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Mir Singh and Netar Kaur, parents of Charan Singh, 1950



Early Life

Charan Singh was born 23 December 1902 “in an ordinary peasant
farmers home under a thatched roof supported by kachcha mud walls,
with a kachcha well ... for drinking water and irrigation”.' This infant
born into poverty in a landless farmers mud hut in Noorpur
village in Meerut district of the United Provinces (Uttar Pradesh)
was to rise to become the most prominent voice of the village in

independent India.

Charan Singh was the eldest of five children of Mir Singh and
Netra Kaur, a bataidar (sharecropper) tenant - from 1898 to 1903
- of the zamindar (landlord) on a 5-acre farm in the principality of
Kuchesar." Mir Singh was forced to move from Noorpur as his
farm was re-possessed by the landlord, and the family settled in
Bhoop Garhi (till 1922) and subsequently in Bhadaula village,
both in Meerut district, where he purchased land in increments

over the years with the help of his brothers who had served in the



British Army. Mir Singh belonged to a locally dominant peasant
community of the cultivating middle castes known for their
industriousness and expert skill in the methods of farming,
though he started off a landless peasant. This unusual
circumstance of Charan Singh'’s early life left an indelible mark on
his mind, and established a lifelong sympathy for the

smallholding, self-cultivating peasant family.

Charan Singh walked daily to attend the primary school in nearby
Jani Khurd village, 3 kilometers away, where he was identified as
a bright and thoughtful student. His father Mir Singh was an
unlettered man of few words, with a peasant’s grounded morality
that emerges from a lifetime of an unequal struggle with nature.
One evening, after seeing the working of a compass that the
excited young Charan Singh had brought from school, he
inquired where his son had got it. On being told it was a gift from
a classmate weak in arithmetic who he had allowed to copy his
solution and thereby pass a test, Mir Singh expressed his strong
disapproval “allowing others to copy at the back of the teacher
was wrong, and accepting any gift in return of this wrongful act
was even worse — it was sinful. One should always employ honest
means to gain anything in life”. The contrite young Charan Singh
returned the compass to his friend the very next day, and took his
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fathers message to heart as a core value for the rest of his life.

Mir Singh did not have the money to enable Charan Singh
continue his education beyond the village school. His eldest

brother Lakhpat Singh, especially fond of his promising nephew,



now undertook the responsibility of educating him. Charan Singh
did not let them down: he moved to Meerut city to complete his
Matriculation and Intermediate in first class from the
Government High School in 1921, went on to Agra College,
Agra, where he graduated Bachelor of Science in 1923, acquired a
Masters of Arts in History (British, European and Indian) in 1925,
and finally qualified in Law (LLB) in 1927 from Meerut College,
Meerut (then a part of Agra University). He gained a deep
understanding of European and Indian history, as well as the
structure of the civil law of British India as it impacted the lives of
common people in the villages. In addition he acquired a
command over English, which he would put to good use in his

scores of publications over the years.

Charan Singh’s higher education in Agra was rare for a youth
from a rural and backward cultivating caste in the United
Provinces in a period when overall adult literacy was only 3.1%",
and where the traditional higher castes - Brahman, Rajput, Bania
and Kayastha — were urban-born and formed an overwhelming

majority of this miniscule number of literates.



Charan Singh, 1940



Early Influences

In the 1920s, when Charan Singh was a youth in the village, the rural
environment was one of extreme poverty, debt and unemployment as
the lot of what he later in life came to call the ‘agriculturalist the self-
cultivating peasantry, and the landless. Charan Singh’s heart was
forever imprinted with scenes of village life where deprivation and
injustice stalked the land, and his mind was imbued with the value of
hard work that enabled his family survive and emerge from poverty.
Charan Singh cherished throughout his life his upbringing in a
peasant’s family and the values he associated with it, namely, a loving
family life, incessant hard work, independence, and uncompromising
honesty. This provided the fertile bed for his intellectual practice and
political views. His intimate knowledge of privation of a tenant-
peasant led him to roundly condemn the Zamindari system patronised
by the British colonists that had kept peasants dependent on landlords,
and he ‘ultimately played the principal role in its abolition in the state
of Uttar Pradesh’.”



The Arya Samaj and its founder Swami Dayanand influenced
Charan Singh early in life. “There was no yielding in his character
no expediency or sycophancy or compromises -- in life and with
his beliefs. In fact Swamiji himself was fond of repeating the
parable about an assembly of a thousand faiths. A king searching
for the true religion asks each preacher representing his faith at
the assembly what their religion consists of. He gets a thousand
contradictory replies and decides none is worthy because there
are 999 witnesses to the falsehood of each. A real sage then asked
the king to find out the basic points on which they all agreed.
These were truth, knowledge and a moral life. That, said the sage,
is the only true religion.” Charan Singh went on to name his three

eldest children Satya, Ved and Gyan.

Further, Charan Singh went on, “...prominent among Swamiji’s
many-faceted achievements was his gift of a cultural and
organisational basis to our nationalist aspirations....He bitterly
denounced the caste system with its countless taboos and
privileges and exposed its malpractices in private and public life.
By acknowledging merit alone as the criteria of superiority
(Brahmin-hood) and not birth, he sought to solve the problem of
social inequality which had been the cause of our repeated

ii

political subjugations.” Charan Singh came to believe in his
youth in the establishment of a caste-free community in which
social and material progress would be based solely on individual
effort and merit, a belief in education for all specially girls, an
absence of religious rituals, exploiting priests and idol worship,

viii

and the permanent destruction of caste divisions.
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His desire for social and political change thus intermingled since
he was but 15:* Dayanand influenced his social and religious
thinking, and Gandhi his political and economic views.*
Maithilisharan Gupt, the 20" century nationalist Hindi poet and
his book Bharat Bharti, and Kabir (the 15" century mystic poet
writing in vernacular Hindi against meaningless rituals of all
religions) were some other influences on the young Charan
Singh. He was to use Kabir’s verse to good effect during the
freedom movement, and remembered many of these verses well

into his later years.”

