations during the fieldwork. 
Additionally, this knowledge will be used to screen out people who may have been subject to any form of 
serious violence. While it is inevitable when researching forced displacement that participants will have faced 
moderate violence, such as threats from the police, and potentially assault, in order to avoid the risk of 
emotional distress, anyone who has faced serious violence will be excluded. Local gatekeepers – NGOs, the 
customary leaders of victim communities - will be employed to help screen out potentially risky participants. 
 
As the study needs to understand the strategies and processes that were used by land grabbers to capture 
the land, the term ‘land acquisition’ instead of ‘land grabbing’ will be employed during the interview sessions. 
The land grabbing literature, too, uses the term ‘land acquisition’ to convey the meaning of ‘land grabbing’. 
According to Margulis et.al. (2014), the phenomenon of ‘acquisition’ has become an official term which has 
been legitimised and popularised by the World Bank, (inter)governmental institutions, the International Land 
Coalition (ILC), international financial institutions (World Bank, IFAD), intergovernmental institutions (e.g. 
FAO), aid donors, and some NGOs (e.g. Oxfam). Accordingly, ‘land acquisitions’ occur extensively around the 
world: Africa, Asia, Latin America, Central and Eastern Europe, and the former Soviet Union (Kugelman, 
2013). As land grabbing literature has given a special emphasis on the concept of ‘land acquisition’ in order to 
convey the meaning of land grabbing, during the course of fieldwork, I will use the term – land acquisition - 
when powerful actors or land grabbers are interviewed. Additionally, to describe conflict, I will employ the term 
land contention. However, when accessing state and corporate officials, all interviews will be conducted in 
their offices during business hours, or in a public space, such as a café. 
 
All places of the selected areas for this study, however, can easily be accessed and the local NGOs: 
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committe (BRAC), Thengamara Mohila Sabuj Sangha (TMSS), Christian 
Commission for Development in Bangladesh and Association for social development (ASA) provide safe 
accommodation in these places. During the fieldwork, the researcher will stay in the premises of these NGOs, 
so that collected data and research equipment can be stored in safe and locked places. 
Supervisors will be regularly updated on the progress of fieldwork and data collection; the field debriefing will 
take place through skype or telephone – perhaps once in a week, in addition to regular correspondence 
through email. Since the principal investigator is a renowned scholar in this field contributing considerable 
knowledge to this domain, the researcher will continuously discuss with him the safety and security of the 
study areas. However, in order to minimise sensitive areas or issues, local knowledge will be applied, as I am 
familiar with the cultural values and norms - the ways in which culture operates in and shapes society - of the 
study areas.  
 

- Potential harm to participants 
 
To lower the risk of harm to participants, I will work closely with different stakeholders – the officials of different 
NGOs who are working on human rights and justice issues in Bangladesh, customary institutions, customary 
leaders, respected elders, and local leaders of selected communities – to identify sensitive issues and develop 
culturally appropriate mechanisms for addressing them properly. While the study will be conducted in four 
different places for fieldwork, focusing on four distinct marginalised communities, the researcher is familiar 
with linguistic patterns, regional dialects, social and cultural backgrounds and customary institutions of these 
communities.  
 
The participants will be recruited on a voluntary basis. The researcher will explain the methodology, aim and 
purposes of the study before starting interviews, so that they will feel at ease while participating in this 
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research. Prior to the commencement, a participant information sheet written in Bangla will be distributed 
among the interviewees. Furthermore, if the participants are illiterate, an oral explanation will also be given. 
Accordingly, those taking part in the study will be required to read, listen, and sign an informed consent form 
before conducting interviews. The interviews will be administered after getting formal consents of the 
interviewees. Both written and verbal consents will be considered depending upon the literacy status of 
participants or depending on preference.  
 
As noted above, gatekeepers – NGOs, journalists and community leaders - will be used in an effort to screen 
out any participant who may have endured serious violence, as a result of their resistance to displacement. 
However, in the interview, if any participant demonstrates emotional distress, a break will be taken. The 
participant will be asked if they wish to resume, or end the interview. If they elect to resume, and again 
demonstrate signs of emotional distress, the interview will be concluded.  
 
The participants of victim communities will be selected using the following criteria: First, the designated 
leaders of victim communities, who have been involved in mobilising activism or legal advocacy, will be 
considered for interviews; they are well-known figures among different stakeholders, including victim 
communities, civil society organisations, NGOs and media. Second, community members who have spoken 
for the community to media, worked as liaisons with NGOs, led on activist campaigns, led on legal campaigns, 
acted as plaintiffs and witnesses for court cases or who have been clearly identified as community leaders by 
local NGOs and media. Finally, the customary leaders of victim communities, who have performed as activists 
during land contentions and have developed capacities for engaging with different stakeholder groups 
including NGOS and media, will be considered as potential participants; they seem to be resource persons of 
individual victim communities. Based on inclusion criteria, they are not especially vulnerable, albeit the existing 
protocol would be adequate to protect their rights and interests. Additionally, there is much less risk they are 
suffering from trauma or other cognate experiences, which could be exacerbated by an interview. 
 
