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l.l Statement of the Problem 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1 
\:F Agricultural labourers, form the most depressed section of the rural society in 

i ::: India as well as in West BengaL In the last few decades, a considerable volume of 
!. i · 

. i ~, literatur-e has accumulated on the material conditions of agricultural labourers in 
!; r ; .. - - . 

j!; India. Given that the definition of agricultural labour has been a controversial subject, 

:\;\:,due to a number of conceptual, methodological and statistical difficulties (vide 

': :1\::!J.~~t~onal Commission.on Rural Labour Report, 1991, vol.2. Ch.l ), it m~y be useful to 

( i'jiSta,te here that by agncultural labourer we mean a person who sells h1s I her labour 
il!ij . • 

j l\:\\~Wer to work to another person's land for wages in money, kind or a share of the 

j \!,:\\croP· According to the currently prevalent census definition, 'A-Person who works on, 
•v· ·' . . 
'! jl::'an<)ther person's land for wages in money, kind or share is regarded as agricultural 
•i1k ' 

:! 1i'·!labourer. He or she has no risk in cultivation, but merely works on another person's 

] )].land for wages. An agricultural labourer has no right of lease or contract on the land 
' ;I ' , 

.: on which he or she works' (Census of India, 1991, paper- 3 of 1991, p. 6). Thus, the 

. :;I Ce~&us definition clearly excludes tenants as well as marginal farmers and includes 
'i" !'. : . ! 

:; ;jj(oFY: landless labourers. The definition adopted by us would be broader in the sense 

' · ;,: 11\iat it. would include all those for whom sale of labour power in the agricultural sector 
; ' ;. ~ • : I' l 

:Y. :\i:J~ ~ ~ource oflivelihood. It may also be noted that throughout our study, ' agricultural 
' .,,. ; [ 
i: J[~tlr force' ·and 'agricultural labourers' would be used interchangeably, and 

:· :_- · j: ; 

· : . ~~gricultural labour households' would refer to the households of the agricultural 
..•• i i 

· 1;1~bburers. 
'1 : . 

: :j i[i·: · • In the early 1970s. it was pointed out by a number economists (P. Bardhan, 
ir:•i l :' . . · 
, h 970; 1973; Krisnaji, 1971; Jose, 1974) that, in spite of the process of planned 

I Je4onomic development having been in existence for quite some time, the agricultural 

li.; t)~~Murers continued to face a grim situation in most parts of the country. The 

·'; :. ~~:#tf~tional reforms that were undertaken during the post-independence period 

f.: , (i~i~ly ignored them (Joshi, 1975, 1987). Results of the various large;.scale surveys 

·t - ! i~~~g~ Agricultural and Rural Labour Enquiries) on important economic variables .. 

:-/ il:Jating to agricultural labourers, such as wages, employment etc. revealed that, 
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except in a few pockets, .there had been no perceptible improvement in their material 

condition. The performance of six to seven major states, accounting for almost 75 

percent of the agricultural labourers in the country, had been particularly dismal in 

thisrespect (P. Bardhan 1970, 1973; Krishnaji, 1971; Jose 1974; among others). Thus, 

the existing scenario did not seem to hold much promise for the majority of 

agricultural labourers. However, not every researcher shared the depressing view on 

the changes in the economic condition of agricultural labourers (e.g. Lal, 1979). 

Given the nature of the evidence, based primarily on large-scale data systems, there 

was lively discussion on the issue relating to the changing conditions of agricultural 

labourers. 

Broadly speaking, the present study hopes to make a modest contribution to 

the· large and groWing literature on the socio-economic conditions of agricultural 

labourers during the post-independence period. However, the present study mainly 

focuses on the socio-economic conditions of agricultural labourers in contemporary 

West Bengal, where agricultural labourers constitute about a one fourth of the total. 

work force. Their number has been rising faster than the rate of growth of rural 

population. From the existing literature it appears that very few studies have been 

undertaken in West Bengal on this problem, although there have been quite a good 

number of studies in other states of India. Whatever studies are there for West Bengal 

those pertain mostly to the 1970s. These studies (Bandyopadhyay, 1977; Bardhan and 

Rudra, 1980; Dasgupta, 1984) have drawn a very grim socio-economic and living 

condition of agricultural labourers in West Bengal. Since the eighties till the late 

nineties vast changes have been taken place in the rural socio-economic scenarios. A 

large area has come under the new agricultural strategy. Along with bio-technological 
I 

change in agridulture, there has been a perceptible increase in agricultural production 