By far the most significant and long lasting impact on Charan Singh’s
intellect and his economic worldview was the teachings of Mohandas
Gandhi. Gandhi’s philosophical teaching and life practices became
increasingly his own from 1919: non-violent political revolution
based on Truth and satyagraha, social change, uplift of the Harijans,
self-sacrifice, self-control, simplicity and khadi (handspun) as a
representation of the craftsman and the village. The manifestations of

Gandhi were consistent throughout Charan Singh’s everyday life.

First, he lived in extreme simplicity as the representative of a poor
people: he wore traditional Khadi kurta-dhoti his whole life, paid no
attention whatsover to the amassing of material wealth, and stood
opposed to ostentation in any manner in private and public life which
he considered one and the same for a political figure.™ Charan Singh
believed that “a poor country like India cannot afford politicians who

preach idealism from the pulpit and practice corruption on the side”.™
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Second, Charan Singh consistently advocated throughout his 60-
year long public life the establishment of a rejuvenated, self-
sufficient rural economy based on small, independent peasant
agriculture and village hand-made or small-scale production with

machines as may be required.

“Mahatma Gandhi said India lived in villages, not in cities. ... In
the circumstances of the country which had such vast manpower
and comparatively little land and other natural resources, he
argued, it could only be cottage industry, which required little or
nominal capital, that could provide the needed employment and
otherwise answer our needs best, not capital-intensive,
mechanized industry based on the Western model of economic
growth which would only add to unemployment and concentrate
wealth in the hands of a few, and thus usher in capitalism with all

its abuses.”

“Most of them [farmers’ sons] can and should take to cottage or
small industries in their village or its neighbourhood as a
subsidiary or alternative occupation which does not require much

capital.”

“.... we committed the mistake of setting our sights too high and,
on attainment of political power, immediately fell for heavy
industry. Gandhi wanted to build the country from the bottom
upwards on the strength of its own resources—with the village or
agriculture and handicrafts as the base and the town or a few

large-scale industries, that we must inevitably have, as the apex.
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We forgot that development of India’s economy or a rise in the
living standard of its vast millions will have to take place within
the framework of its own factor endowment (in other words,
within the limitations set by its low land or natural resources-
man ratio) and of democratic freedoms which prevent

exploitation of its own working force beyond a point.

The present situation can therefore be remedied by a shift of resources
from the metropolitan, industrialized, capital-intensive and
centralized production based on the purchasing power of the upper-
middle classes to agriculture, employment-oriented and decentralized
production which, in Gandhi’s telling words, is “not only for the

masses but also by the masses.”™"

These radical views of a small producer, small consumer economy
came to be articulated over the coming decades in his many well
thought-out books, political manifestoes, legislation and laws, and
hundreds of administrative actions during his periods in political

authority.

13



14

Charan Singh, 1940s

CH. €HARAN SINGH

. pe—
; MEERUT LEADER GETS i
| ONE YEAR'S B.L
JILEE] MEERUT, Ddc. & |
s M3 | Charan Singh, | ML | and
e Bocnetady,  Afecruf- . Drstrict
HSatypgraha Commiiltes, who wag ar- |
Fisldd | on Havenlber 39 fof alfenag |
Satygbraha m|vilkge Teognma, Meerat|
difLrlet wak Eriefl tecay . Ix, the gl
L tenoed bo ong’ Lear's righroeis |

sanment. | He . hos beep— paced
[|Elasa. | B |

| ¥ishou! Saraf  Duliish, | whe|
ﬂl;;. resgorday j*:. Madnna, ||
tried &n thy Jall | Saturday ||
Decombar T, | | | !

Hindustan Times, 7 December 1940



Struggle for Freedom

While a student in Agra College in 1921, inspired by Gandhi’s call
for the upliftment of Harijans, 19-year-old Charan Singh accepted
food from the hands of a Balmiki sweeper of his hostel for which
he was boycotted in his college but he stood his ground.™ This
was his first symbolic action that struck at the root of caste
prejudice, requiring boldness of thought and a desire to oppose
his fellow students engrained prejudices. Later in life, he
employed a Harijan boy as his cook while in Ghaziabad from 1932
to 1939, and then from 1943 to 1946 in Meerut. Subsequently, he
took another Harijan and then a Christian cook in Lucknow from
1973 to 1977 Beyond symbolism, he took multiple political
steps over the course of his long career to ameliorate the
economic conditions of the lowest castes, as documented later in
this life history. He however came to an early conclusion that,
one, significant State resources directed to agriculture would

automatically create prosperity for all rural communities and
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castes, and that, two, true emancipation for the landless and the

lowest castes was to be found in non-farm livelihoods outside

agriculture.

He looked for a suitable livelihood after completing his education in

1927, but refused to accept positions as Principal at the Baraut Jat

School and the Lakhavti Jat Degree College
unless they removed Jat from their name,
which they obviously did not. This was
another manifestation of his passionate
and principled opposition to caste,
questioning this divisive tradition within
the community of his birth.

Charan Singh was a member of the Arya
Samaj in Ghaziabad in the 1930s, and
his work for bringing social change in
caste and ritual-bound Hindu society
inter-mingled with that of the Congress
of which he became a formal member in
1929. He was elected unopposed to the
Meerut District Board in 1930 where he
was Vice President or Vice Chairman
till 1935, and was general Secretary or
President of the Meerut District
Congress Committee from 1940 to
1946. He also commenced practicing
civil law in Ghaziabad city in 1928,
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where he lived till 1939 before moving to Meerut, and founded
the Ghaziabad District Congress Committee in 1929.