The interviews will be held at the preferred places or locations and at convenient time for the research 
participants. For example, if the participants feel safe to give interviews in the premises of the NGOs – where 
the research will stay during the fieldwork, the researcher, of course, will arrange interview sessions on these 
premises. Therefore, all interviews with participants will be conducted discretely at a local NGO office. 
Participants will be informed of their rights to remain anonymous. Additionally, the steps to protect their data 
will be outlined.    
 
It is planned that the researcher will spend a few days in each study area/site before conducting field study. 
Presently, there is no political violence and conflict in the study areas, but local political situations should be 
analysed judiciously throughout the data collection period. Conflicting issues will be dealt with by involving 
potential gatekeepers in the study areas. Prior to interview sessions, moreover, the social and political issues 
of each study area will be analysed carefully. 
 
The individuals’ identity will be kept confidential and anonymous. Those who take part in the study will be 
informed of their rights as participants and they will have the right to determine their own participation in the 
research; they will have the authority to refuse involvement at any stage of the interviews or discussions. At all 
times, moreover, the privacy of individuals will be preserved and respected. Regardless of whether the 
participants wish to remain anonymous or not, they will be advised of their rights to remove their interviews 
from the document at any time. The researcher, however, will not disclose participants’ name and personal 
information among others who will be recruited on a voluntary basis. 
 
As earlier indicated the study has selected four distinct communities; they represent the richness of cultural 
diversity of the country. As each community has distinct cultural legacies, during the fieldwork, the cultural 
sensitivity will be acknowledged and valued. Prior to the fieldwork, moreover, the customary institutions of 
individual communities will be approached, and the purpose and methodology of the study will be explained to 
them; this process may help facilitate to obtain the access to fieldwork. Additionally, approaching in advance to 
the elder members of selected communities who could help the researcher in introducing/identifying the 
participants of the study areas. At all times, the privacy of individual communities, moreover, will be preserved 
and respected. 
 
During the interview process it is possible that participants will disclose illegal activity. Participants will be 
advised in the information sheet that the researcher is under a responsibility to report illegal activity relating to 
children, terrorism and money laundering. Any other criminal activity can be kept confidential.  
Will these precautions eliminate, significantly reduce or otherwise reduce the inherent risk?  Please comment: 
As the study has already considered a variety of precautions that are described above paragraphs, the risks to 
participants, researchers and third parties are significantly reduced.   
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Residual Risk 
 

    

Please refer to the table overleaf to assess the remaining risk and then record it below  
 

None   Low   Medium   High   Very High   

Please note that if the residual risk is not in the none/low range, you might need to take further steps to address 
the risk or consider redesigning your research proposal 

 
I confirm that an appropriate risk assessment has been conducted 
Signature…………………………………                                                      Date……………………… 
(Chief Investigator) 

 
Please use the table below to assess the inherent risk and then the residual risk.  For example, where the 
potential harm is assessed to be minor (e.g. slight physical discomfort or pain, temporary emotional upset or 
similar) and the probability is assessed to be likely, then the risk is deemed to be in the medium range. 
 
It is expected that research being conducted by staff or students of the University will fall within the None to 
Medium range of risk.  Studies that are likely to fall within the High to Very High range of risk are unlikely to be 
permitted to proceed. 
 POTENTIAL HARM 
PROBABILITY NONE INSIGNIFICANT MINOR MODERATE MAJOR 
UNLIKELY None Low Low Medium High 
POSSIBLE None Low Medium High Very High 
LIKELY None Low Medium High Very High 
ALMOST CERTAIN None Low High Very High Very High 
 
POTENTIAL HARM 
INSIGNIFICANT – reflective of trivial, routine or commonplace day-to-day levels of harm 
 
MINOR – unexpected event requiring minor remedial action e.g. first aid attention sufficient to treat minor 
injury, interview suspended due to temporary upset of participant 
 
MODERATE – e.g. results in time of work, broken bones, hospitalization, reversible disablement, serious 
emotional upset or psychological reaction, threat of violence to researcher, potential legal challenge to the 
researcher or the University 
 
MAJOR – e.g. loss of limb, loss of sight in one or more eyes, permanent disablement, death, irreversible 
psychological harm, violence against researcher 
 
 
 
PROBABILITY 
 
UNLIKELY – probably will never happen 
 
POSSIBLE – might happen but would be an unusual occurrence  
 
LIKELY – expected to happen sometimes 
 
ALMOST CERTAIN – expected to happen frequently 
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