0<1\lCtl·Vl·lli!, • It is , common knowledge that the n~w agricultural technology has 

, of ~ffects ~n employment of labour, viz. ~ labour displacing and labour 

Ah~mw-lruna . e:ne•~ts. ·Therefore, the pertinent central que~tion that arises in this context' 
. I 

conditions of agricultural labourers 'are changing under this socio-: 

mlll~~~o~~lJ.IDtn•c milieu? To get answer to this question we would like to seek answeri 

~~"'iUVJLl.· What has been the direction of change in agricultural wage rates l i 

_,llA~~b4~r. of da~s of employment per agricultural labourers in West ~~~·l'li~ ... ·l 

and the 1990s? We focus on this question, as wage rat¢ 

are the most important quantitative factors that detem~ 
; 
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material conditions of agri~ultural labourers. However, along with this question we 

shall also try to find answer to several other relevant questions for our purpose of 

finding answer to the central question. 

Since there is a large gap in literature providing answer to these very 

significant questions related to a vast section of the poor and depressed rural 

population in West Bengal, we find this point of time, the beginning of the· third 

millennium, very appropriate to study their living conditions. However, given the time 

and resource constraints of an individual researcher we have chosen Uttar Dinajpur 

district, a predominantly agricultural district of West Bengal, for the purpose of an in

depth study. The present study is an in-depth analysis at micro-level of employment, 

wages and other factors that affect the living condition of agricultural labourers. 

However, we have also used some macro-level data wherever applicable. 

We have enquired into the above~mentioned questions at two levels: first, at 

the level of the state, on the basis of the existing literature and_ the secondary data 

available to us; second, by undertaking micro-studies in six villages of Uttar Dinajpur 

district of northern West Bengal. As regards the choice of the study area for village 

studies within West Bengal, it has largely been influenced by the fact that the 

researcher was inhabitant of a village of this district as well as due to the fact that the 

district happens to be primarily agricultural. 

The concept of living condition of agricultural labourers may be taken to mean 

the state of economic life of the labourers. It, however, depends upon a number of 

factors. Asset holding positions, availability of farm and non-farm employment, wage 

rates etc. are the obvious quantitative factors which determine their living condition. 

In the case of micro-study, it is possible to take a look at many of these factors, so as 

to be able to present a relatively comprehensive picture with reasonable confidence. 

This is one of the objectives of the present study. In our study we have made an effort 

to construct such a picture ofthe material condition of agricultural labourers, at the 

end of the 1990~ in the selected villages by looking at factors such .as ownership of 

land or livestock, agricultural wage rates, availability of employment in agriculture 

and non-agriculture for agricultural labourers, migration from labour households, 

remittances, income from other sources, extent of indebtedness, levels and pattern of 

consumption, access to and utilization of public goods such as primary education and 

health facilities etc. 
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Finally, one of the objectives of the present study is to enquire into processes 

and relations in which agricultural labourers are centrally entangled issues such as 

evolution of labour relations, process of wage fonnation, strategies of control adopted 

by employers etc. 

1.2 Research Questions 

In order to study the stated problem we frame the following research questions: 

(1) What is the origin of agricultural labourers? 

(2) What factors have contributed to the steady growth in the number of 

agricultural labourers in the post-independence period? 

(3) . What are thetenns and conditions of employment? 

( 4) Do the agricultural labourers remain fully employed throughout the year? 

(5) Does the seasonal variation in farm employment still exist? 

( 6) What is the prevailing pattern of wage rate for male, female· and child 

labourers in the study villages? 

(7) What are the determinants of wage rates? 

(8) What accounts for the wage differentials wi~h respect to sex, age and space? 

(9) Do the labourers get the minimum wages fixed by the government? 

(10) What is the nature and pattern of non-farm employment in the study area? 

(11) What are the problems and prospects of non-farm employment? 

(12) What are: the nature, causes and consequences of indebtedness of agricultural 

labourers? 

(13) How mu¢h indebted are the agricultural labourers in the study villages? 

(14) Is the leyel of income of agricultural labourers from all sources sufficient to 

maintain 'a reasonable standard of living? 

( 15) What is the consumption pattern of agricultural labourers? 

(16) What is tpeir asset holding position? 

( 17) What is the relative level of poverty of agricultural labourers? 

(18) What measures have been adopted by the Government to improve the lot of 

agricultural labourers? 
·' 

(19) How far these measures have been effective? 

(20) What major conclusions can be drawn from the whole study about the living 

conditions of agricultural labourers? 