His first political activity was organizing and participating in the
Anti Simon Commission protests in 1928. In 1932, he organized
protests in opposition to the Communal Award (separate
electorates for religious communities and the Scheduled Castes),
organized common meals for Harijans and enabled them draw
water from village wells from which they were traditionally

ii

excluded by other castes.™

The British administration imprisoned Charan Singh in April
1930 for six months for his participation in Gandhi'’s call for Salt
Satyagraha by making salt in Loni, Ghaziabad. His second
imprisonment was for 11 months in November 1940 in Bareilly
jail during the Individual Satyagraha movement. His third
imprisonment term, for 13 months, was during the Quit India
movement from October 1942. He soon gave up his intermittent
legal practice for a full-time career dedicated to the freedom of the
nation. During these difficult times, with no source of income and
repeated terms in jail while working for the nationalist cause, his
wife Gayatri Devi (married in 1925) supported him by taking care
of their six children in great privation. Usually, the family moved
to the village when Charan Singh was interred in Jail, and for

some months after.
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Parliamentary Secretaries Lal Bahadur Shastri (5th from left),
Charan Singh (3rd from right). 1946
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A Political Life

First elected to the legislative assembly of the United Provinces in
1937 on the Congress ticket from Meerut district (South-West), he
played an active legislative role there, raising questions on many
subjects that displayed an early concern with the livelihood of the
peasantry in the villages. He introduced the Agricultural Produce
Market Bill in the U. P. Legislative Assembly as a private bill to
safeguard the interests of the producer against the rapacity of food-
grain dealers and traders, called for reservation of 50% of positions in
public sector jobs for the sons and dependents of the cultivators or
agriculturalists to Congress Legislature Party and formulated the Land
Utilization Bill, precursor of the Zamindari Abolition and Land Reform
Bill, calling for the transfer of land ownership to all tenants or actual
tillers of the soil who chose to pay an amount equivalent to 10 times
the annual rental of the land they cultivated. He also took strong
interest in the passage of The United Provinces Agricultural and

Workmen Debt Redemption Bill a measure to provide relief to the
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cultivators that freed several farmers of Uttar Pradesh from the
clutches of moneylenders and debt and helped thousands of farmers in

saving their fields from public auction.

In 1939, and again in 1947, he introduced a resolution before the
executive committee of the U. P. Congress Legislature Party that
proposed 50% reservation in government employment for “sons
or dependents of the actual tillers of the soil so that the peasantry
may have its due share in the administration”. This caste-less
demand for agriculturists in 1939 was the seed that morphed to
ultimately become the caste-based reservation scheme of the
Mandal Commission report on the Other Backward Castes
(OBCs) during the Janata Party regime in 1979-80.

He was elected the second time in 1946 to the U. P. Assembly, with
funds collected only from the public and not from the wealthy classes
- he followed this restrictive model of funding for the rest of his
political life. His deep knowledge of conditions of the village and
agriculture, his passion and indefatigable spirit, his work ethic, and his
knowledge of the law and his academic bent of mind soon made him a
favorite of Govind Ballabh Pant, the premier of the state, who
appointed Charan Singh his parliamentary secretary (junior minister)
in the second Congress government from 1946 to 1950. He became a
member of the All India Congress Committee in 1946, and was

General Secretary of the U.P. Congress Legislature Party till 1954.

In a 1947 note to the Congress Legislature Party in Uttar Pradesh,

seeking 60% reservations for agriculturists (peasants and
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agricultural labourers, both), he virtually declared class war on the
urban and rural landowning elite. 45-year-old Charan Singh
speaks here clearly about his own upbringing, character and
aspirations ‘For, a farmer's son by reason of the surroundings in
which he is brought up, possesses strong nerves, an internal
stability, a robustness of spirit and a capacity for administration,
which the son of a non-agriculturist or a town-dweller has no
opportunity to cultivate or develop......Only those who are
brought up in the swaddling clothes of the cultivator will share
his life or spend the night with him. Only those who are
connected with him by ties of economic interest, by cultural
bonds and psychological affinities will strike the right chord or
turn on the switch that will illumine his life and dispel the

»xviii

darkness that surrounds him today.....

Hindustan Times, 19 February 1937
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Charan Singh as Minister in Uttar Pradesh, 1952
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Political Power

Despite his relatively junior status, Pant appointed him the
principal architect and defender of the Zamindari Abolition & Land
Reforms Bill that was ultimately passed into law in 1952. Charan
Singh considered this — the empowerment of tens of millions of
peasant farmers and landless on over 67 million acres of land in
the state of Uttar Pradesh, along with the peaceful destruction of a
(mostly overwhelmingly) exploitative and parasitic class of

powerful landlords the primary achievement of his political life.

The land on which the landed and the landless (mostly the Scheduled
Castes), had built their homes was made over to millions of
homeowners; the right of the former landlord to ‘resume’ land from
the tenant for self-cultivation was not given in UP (unlike most other
states); and the nascent democratic structure of society was
strengthened by making millions of peasants allies of the State. Later

in life, Charan Singh gave credit to the unwavering political support
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of Pant, his father-figure and mentor, from 1937-1954 as the primary
reason why he was able to achieve what he did related to rural

reconstruction during this ‘golden period’ of his political career.™

From 1951 to 1967, with the exception of a period of nineteen
months in 1959-60, he was a Cabinet minister in every Congress
government in Uttar Pradesh. He gained deep knowledge of a range
of complex issues in state legislation: Justice & Information;
Agriculture, Animal Husbandry and Information; Revenue and
Agriculture; Revenue and Transport; Home and Agriculture;
Agriculture, Animal Husbandry, Fisheries and Forests; Forests and
Local Self-Government. These provided him an unparalleled view of
the many issues and solutions to the vast problems faced by Uttar

Pradesh, India’s most populous state, and later the country.

