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Liberal Democracies and
Farmers’ Protest

O

n 7 March 2021, the farmers’ protest in India surpassed the 101-day
mark, making it the largest general strike
in world history with 250 million participants, and the longest sit-in in modern Indian history, exceeding the 2019
Shaheen Bagh protest against the Citizenship (Amendment) Act.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi and
the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
have responded by becoming increasingly
anti-democratic. They remain entrenched
in their vision of a Hindu nation wedded
to free-market capitalism. The outcome
is devastating. Minorities are politically,
economically, and socially excluded from
the nation while the political and civil
rights of all citizens are eroded.
During these 101 days, the central
government has responded to the protests
with escalating state-sanctioned violence,
unlawful detention, and censorship. Militarised borders have been erected around the
protest camps. Water and electricity were
cut off in an attempt to vacate the camps.
Meanwhile, the farmers’ protest is providing an alternative vision for the future
of Indian democracy. As the Indian state
takes an increasingly anti-democratic turn,
the protesting farmers are responding by
establishing democratically governed communities within these protest camps. In the
face of an increasingly illiberal state, the
protesters are embracing democracy as a
way of life that is learned and lived in civil
society and religious community, in public
spaces and in the streets.
The farmers’ protest is religiously diverse, including Hindus, Sikhs, Muslims,
Christians, and Buddhists. Yet, it is rooted
in the Sikh faith. Protesters have done
the work of building democratic communities by aligning Sikh principles of radical egalitarianism with Sikh practices, such
as communal kitchens and service. The
farmers embrace a radical egalitarianism
that is inclusive of minorities and values
the livelihood and dignity of workers.
The protesters have forged contingent
solidarities across differences, including
caste, gender, religion, class, age, and
language, to create a space of democratic

equality. A key slogan in the protest movement is “Long Live Farmer–Labourer Unity.”
The farmers have provided public services in these democratic communities,
such as libraries, schools, and medical
camps. They have also provided access
to arts and music. Through communal
kitchens, they have fed hundreds of thousands of people, irrespective of caste,
religion, gender, or class.
Sikh temples coordinate people and
supplies for the ongoing protest. Villages
send villagers in rotating batches to the
protest sites. Villages also send essential
goods, including wood, flour, rice, vegetables, and milk. There have been ongoing
efforts within the farmers’ movement to
demonstrate how the very labour that
sustains the movement is itself gendered.
Harinder “Bindu” Kaur says that the labour
of the 40,000 women at the camp may
not be visible in the fields, but it is visible
in the protests. During these 101 days, the
Indian government has cracked down
on free speech while protesters created
their own newspaper, Trolley Times, to
share information with one another and
the world. They did so while forging solidarities across languages, publishing the
paper in both Punjabi and Hindi.
As a scholar of democracy, I am in awe
of the farmers’ protest. They have created
a progressive political opening. And in
doing so, they have transformed how we
think about progressive movements in
liberal democracies. They have shown
us that progressive movements are not
always located in the West or amongst
the urban. They have also shown us that
progressive ideas are not necessarily
secular. The farmers’ protest makes visible the democratic potential of religious
practice in liberal democracies.
Natasha Behl
Arizona

Are Labour Law Reforms for
the Labour?

T

he government has made a strong
claim that the recently passed Industrial Relations Code, 2020, Occupational
Safety, Health and Working Conditions
Code, 2020 and the Code on Social
Security, 2020 are pro-worker and will
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