(21) What suggestions can be made to improve the levels of living of agricultural 

labourers? 
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1.3 The Conceptual Framework 

Over the last several decades a large number of village studies have been done 

by social scientists and analysts dealing with Indian rural reality. Besides the well

established tradition of village studies, India has a long history of large-scale 

statistical surveys of rural areas. The votaries of these different ways of understanding 

and analyzing rural economic change have been engaged in a lively debate for a 

considerable period of time. The basic argument for favouring village-studies 

approach is that the intense localized examination by a participant observer not only 

offers a better understanding of various processes and relations (i.e. the qualitative 

dimensions), but may also give better quantative results, compared to the 

'bureaucratic' investigation of large-scale statistical surveys. The contrary view of 

course would contest this claim and in addition, point to the limited relevance of the 

wisdom gained from micro-studies, without adequate statistical controls, for the 

macro-contexts. The debate is quite rich as scholars have investigated the advantages 

and pitfalls of these alternative methods of studying rural economy and society. 

Obviously there is little sense in trying to prove the superiority of one method 

over the other, in an overall sense, while counterpoising them. What get obscured in 

such a process is the complementaries between different methods. To the extent that 

the underlying objectives are different at different levels of aggregation, village

studies approach and large-scale surveys can play very useful complementary roles. 

Our motivation for undertaking village-studies is primarily due to our interest 

in some issues, related to the level of living of agricultural labourers, for which large

scale data systems may not be particularly useful. While providing the possibility of 

appropriate contextualisation of quantitative information, the village-studies approach 

is likely to yi~ld better results when one is attempted to understand the various 

economic processes influencing the material conditions of agricultural labour 

households, such as the evolution of labour-market, the process of wage-formation, 

the strategies of control used by the employers and the labourers' response to it, or 

more generally, the relational attributes underlying a host of economic variables. We 

had chosen to undertake village-studies with the hope that such studies would 

facilitate a better unde~standing of some of these critical· issues, compared to what the 

large-scale surveys permit. However, to get a comprehensive and more complete 

picture of the different issues of the phenomenon under study we have also used state, · 
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district, block and even village level (to be obtained through Gram Panchayets) 

secondary data to compare and tally with collected primary data. 

1.4 Methodology 

As is evident from the above, the present study is, in part based on the existing 

literature and in part on field surveys. To find out the direction of change in the major 

determinants of the material conditions of agricultural labourers at the state level and 

at the district level, we have drawn on the existing literature.·This literature to a large 

extent is based on the large-scale secondary data systems. For the literature and data 

we have used the resources of the Library of the University of North Bengal, Raja 

Ranunohunpur, Datjeeling; the National Library, Kolkata; Visva-Bharati Central 

Library, Santiniketan; Palli Samgathana Vibhaga Library, Visva-Bharati, Sriniketan; 

Palli Siksha Bhavana Library, Visva-Bharati, Sriniketan; Indian Statiscal Institute 

Library, Kolkata; Secretariate- Library, Writers Building, Kolkata; the Library of the 

Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Kolkata; Library of the D!strict Collectorate of 

Uttar. and Dakshin Dinajpur districts, and Block Development Offices of the district 

as well as other relevant and useful sources. 

As regards the methodology of the village studies, a detailed statement is made below. 

1.4.1 Universe of Study 

For the whole study, the universe of study is the state of West Bengal and for 

the field survey parts it is the district of Uttar Dinajpur. 

1.4.2 Sampling~ Frame 

Three types of sampling have been used, viz., the stratified, the purposive and 

the random sampling. 

1.4.3 Sampling Procedure 

First, we have stratified the blocks in three strata according to their level of 

development. These three strata represent highly developed, moderately developed 

and least developed blocks respectively. Then two blocks have been randomly chosen 

from each stratum, i.e. altogether six blocks have been chosen. Then one village from 

each of these blocks, i.e. in total six villages has been selected. We have selected 30 

households together from the categories of landless agricultural labourers and 
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marginal farmers-cum-agriculturallabourers. For the purpose of selection of villages, 

at first we made a list of those villages from the District Census Handbook 1991, 

where the population of agricultural labourers has been shown as 150 or above. This 

is because on the assumption of(which may be regarded as reasonable) a 5- member 

average family size, to get a number of 30 families from the above mentioned two 

categories, the agricultural labour population size of .the village should be 150 if it 

happens that in an extreme case all the 5 members of the family work as agricultural 

labourers. Then from each of the six ~elected blocks, we have chosen one village 

randomly. From each of the six selected villages we selected at random 30 

households, who sells labour for agricultural work, who may either be landless 

agriculturallabou:r households or marginal-fanner cum agricultural labour households 

or both. We also selected for investigation five cultivator families from each village at 

random from the categories of small farmers to large farmers. 