He publically opposed collective farming in the All India Congress
Committee meeting in Nagpur in January 1959, and his opposition to
Jawaharlal Nehru’s policies was at great personal cost to his political
career as he had to sit out of the Congress Cabinet for 19 months.
Giani Zail Singh, former President of India, wrote “I got an
opportunity to hear Chaudhary Saheb’s inspiring speech at the
Nagpur session. ... Chaudhary Saheb vigorously opposed the
Collective Farming proposal brought by Panditji. I was spell bound by
Chaudhary Saheb’s hour-long fluent speech. Panditji listened carefully
to Chaudhary Saheb’s powerful speech, and even smiled. In the
pandal, there was all round clapping when Panditji moved the
resolution, but after Chaudhary Saheb’s speech it seemed as if the
tables had been turned. Panditji replied to Chaudhary Saheb, and
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though not agreeing with Panditji, we had to support him because
such was the force of his personality then. I know for sure that had I

been in Panditji’s place I would not have been able to argue the case
put forth by Chaudhary Saheb.™

By now, Charan Singh had established himself to be “incorruptible, an
efficient administrator, a man of principle with a track record of policy
achievements, and devoted to the causes of the public specially the
peasantry”.™ The benefit of his sitting out of the Cabinet was the
publishing of Joint Farming X-Rayed’ in 1959, the first verbalization
of his core idea of a Gandhian economy based on peasant-led small
agriculture and small industry-led development. This book contained
trenchant criticism of Nehru’s, and the Congress party’s, headlong
plunge into collective farming and made him many enemies in high

places.

While he deeply respected and admired Jawaharlal Nehru for his role
in India’s freedom struggle and for his patriotism, he faulted him on
his ideas for India’s development. He later said, much after the passing
away of the great man, that ‘Nehruji was born in India, but wasn't
born from the soil of India™" and was openly critical of Nehru's
economic policies that “wanted to build India from the top downward,
that is, from the industrialists, managers and technicians and hence
followed the centrality of the town” while “Gandhi sought to build
India from the bottom upward, that is, from the poorest and the

2xxiii

weakest and hence followed the centrality of the village.
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He held Vallabhbhai Patel, the first home minister of free India, as
his ideal leader “.... an efficient administration requires a clear
policy, with the policy being implemented with complete
conviction. The people who execute these policies must be of
unquestionable personal integrity and should be such as to keep
away from all temptations and pressures that come their way”.™"
To Charan Singh, Patel was the one Congress leader in sync with
rural India’s aspirations; possessing a firm and no-nonsense view
of India’s myriad problems and their solutions after the departure
of the British. “Sardar Patel had anger in his heart against poverty,
corruption and lies. When it came to upholding his principles,

Sardar Patel did not spare even his relatives ”.™"

Charan Singh’s two decades in government provided him the
reputation of a crusader for efficiency in administration, an
uncompromising opponent of sloth and corruption, and a dedicated
public servant who himself worked hard and long hours in office. In
February 1953 the patwaris, front-line revenue employees of the state
with grievances about their terms of employment, launched a
statewide strike to pressure the Government with covert support
from landlords. Charan Singh as the Minister for Revenue refused to
give in to their coercive demands and established his reputation for
swift action and strong administrative capabilities by dismissing from
service all the 27,000 patwaris. “The correct attitude that the
Government should adopt in such circumstances, is that if the
demands of its employees, or, for that matter, any other section of our
people, are reasonable, they will be accepted as soon as they are

brought to its notice. If they are unreasonable, they will not be

26



accepted -- strike, satyagrah, or any other form of agitation
notwithstanding .... Democracy without leadership is anarchy”™" In
place of the patwaris, he created the posts of Lekhpal answerable to the
elected village bodies, and issued instructions to recruit 18% from the
Scheduled Castes though the lack of suitable candidates frustrated his

plans.

In 1953, as Minister for Revenue and Agriculture, he guided the
passage of the UP Consolidation of Holdings Act in the UP Legislative
Assembly and implemented it from 1954. He then framed a policy for
redistribution of land obtained by imposition of ceiling on large
farmers to Scheduled Castes. He also exempted payment of land

revenue for farmers owning land up to three and half acres.

Senior bureaucrats in U.P. respected Charan Singh as ‘he was
recognized by them to be serious, scrupulously honest, and a terror to
corrupt officials’. “... Mr. Charan Singh, the then Chief Minister of
U.P. in 1970, had performed the miracle of reducing communal riots
to zero in the notoriously communal riot-prone state of U.P. This was
done not by arranging lectures on the teaching of Lord Buddha, Lord
Mahavira, Christ and Mahatma Gandhi. It was just done by enforcing
the law of the land.”™" “The first and the most important step should
be that the chief minister should disassociate himself from postings
and transfers and should not interfere in technical police operations.
This was the reason why Charan Singh succeeded in virtually
eradicating communal riots in Uttar Pradesh in 1970. ... He
maintained strict discipline in the police by dealing sternly with police

JR—

officers who tried to bring political pressure to bear on him.
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Charan Singh as Chief Minister, Uttar Pradesh. Lucknow. 3 April 1967
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After the Congress

In 1967, after a long period of intense dissatisfaction with
factional machinations of the Congress party machinery in which
he rarely got ahead, Charan Singh broke away from the Congress
with 17 other legislators to head the first non-Congress Samyukt
Vidhayak Dal (SVD or ‘Joint Legislative Group’) government of
Uttar Pradesh as Chief Minister in a coalition with the Bharatiya
Jana Sangh and the Socialists.'

His government fell; ironically partly due to the fact the police
arrested Raj Narain (leader of the Socialist party that was a critical

part of the SVD coalition) for violent demonstrations against

1 “I do admire those few persons in political life who see politics as their vocation, pursue clearly
stated goals, and do not enrich themselves in the process.” Preface xxi. “That he [Charan Singh] did
relentlessly seek power and office throughout his political life cannot be doubted, but, ... there was
a difference between his drive for power and those of his opponents, namely, the he had a set of
policies that he consistently sought to implement for what he saw as the good of the country and
its people.” Page 434. An Indian Political Life: Charan Singh and Congress Politics, 1937 to 1961. Volume
1 The Politics of Northern India. Sage Publications India, New Delhi. Brass, Paul 2011.
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Indira Gandhi as Prime Minister on her visit to UP in January
1968. Charan Singh abhorred mass mobilization as a means of
public protest in independent India: he considered these tactics of
mass disobedience irrelevant and criminal in a democratic

government run by Indians.