1.4.4 Units of Observation and Sample Size 

As noted above, the unit of observation is the household and the total size of 

sample is 210 households. 

1.4.5 Tools and Techniques of Data Collection 

Data have been collected by the researcher through structured questionnaire by 

personal interview with the relevant respondents. Data on farm and non-farm 

employment arid wages, other sources of income, indebtedness, consumption level 

and pattern, asset holding position, investment expenditure, education, health etc. 

nave been collected. 

1.4.6 Data Collection 

Two types of questionnaire have been used for data collection, VIZ., the 

Labour Questionnaire which contains specific research questions as noted above and 

the Cultivator Questionnaire which contains research questions regarding production, 

productivity, income, labour employment and wages, mode of cultivation etc. Replies 

to the questions of the Cultivator Questionnaire have also helped us to compare and. 

tally the replies to some of the questions given by agricultural labourers~ 
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1.4. 7 Data Processing 

After the collection of data, these have been processed for relevant statistical 

calculation manually by using calculator and through the computer. The tools used for 

analyzing data: are simple frequency cotmts, cross tabulation, simple averages, 

percentages and some statistical tests. 

1.5 A Brief Overview of Literature, Work already dope in the Area of Study 

A large volume of literature has been developed on agricultural labour in India. 

We have selectively reviewed below some of the literature relevant for our study 

tmder different sub-heads. 

1.5.1 Evolution of Class of Agricultural Labourer 

Jain (1971) made a study on the conditions of India labouring classes mainly 

agricultural labour, industrial labour and slave labour from the-Vedic period up to the 

Gupta age. Agriculture was tmdoubtedly the chief occupation of the Rgvedic people, 

but regarding agricultural labour, we get very little information from Veda. During 

this period, every householder was practically a farmer. They took pleasure in doing 

the agricultural work with their own hands, rather than leaving it to be done by others. 

Some of the farmers had grown rich by the excessive income from agricultural 

products. The difference between the wealthy farmers and poor farmers grew in the 

seventh and sixth centuries B.C. This period witnessed the concentration of land in 

the hands of a few fanners and the reduction of poor farmers to serfdom. But in the 

Vedic period, slave labour did not exist but industrial labourers like carpenter, 

goldsmith, ivory workers and stone cutter gained importance. Later on mainly during 

Budha, Kautlya and Manu period, slavery increased to a considerable degree. Artisans 

and craftsmen formed guilds for their protection. However, guilds did not exist in the 

Vedic period. After the Maurya period, the guilds showed sign of independence and 

by the Gupta period, their position became very high in the socio-economic scale. The 

labourers in Vedic period were paid in kind like food, clothing and other essential 

commodities in lieu of wages. In the Buddhist and the Maurya periods, the wage 

structure followed the general economic development, but it appears that the 

conditions of the labourers belonging to the lower categories were not very good. · 

However, the law provided them ample protection against the caprices of employers. 
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Bandyopadhyay ( 1977) has investigated the causes of sharp rise in the number 

of agricultural labourers from 1961 to 1971 in Jalpaiguri, Darjeeling and Maida 

districts of North Bengal. He has found different reasons in different districts for the 

rapid increase in the number of agricultural labourers. In the case of Jalpaiguri 

district, the reasons are the break down of the giri-adhairy system of cultivation, the 

ravages of the 1967-68 floods in Tista and its tributaries, spill over of tea labour into 

agricultural operations, possible inclusion of populations inhabiting unauthorized 

villages in and around forest areas of the district, groWth of comparatively more 

intensive fanning methods and rapid expansion of pineapple plantations in the 

stretches between Jalpaiguri and Siliguri. However, the last three reasons do not seem 

to be very much convincing. In the case of Drajeeling district, the incidence of 

increase in the number of agricultural labourers in Darjeeling district took place 

mainly in the Siliguri subdivision. Here the causes identified were the eviction of 

sharecroppers and rapid conversion of agricultural land for non-agricultural purposes 

around the town of Siliguri. In the case of Maida district, .in .:tdciition to eviction of 

sharecroppers, the other causes for the swelling of the ranks of agricultural labourers 

were the natural increase in population vis~a-vis the lack of scope of cultivation and 

limitation of cocoon rearing and mango cultivation to absorb additional labour force. 

Usta Patnaik (1983) conducted a study on the historical origins of agricultural 

labourers in . the pre- and post independence period and has also discussed the 

problems of organizing labour in the context of a far from polarized peasantry. In the 

pre-capitalist economy and society, the property less labourers existed in the form of 

hereditary servitude to the landed families and were termed as 'outcastes' in the 

Hindu hierarchy of the established village. The position of hereditary labour tended to 

change under the capitalist mode of production during the British period. The 

traditional forms of servitude were undermined; they were replaced more and more by 

monetised forms of bondage i. e. debt bondage. The British commercial policy led to -

massive displacement of artisans on the one hand and pauperization of large sections 

of the indebted poorer peasantry into landlessness on the other. These both lowered 

the Iand-man ratio steadily and raised the share of agricultural labourers in the rural 

work force. 

In the post independence period, the adoption of land reforms legislations, 

initiation of new agricultural strategy and the indirect effects of an expanding 

domestic market for agricultural products influenced Indian agriculture and agrarian 
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relations. The net effect of the implementation of land reform laws on the labouring 

poor, so far, has been to perpetuate the old, semi-feudal forms of bonded and attached 

labour on an increasingly more monetized basis while providing an impetus towards 

capitalist production for profits. The ranks of landless were swollen by evictions of 

the poorer peasants, to a much greater extent than they were reduced by meager 

allotments of homestead land in few areas. The substantial investment in new 

technology by the landlords - turned - capitalists and rich peasants, on the basis of 

cheap institutional credit from the banking system. It was also found that there was a 

strong tendency on the part of the new capitalists, to pay labour increasingly in cash 

rather than in kind. This is more profitable for employers in a situation of rising prices 

and almost invariably means falling real wages for labourers. 

Dasgupta (1984) delineates the history of the evolution of agricultural 

labourers in West Bengal in the pre-British period and then traces the growth of 

agricultural labourers under the British colonial regime. In the pre-British period, 

caste system determined the occupational pattern, which has been discussed on the 

basis of 1872 Census. The population was then divided into four major caste 

categories in hierarchical order: higher castes, agricultural castes, artisan castes and 

personal service castes. The fourth category indicates the lowest level of occupation; 

largely people performing various personal services such as barbers, washer men, 

sweepers, servants, agricultural labourers etc. The two major sources of supply o~ 

agricultural labourers were the so-called 'semi-Hiduised aboriginal groups' and the: j\ 
d 
I I 

migrant labourers who came from outside the state. Landlessness as a characteristic o( fil 

agricultural labourers began to emerge with the large-scale entry of these two groupsi il 
in the settled agriculture to Bengal. In the pre-British period, the agricultural labourer d\! 
was usually a small farmer making some additional earning from hired work. ~ :ij~·l 
proportion. ~f labourers was very low during pre-Britis~ period. ~oweve~, although~ . -:~: . 

the pre-Bnttsh days there was no labour market worth Its name m the villages, under .• r .1 ,, 
the impact of the colonial rule a labour market had come into operation. Given thel . :~ 
caste tribal infll}ence, the working of the 'patron-client relationship' and the debt: ,, 

I 

bondage, as well as many other ties, which linked them to their employer, they were! l 
! . 

never 'free' in the Marxist sense to constitute wage labour of the capitalist type.i : ~ 
- 'i 

However, towards the end of the British rule, a number of vital changes began to: .. i, 
:-"' .1! 

oecur whose significance was more clearly understood after independence. Dasgupta ' ji 
< ~ '.•: 
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has also discussed the major programmes taken by West Bengal Government for the 

agricultumllabourers. 

Bose's (1986) paper focuses on the impact of the global crisis of the 1930's on 

the agrarian economy and society of the region - especially the differential impact on 

the types of social structure that pre-dominated in the different areas and the 

implications it had for the nature of peasant politics in the climatic decades of British 

rule in India. The depression of 1930's disrupted severely the system of rural credit 

relation in Bengal. The old money lending groups stopped lending because of low 

recovery and credit came to be concentrated in the hands of more substantial 

creditors. Credit in cash no debt declined. The cultivators had cut down their 

expenditure in various directions and had been living on savings by selling ornaments. 

With fall in prices and the absence of credit, many peasants' small holders were in the 

doldrums and the khamar sector took long strides all their expense. Political agitations 

involving the peasantry occurred against tax enhancements in times of economic 

stress and demand for reduction of interest for loan. 