Along with former leading Congressmen in Bihar, Orissa, Bengal
and Rajasthan he helped establish a new political party, the
Bharatiya Kranti Dal (BKD, Indian Revolutionary Party) in 1968.
His efforts from this time onwards till his death were focused on
bringing together political parties in opposition to the Congress,
which from the 1967 elections became a minority recipient of
popular votes and came to a majority in the state legislature
simply due to the fragmentation of the opposition. BKD
ultimately drew its support principally from his mass base among
the small and middle peasantry of Uttar Pradesh. In the mid-term
Assembly elections in 1969, the BKD came a credible second to
the Congress with 98 seats and over 21% of the popular vote;
without the benefit of an established political organisation or
funding other than what the public contributed. Charan Singh
became the Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh for a second time in
1970; this time in an uneasy and short-lived coalition with the
‘New’ Congress led by Indira Gandhi after the historical 1969 spilt
in her party.

Charan Singh held a persistent concern throughout his life about
exponentially increasing corruption in public life and the need for

public men and women to be beacons of virtue “Jaisa Raja, Tatha
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Praja” he often said, “People Follow the King”. The ‘national
character’, or the lack of it in India, for him compared unfavorably
to a nation like Japan that exhibited an advanced work ethic
coupled with honesty.™ “Corruption has grown manifold. I hold
the politicians responsible for this, not the bureaucrats. My
experience has been that the political leadership defines the
actions of the officers, they react quickly to directions: it is like the
horse and the rider. The horse very rapidly understands whether
the rider on his back knows riding or not, and drops him
immediately if he does not ... corruption starts at the top, not
from the bottom.”™ Charan Singh continued with administrative
measures to bring order to the chaotic state of Uttar Pradesh that
he considered ‘ungovernable’. In 1967, his Cabinet passed a model
anti-corruption ordinance The Uttar Pradesh Public Men Enquiries
Ordinance. In 1970, he dissolved all 51 Zila Parishads (District

Boards) of the entire state on documented charges of corruption.

Charan Singh had a long memory for principles he considered close to
his heart — he followed up his 1939 appeal to the Congress viz. “the
caste of a Hindu candidate should not be inquired into while seeking
admission into an educational institution or public service....except in
the case of Scheduled Castes.” In 1970, his Cabinet approved a law
where the State would withdraw financing from all educational
institutes that named themselves after a specific caste or community:
all institutions quickly removed caste and community names, and fell

in line.
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He constituted the Bharatiya Lok Dal (BLD, Indian People's Party)
as an attempt at forging a national alternative to the Congress on
29 August 1974 with the merger of the BKD, Swatantra Party,
Samyukta Socialist Party, Utkal Congress, Rashtriya Loktantrik
Dal, Kisan Mazdoor Party and Punjabi Khetibari Zamindari

Union.

Indira Gandhi and he often held discussions (through intermediaries,
as well as directly) on his re-joining the Congress and the Union
Cabinet right from 1967 after his separating from the Congress. These
talks invariably came to naught, as they were both strong personalities
not willing to give in to the other, with diametrically opposing views
on the direction of Indian’s economy. His opposition to Indira’s
increasing authoritarianism and dynastic actions came to a head in the

Emergency of 1975-1977, which left no scope for coming together.

He lost his first election to the Indian Parliament in 1971 in the pro-
Indira Gandhi wave generated by her populist ‘Garibi Hatao’ slogan,
and the massive application of money power by the Congress in Uttar
Pradesh including in Muzaffarnagar where Charan Singh stood
from.™ The BLD continued as the main political opposition to the
Congress in the 1974 Uttar Pradesh state elections, and he remained
in Lucknow as Leader of the Opposition in the UP Legislative
Assembly from 1971 to 1975. During this period, he remained fully
occupied in bringing together the opposition as a national alternative
to the Congress and its policies under a common manifesto and a

unified organisation.
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Charan Singh as Chief Minister, Uttar Pradesh. Lucknow.
16 February 1970
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Rally at boat club, New Delhi, 23 December 1979
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In Delhi

During Indira Gandhi's 2 year ‘Emergency’ between 25 June 1975
and 25 March 1977, when all civil liberties were snatched away by
an authoritarian regime, he was imprisoned in Delhi’s Tihar Jail
as were all prominent opposition political leaders and tens of
thousands of political workers across India. The excesses of the
Emergency and the destruction of the institutions of the Republic
were unprecedented in India’s Independent history. Indira
Gandhi’s slide into dictatorial rule that brooked no opposition had
been a gradual process, one whose brunt Charan Singh had faced
and opposed in Uttar Pradesh. Upon release from jail Charan
Singh's BLD’s political base among the peasantry of northern
India provided the principal component of the Janata Party
coalition of the BLD, Jan Sangh, and Congress (O), which
defeated the Congress in the general elections of 1977 and
brought about the temporary downfall of Indira Gandhi and the

first Central non-Congress government in post-independence
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India headed by Morarji Desai. The BLD contributed its party
symbol of the ‘peasant with a plough’, the backing of the middle-
caste peasant communities in North India specially in the
politically crucial state of Uttar Pradesh, and its Gandhian-
inspired pro-agrarian and pro-cottage industry development
thinking. The BLD faction was estimated to constitute between
80 to 100 Members of Parliament, at par with that of the Jana
Sangh. Most importantly, Charan Singh finally had the political
power to influence India’s policies towards what he considered an
equitable development model as the Chairman of the Janata Party
committee on Economic Policy. “..Therefore, as long as this
country remains committed to the present pattern of economic
development in which it sets up capital-intensive modern
industries at enormous cost.... unemployment [will] go on
increasing and capital go on concentrating in the hands of a
few.... The only and the right way of avoiding this bondage .... is
to make a clear break with the prevailing pattern of

»XXXii

industrialization and take the Gandhian path ...