The share cropping system that predominated in frontier Bengal was also 

affected by the economic crisis. The first adhiar' s challenge to Jotedar 's dominance 

in the frontier regions was launched at a time in 1939-40. The better off among the 

adhiars, demanding more direct access to the grain market and a larger share of the 

product, led the way against the jotedars whose strange hold on the agrarian economy 

as creditors had been shaken by the shock of the depression. A distinct class line 

between jotedars and adhiars ensured that the agitations of 1939-40 and 1946-4 7 

were conducted on the basis of clear-cut economic demands. 

Bagchi's (2003) study deals with the evolution of land tenure system in a 

northern part of West Bengal known as Duars region from the Bhutanese period to the 

post independence period, based on field survey of six villages of Western Duars 

during 1985-86. The study points out that in the post-independence period, the land 

tenure system has undergone major changes. With the enactment of new legislation, 

all sorts of intermediary interests in land have been abolished and direct relationship 

1: ' has been established between the state and the tenants. Under Operation Barga (OB) 
.~ ! 
' : programme, some bargadars have been able to record their names and they are now 

l : 1 in a secured position than unrecorded ones. Some arrangements have been made to 

'I.: :. provide finance to bargadars from institutional sources, but on the whole they still · 

ij; ; , depend on other forms of non-institutional sources of finance for which they borrow 
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mostly on unfavourable term. The study also highlights the fact that recording has 

nothing to do with increasing the productivity of land. Big landowners have evicted 

the large sections of bargadars, who are not able to record their names. They have 

been reduced to the status of agricultural labourers. The enormous growth of 

agricultural labourers may be considered as one of the most important changes that 

the Duars economy of North Bengal along with other parts of West Bengal has 

witnessed since the attainment of independence of India. Breakdown of jotedari

adhiary system, the rate of growth of population, absence of alternative sources of 

livelihood of the rising number of population, eviction of bargadars and the decline 

of the bargadari system are some important causes identified by the author. 

Pandit's (2003) work is a micro study of the Bengal agrarian labour force from 

1885 to 195_2,_ which tries to explain the history of emergence of wage labourers and 

the problems of poverty and production in the region in the context of commercialized 

agriculture under coloniaJ rule and after. There are various factors such as the cash

crop cultivation, the pressure of population on lands, price rise of the articles of daily 

use and indebtedness of the indigent cultivators, which accounted for the emergence 

of the agrarian wage labour. These factors were directly and intimately related to 

commercial agriculture. The spread of commercial agriculture in jute riveted the 

process of pauperization of the peasantry instead of reinforcing their bargaining 

power. The author has also been discussed about mobility of wage labourers across 

the villages, districts and states, variation of wage rate and involvement of wage 

labourers in the agrarian movements in different districts of West Bengal. The 

variation in wage rate in agriculture has been due to the variation of lands, person and 

items of work. Lower wage rate to immigrant labour, women and children indicated 

while the daily wage rates at different times have been mentioned along with some 

yearly and monthly wage rates in agriculture. The wage labourers would live almost 

: like destitutes in the villages. They would fail to earn an amount needed for their bare 

subsistence. To raise the level of their wage rates and to stop exploitation, agricultural 

· labourers had actively participated in the agrarian movements in each district of 

Bengal and many kishans or wage labourers died in their struggle against the joint 

attacks of their police force and land owner's resistance partly of armed guard. Wage 

. ·labOurers were first enlisted as members of the Bengal Provincial . Kishan Sabha 

• (BPKS} in 1937 and no political organizations in villages thought about them as a 

· separate section of the farmers to be protected by political means. But they were not 
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.. e to assert their rights, get a gainful employment and raise the level of their wage 
•. :t .. , • 

. ' - by any form of agitation. 

~·;5.2 Farm Employment Pattern of Agricultural Labourers 

f'~i; <.;·: Bardhan and Rudra (1980) in their study have focused on different categories 
lite<:•·: · 

~~;:· !of agricultural labour. On the basis of a survey of 110 villages, it attempts to assess 
!i -:!1:. -

h!! :~ relative numerical importance of these categories. By analyzing the variation in 
, . • 1. .... 

n~ ~emPloyer-employee relationships of attachment and dependence, it suggests possible 

l !!!\ ~pProaches for investigations of rural labour. There are various types of labour 
t •I ~ . - i 

H! ~tion in agriculture not only in different regions of India but even in the same area. 
1 I. r ·~ . . . 

;Jl!iThese different relations differ because ~f different number of factors. Bardhan and 

, i':;;i;·Jtudra have classified agricultural labourers according to attachment. They found out 

! ~~~~'i~fthe bases of .attachment were allotment of land, current consumption loan and old 

:_, l:llfl-_ ~i- In West B~ngal, none of the labourers. were f~und to have hereditary debt or 

il; i :! tong~tenn debt mcurred by labour as a bas1s for his attachment to the employer. 
; ( !". ' - ' 

. ~ .!lf~~ority of them takes consumption loan as wage advances from employer on the 

t'[ 1i!~as~s of attachment. Most of the loans are interest free. It has been revealed from the 

' \ ji :'~tudy that in West Bengal term and conditions of labour contract involve: (a) duration 

::1]\',?f~ontract, (b) basis of payment, (c) frequency of payment, (f) interlink age with 

: J:!! ~th~r contract in credit or land relation with employer, and (g) freedom to work for 
; -!=li! ' . 

'.j li]difterent employer. 

:l1\i! ! : Unni' s (1988) paper provides a description of tbe trends in employment, wage 
:! 'i ;; ' .· . 
:; ·: l~pgs and incomes of agricultural labourers in ~1 labour households during 
:Hi·. l.- l - . 

·! !.!195~57 to 1977-78 at the all India level and for the 14 m~jor states of the country. 
I ' : 

· !The changing employment situation of agricultural labourers has been discussed in 

\tenns of earner population ratios (EPR) and days of employment available in 

''agriculture. Total earqer population ratios (male and females of all villages) fall 

between1956-57 and 1964-65, rose in 1974-75 and fell again in 1977-78 at the all 
i 

I~dia level. At •the all India level, both male and female days of employment per 
: ' . i 

.agri¢ultural labourer in agricultural labour households raised betweenl956-57 and 
!: 

] 196~~65, declined in 1974-75, the year of poor agricultural output and increased 
; i 

. ~~.~t -pOpulation ratios. The average daily money wage earnings for all agricultural 

'! lopetations by the agricultural labourers in rural labour households, increased steadily 
.I I! ·• ;and sharply between 1956-57 and 1977-78 for both males and females at all India 
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level and for all states. Annual money wage earnings per agricultural labourers also 

rose steadily and sharply between 1956-57 and 1977-78 for both males and females in 

all states. This increase was, however, much slower between 1964-65 and 1974-75 

due to slower pace of increase in an average daily money wage earnings and fall in 

days of employment per worker during this period. Annual real wage earnings per 

agricultural labourers, both male and female, fell between 1964-65 and 1974-75 and 

rose again in 1977-78 at the all India level and in most states. 

Kailas Sarap (1991) has conducted study on .. the variety of contractual 

arrangements between employers and agricultural labourers in six villages of Orissa. 

He also analyzed the dynamics of changes in the contractual arrangements in the 

context of technology and state inventions and the implications for the parties. The 

agricultural labour market consists of several sub-markets - farm servants, casual 

labour for a day or many days, and group's labourers with piece rate. Payment may be 

piece or time rate. The labourers may be indebted to his employer or have to work to 

pay for the loan borrowed earlier. The contracts of farm servants are informal. The 

nature of contract, working hours, mode of payment of wages and wage rates of above 

types of agricultural labourers are not same in the wet and dry villages in Orissa 

district. The employers have resorted to a variety of strategies, such as the provision 

of interest free loans, other loans, tie in with casual and group labour, incentive 

payments besides the provision of house sites to the senli-permanent workers and tiny 

pieces of land for cultivation to farm servants; not just to reduce the cost of 

recruitment, the moral hazard and incentive problems, but also to discipline the labour 

and help in the exercise of social control. The agricultUral labour market in the study 

area is segmented on the lines of caste, tribal, kinship, gender, local/ migrants and so 
I 

on, suggesting lack of collective bargaining or collusion among the labour households 

for demanding higher wages. 