Charan Singh had by now established himself as the primary
spokesman of the peasant cultivating classes in Independent India.
However, he remained deeply troubled by the intractable issue of
providing livelihoods and equality for the landless:
overwhelmingly also the lowest castes. He had understood early
on that the fundamental problem was too little land and too many
people in India, and even distributing land acquired from large
landlords under land ceiling laws could only be a palliative and

not solve the problem of land scarcity. In addition, the growing
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demands of food for a rapidly burgeoning population meant a
focus on first making ‘uneconomic’ peasant land holding
‘economic’; even while the laws of inheritance added to the
problem by the fragmentation of even ‘economic’ land holdings
from one generation to the next. Instead of struggling solely with
the intractable issue of land, he saw the solution for village non-
cultivators and landless labourers outside agriculture on
Gandhian lines. He attempted to distribute land to the landless
where he could, unsuccessful in the most part as the landed found
ways to retain their holdings by various legal subterfuges, and he
consistently advocated a state-supported movement for the
landless away from agriculture. While he propagated a massive
‘turning towards’ agriculture through a re-alignment of resource
allocation towards this primary sector away from industry and the
city, he simultaneously wanted the government to invest in
reviving non-farm occupations in the ‘informal’ sectors of the
Indian economy: for example, reviving traditional handcrafts of
village India that had been decimated during and since the times
of the British, and in building employment in micro and small
scale industry in and near the villages. His India was a nation of

small producers and small consumers.

Charan Singh was Home Minister of India from March 1978
to July 1979 in the Janata Party government. As minister, he
constituted the National Police Commission in 1977, the first
such comprehensive review of the criminal justice system
since 1902.”" One of its most important terms of reference

required it to recommend measures and institutional

37



arrangements to "prevent misuse of powers by the police" and
"misuse of police by administrative or executive instructions,
political or other pressure, or oral orders of any type, which
are contrary to law". The most important recommendations
of the NPC centred around the problem of insulating the
police from illegitimate political and bureaucratic

PXXXIV

interference. Charan Singh was a nationalist, opposed to
communalism of any religion. He was implacably against the
division of India on the basis of religion. The creation of
Pakistan in 1947 as a separate state for Muslims established,
for him, an unnatural situation where the Muslims would
carry the heavy burden of proof of loyalty to India, and the
majority community would align itself with the minority
Hindu in Pakistan. However, he also believed that in free
India it was the responsibility of the Hindu majority to
provide a sense of security for all minorities. In furtherence of
this concern for the rights of the minorities he set up the
Minority Commission in January 1978 ‘in order to preserve
secular traditions and to promote national integration...and
for the implementation of all safeguards provided for the

NXXXV

minorities in the Constitution ...

One of the largest rallies of peasants in independent India was held in
Boat Club, New Delhi on 23 December 1978, Charan Singh’s
birthday, as a signal to the city that the village was no longer willing to

wait for political power.”™"
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After six months out of the Cabinet, Charan Singh became
Deputy Prime Minister and Finance Minister from January to
July 1979. While Finance Minister, Charan Singh constituted the
B. Sivaraman Committee in March 1979 to review institutional
credit for agriculture and rural development, which later led to
the founding of the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural
Development (NABARD) in 1982. The Union Budget “.
attempted ... to put the maximum emphasis on agriculture, rural
development and labour-intensive industry because it is no
accepted by all that only that way can we eradicate poverty and
unemployment in the country. I have however, not neglected
large industry and infrastructure in the process. On the contrary, |
have positively encouraged them. But I have no sympathy with
those industries which cater to the wants of the rich. We can have
no room for production which caters to the rich, and is, thus, a
visible manifestation of the disparities which exist in society.”™""
He exempted unmanufactured tobacco from excise levy and
moved it to cigarettes and beedi’s, and thus “relieved millions of
farmers from the clutches of tax inspectors”, and reintroduced
Capital Gains Tax, an unpopular decision with the wealthy
In addition, he launched and liberally funded the

Xxxviii

classes.
‘Food for Work Programme’ for rural unemployed youth that
provided food grains in exchange of labour, a precursor of the
pro-poor MNREGA Program, and lakhs of tonnes of foodgrains
were used from the government surplus food stock to create
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employment.
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The Janata Party — the first non-Congress government in
Delhi since the Independence of India in 1947 - split in July
1979. In hindsight, this breakup was inevitable. The key
participants had little experience of running a coalition of
disparate political parties with long-standing organisation
structures, varying political and personal interests, and
ideologies that ranged from Socialist to Hindu partisan.
Despite the front of a united and single party, it was hidden to
none that the Janata remained a coalition of multiple factions,
with none willing to merge their separate identities into a
common body. Each faction jockeyed for power in the states
and at the Centre where the Janata Party was in government,
and destabilised their own majority governments. Factions
also made shifting alliances with other factions for control
over the party organisation at the state and the centre. Lastly,
there were the personalities and ambitions of the leaders, each
chieftain with a record of sterling service to the nation.
Charan Singh felt he tried being accommodative by ignoring
the interests of his faction, but the political attacks on the
BLD faction-run Janata Party state governments in Bihar,
Haryana, Uttar Pradesh and Orissa were unrelenting.” In
addition, the internecine warfare for control of the party
organisation was vicious and deepened existing divisions. Had
history provided an accommodating and large-hearted man in
the mold of Pandit G B Pant as the leader of the Janata
government, the party and the government may well have
completed its term as an uneasy coalition of interests and

ideologies. Unfortunately, Morarji Desai was not quite such a
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personality. In the ensuing and increasingly bitter factional
political battles, of which Morarji Desai, Jagjivan Ram,
Charan Singh and the Jana Sangh faction were an integral
part, the Janata Party disintegrated and belied the hopes of an

expectant nation.

T 'i

Charan Singh, 1982
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Prime Minister of India, 1979
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Prime Minister of India

After the break-up of the Janata government, Charan Singh
became the fifth Prime Minister of India on 28 July 1979 as head
of a disparate coalition that was to be short-lived. His government
was supported (‘unconditionally’) from outside by the Indira
Congress, which withdrew its support within weeks once Charan
Singh refused to withdraw legal cases against Sanjay Gandhi
instituted in the Courts for his excesses of the Emergency. The
government fell before Charan Singh had an opportunity to face
Parliament, and he was asked by President Sanjiva Reddy to stay
on as caretaker Prime Minister till the mid-term election results

were announced on 14 January 1980.

While Prime Minister, Charan Singh elevated the Department of
Rural Development to the status of a new Ministry of Rural
Reconstruction in August 1979, (renamed Ministry of Rural
)x]i

Development in 1982)" His government launched “a National
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Programme of Training for Rural Youth for Self Employment
(TRYSEM) in various sectors of agriculture and agro-industries.
"Under this training program, we wish to impart relevant skills to
200,000 rural boys and girls each year through the technique of
learning by doing’ and provided substantial funds for other programs

. »xlii
and services for rural and farmer development.

He proposed implementation of 25% reservation for OBC’s (both
Hindu and Muslim) in government employment, the removal of the
principle of reservation in promotions and exclusion of children of
those who had secured jobs by taking advantage of reservations or
were assessed to Income Tax.™ However, the President of India
Sanjiva Reddy requested him to hold this proposal in abeyance till

after the elections.

In the succeeding general election of January 1980 Indira Gandhi
and the Congress returned to power, with the Janata Party itself
to blame for her return. Charan Singh was re-elected to
parliament in that election and his party won 41 seats in the Lok
Sabha to become the second largest party in Parliament after the
Congress. He continued to be politically active between 1980 and
1984, and spoke his mind on a range of issues of national
importance. For example, he wrote and spoke against extremist
activities in the Sikh community in Punjab, and what he saw as
the weak-kneed handling by the Congress government of militant
extremists like the Sikh militant Bhindrawale. He vociferously

and publicly opposed the demand for Khalistan (a separate nation



state for the Sikhs, carved out of India) for which he received

multiple death threats, but he continued nevertheless.

In the run-up to Parliamentary election in 1984, he once again
became the centre of national opposition unity to fight an
increasingly unpopular Congress government of Indira Gandhi,
but the dastardly assassination of Gandhi by her Sikh bodyguards
in October 1984 enabled her son Rajiv Gandhi win a massive
sympathy landslide majority in Parliament in December 1984.
Charan Singh was one of the few opposition leaders re-elected to
Parliament in 1984, but he did not hold government office ever

again.
He suffered a severe, incapacitating stroke in November 1985 and

died in New Delhi on 29 May 1987. He is immortalized at Kisan
Ghat, next to the Samadhi of his inspiration Mahatma Gandhi.
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Charan Singh’s
Intellectual Heritage

Charan Singh was the rare politician with intellectual credentials.
He wrote a number of books, as well as published numerous
political pamphlets and political party manifestoes, that present a
sophisticated and coherent alternative development strategy for
India. He forcefully argued for an emphasis on agriculture, the
village and labour intensive ‘cottage’ and small-scale industries -
as opposed to the emphasis on capital-intensive industrialization
of Prime Ministers Jawaharlal Nehru and Indira Gandhi, and in
reality every government since Independence in 1947 till today.
His views predated those of global development thinkers (Michael
Lipton, E. F. Schumacher) by decades, and are argued with the
sword of reason based on copious data. “He was exceptional ... in
producing a substantial corpus of written work, between 1947

and 1986 which contained a coherent and elaborate set of ideas,
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encompassing a vision of the nature of rural India and of the road
that rural India might best take. He was a genuinely productive
intellectual, who distilled in his writing a potent mixture of
analysis and prescription. ... thirdly, he possessed a special
distinctiveness, in combining a capacity for political action with

intellectual activity and facility in conveying ideas.”"

Amongst the prominent publications by Charan Singh that argue
in favour of an agrarian, small peasant-small industry-led more
equal social and economic order for India are Abolition of
Zamindari: Two Alternatives (1947), Agrarian Revolution in Uttar
Pradesh (1957), Joint Farming X-Rayed: the Problem and its Solution
(1959), India’s Poverty and Its Solution (1964), India’s Economic
Policy: The Gandhian Blueprint (1978), and Economic Nightmare of
India: Its Cause and Cure (1981).

All these publications were in English, as he wanted his ideas to
reach the English-speaking city elites. Many of these were
subsequently translated into Hindi, an end product he was rarely
happy with. While propagating the need to adopt Hindi as a

national language, he was no Hindi chauvinist.

Each of these books was an outcome of his wide range and depth
of reading since the 1920s that gave rise to an intimate knowledge
of global and India-wide trends in economic thought,

xlv

development studies, state intervention and history.™ This was
all the more praiseworthy coming as he did from an unlettered

peasant’s home far removed from an environment of academics
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and the fact that he wrote these fully immersed in the hurly-burly
of politics. In moments of deep frustration with the factional
politics in Uttar Pradesh during the 1960s, he was heard to have
expressed his desire to move to academics.® His children’s and
grandchildren’s most prominent memory is of Charan Singh
immersed in either reading or writing. His official profiles for
each of the Parliaments he was a member of, 1977, 1980 and
1984, lists his ‘favourite pastime and recreation’ simply as

‘Reading’.

Charan Singh held strong beliefs about the flags of a man’s
character, and he himself lived a simple, spartan life. He was a
lifelong vegetarian, did not smoke or drink alcohol, and he held
prejudices about those who did. He never countenanced sexual
profligacy in men and women, and one of his commandments
was honesty in married life to one partner. He considered
impeccable personal and financial integrity and a life of material
subsistence (as opposed to consumption) as a foundation for a
public man’s private and public life. He didn't listen to film music,
didn’t ever visit to a movie hall, or occupy his leisure with
anything other than the company of his family. His life and
thinking was consumed by his idea of India, and little else
mattered. His strict morality often created problems for his
political associates and opponents alike and he was known to ask
the electorate to vote against his own political party’s candidate if

they found him to be addicted to alcohol, or to be corrupt.
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During his long life as an active politician Charan Singh's
principal hallmarks were his honesty and integrity, never
successfully challenged, his lifelong crusade against corruption in
public life, his wunrelenting hard work, and his proven
effectiveness as an able administrator. Charan Singh ran his
independent political organisations with money collected only
from individuals, unusual for any political party, and made it a
stated principle to not accept donations from wealthy capitalists
no matter how well meaning.™" The stories of his refusing large
contributions from influential industrial families in Uttar Pradesh

are legion.

Charan Singh was, without doubt, an ambitious politician. He
sought political power his entire career, not however to enrich
himself or his family,*"" but to bring about a radical change in the
ordering of Indian society on the lines of the theories defined
comprehensively in his many books and publications including
the political manifestoes of the political parties he was associated
with. Often, he would seek and obtain political power and then
let it go just when it became too big a struggle between his
principles and his desire for bringing systemic change. At times
more often than not he was judgmental of individuals more than

required, at other times he was rigid and uncompromising.

Charan Singh's political career involved him at all levels of the
Indian political system, from his own district of Meerut in
western Uttar Pradesh, to the state as a whole, and ultimately to

national politics. In his rise to power and influence Charan Singh
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became identified as the principal spokesman of the small and
middle peasantry of India, and went on to become closely
identified with the aspirations of the ‘backward’ peasant castes of
intermediate social status between the high-born élite castes and
the lowest castes. He remains as the voice of rural India we do not
hear, as we listen to the rumblings of the agrarian crisis in our

times.

The political legacy of Charan Singh is the pursuit of clearly
articulated policies in favour of rural India and the good of India
as he saw it, and his pursuit of political power in the rough-and-
tumble of Indian politics without enriching himself or his family.
He believed that he was the only person who had a sufficient
grasp of the fundamental problems of India’s development. His
solutions were based on grassroots elective democracy and free
enterprise — a small-enterprise, small-farm economy - accounting
for the modern world. This solution abjured the capitalist and
communist methods of either private or state corporate control of
the productive levers of the economy, and sought instead a
unique ‘middle path’ solution for India’s agrarian-led development
that did not mimic or imitate foreign models while being fully

alive to their contributions.

The five problems of poverty, unemployment, inequality, caste
and corruption consumed his thinking and actions throughout his
long public life. Each of these issues remains intractable today,
and his solutions as fresh and relevant to their amelioration and

ultimate eradication.
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Charan Singh, Delhi, 1984
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Sources

The ‘Charan Singh Papers’ (CS Papers) at the Nehru Memorial Museum and
Library, New Delhi (NMML) are over 300,000 pages of rich historical material
donated by Gayatri Devi, Charan Singh’s wife, in February 1994. These papers
comprise documents meticulously collected by Charan Singh over 50 years of
public life, and are a source of ongoing research on many aspects of his life and
work. The earliest document is a handwritten note from 1939 of a proposed
legislation in the United Provinces on reservation in government jobs for ‘sons
of cultivators’ and amongst the latest is an incomplete manuscript of his book
‘Rise and Fall of the Janata Party’ from October 1985. (The Index of the CS
Papers is at http://chaudharycharansingh.org/archives) Since 2013, the
Chaudhary Charan Singh Archives have contributed thousands of
photographs, videos, speeches, biographies written on him, all the books

written by him, as well as his legislative speeches made in Lucknow and Delhi.

I have relied heavily on Charan Singh’s own words, as he was a detailed record
keeper with an acute historical sense. Some of these papers are CS Papers
Installment II, Subject File # 49 ‘Bio-data of Charan Singh ...’; CS Papers Installment I
—III, F-1: 99 page booklet “Who Is a Kulak: Let Land Reforms of UP Testify’ by Charan
Singh; Chapter 1 and others of ‘Land Reforms in UP and the Kulaks', Charan Singh,
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Vikas Publishing House, Delhi. 1986; Installment II, Subject File #49 ‘Bio-data of
Charan Singh’; Installment II, Subject File #416 ‘Life Sketch of Charan Singh’; and
Interview with NMML in Lucknow, 1972.

Another historical source are books written during his lifetime and after by authors
some of whom spent considerable time with him on the content. I have cross-
verified dates and events across what I consider the key publications amongst the
scores published in Hindi: Sharma, Jaidev, Editor Prantap, Deshbhakt Morcha
Prakashan, 1978. Pandey, Anriudh, Dhartiputra Chaudhary Charan Singh, Ritu
Prakashan, 1986. Goyal, Sukhbir Singh, A Profile of Chaudhary Charan Singh,
1978. Rawat, Gyanendra, Chaudhary Charan Singh: Smriti aur Mulyankan, Kisan
Trust, 1995, Singh, Nathan, Kisan Masiha Chaudhary Charan Singh (1902-1987),
New Delhi. Kisan Trust, 2002.

Finally, Paul Brass has been an inspiration. Paul generously shared with me
the vast material on his research since 1960 on factional politics in the
Congress in Uttar Pradesh. A self-confessed admirer of Charan Singh, though
by no means an uncritical one, Paul’s 25 September 1993 article “An Indian
Political Life”from the Economic And Political Weeklyis a succinct and fluid

narrative of Charan Singh’s political journey.

Paul obtained an approval from Charan Singh in 1981 to write his political
biography (for which he was provided free access by Charan Singh to his
voluminous papers), which to Paul’s regret was published only in 2011 much after
the passing of Singh in 1987. These are available today in three volumes ‘An Indian
Political Life: Charan Singh and Congress Politics, Volume 1, 1937-1961 (2011),
Volume 2, 1957-1967 (2012) and Volume 3, 1967-1987 (2014). Sage Publications,
Delhi. His scholarship provided the impetus for this brief life history, and I am
eternally grateful to Paul for that.

Harsh Singh Lohit

Gurgaon,

2 October 2018
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Charan Singh was born 23 December 1902 “in an ordinary peasant farmers
home under a thatched roof supported by kachcha mud walls, with a kachcha
well ... for drinking water and irrigation”. This infant born into poverty in a
landless farmers mud hut in Noorpur village in Meerut district of the United
Provinces (Uttar Pradesh) was to rise to become the most prominent voice
of the village in independent India.

This is his brief life history, from Congress nationalist, freedom fighter to
politician, and an ‘organic rural intellectual articulating an alternative
development thinking on agriculture and village and rural industries on
Gandhian lines.
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