Sukumaran's (1997) study is an attempt to understand the labour scarcity in 

the avowedly labour surplus rural economy ofKerala. It is hypothesized that there is a 

:situation of relative labour shortage in rural Kerala caused by the small holder tree 

:crop character of agricultural sector accompanied by high transaction costs due to 

various imperfections and segmentation of the rural labour market. The demand for 

. labour depends upon some factors such as distribution pattern of land, cropping 

•
1 pattern, cropping intensity, mechanization of agriculture, and the fragmentation and 

consequent multiplication of tasks. On the other hand, the labour supply function in 
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the rural economy of Keraia has been made complicated by the interaction of a 

number of inter-connected and varied factors. These are landholding size of labour 

households, caste composition of labour households, the size of labour households 

and wage rates. A detailed household survey was carried out in the Parthanamthitta 

district of Kerala in 1989 and the necessary data were collected on two rounds, one 

during the peak season and other during the lean season from 241 labour and 241 

cultivating households. The analysis has shown that while there is a very high demand 

for labour, the supply has not been elastic enough to respond to the increasing 

demand. But when the supply and demand were separately analysed, arises a situation 

where the total supply of labour exceeded the total demand in the sample villages. At 

the same time there is excess demand for labour. So the paradoxical situation arises in 

the rural economy of Kerala. The reasons for the mismatch between supply and 

demand are collection of data through sample one instead of census one, market 

imperfections, information asymmetric, adverse selection in the labour market, 

operation of backward slopping supply curve, market fragmentation, increasing 

transaction and supervision costs. 

Sharma (200 1) examines the trends in number and changes in quantum of 

employment days available to agricultural labour and also to examine the changes in 

. the relative importance of different sources of employment like wage-paid 

· employment, self·employment and employment on salary basis. Changes in the real 

· · ' wag~ earnings. including gender differentials and the effect of different factors on 
i. ' . I ~l~e earn. ; ings has also been discussed. The data show a significant i~crease in 

:\~. ~ !' taj nllm. b~. rs of employment days both adult male and female labour, m almost 

1~ ~~ e ) s~tes. i The evidence also suggests a trend towards diversification of 

lj! . fir Je~t, e~pecially from land to non-land activities: as many as 1 0 major states 

: !·(An~! PradeJh, Assam, Himachal Pradesh, Jammu and Kashmir, Madhya Pradesh, 
I, ' ' I - ; 

· Mah8rashtra, Orissa, Rajasthan and West Bengal), substantial decline in the 

'!percentage share of wage paid empioyment was associated with an equally significant 

• increase in the percentage share of self-employment. In the case of adult female 

i, labour~ the trend was mixed. In seven states (Bihar, Haryana, Jammu and Kashmir, 
I 

'K.amataka, Kerala, Punjab and Uttar Pradesh), wage-paid employment became more 

:important where as in seven others (Andhra Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh, Madhya 

:Pradesh, Maharashtra, Orissa, Rajasthan and Tamil Nadu) as a decline in the 

percentage share of wage paid employment was accompanied by an increase in the 

15 



~··. . ~ 

, .. 

:~ -\::; -~ 
~~ ; s.are of self-employment. The real wage earnings of both adult male and female 
:f.- :~ · ' ·:' . 

u~:~~&ur ipcreased continuously, practically in all states since 1974-75 except during 

;: , :~~~3, both in agricultural and non-agricultural operations. There was no consistent 
•' " ' ·., 

~,· ;,trend in the male-female wage differentials. The regression analysis further shows that 

,:-. while productivity per worker and the promotion of rural workers employed in the 

·: non-fann sector have a positive and significant on daily money and real wage 

earnings, the proportion of landless households had a negative. effect. 

1.5.3 Farm Wages of AgriculturalLabourers 

Misra and Gupta's (1974) paper·Jocuses the trends in money wages, real 

:wages and the wage-productivity relationship across the districts of Gujarat during 
' 
i -1960-61 _ tQ 1968-69 and also to identify factors affecting inter districts wage-
i . 

! ·differentials for 1968-69 in Gujarat. The comP<>und rate of growth of money wages 
i 

.• i ~ross districts varied 5 percent to 8 percent per annum during this period except 
i . .. 
\ Surendranagar, Amreli and Sabarkantha, where as in real terms the wages declined at 
!":. 

i the rate of 1 percent to 3 percent in all districts of Gujarat except Ahmedabad and 
l 

· Surat, where it increased at the rate of about .87 percent and .30 percent per annum 

;:respectively. In view of the relationship between money wages and productivity, the 
I ,. 

, regression analysis does not show serial correlation in most of the districts. The co

: efficient of productivity again turn out to be non-significant in all districts except for 

Jamnagar, Bhavnagar, Amreli and Baroda, where it is influenced by the productivity 

:changes probably due to the fact that there has been piece rate system of wages 

• :particularly harvesting of groundnut and cotton in these districts. Apart from 

:productivity, there are several other variables such as distribution of lands holdings, 

irrigated area, availability of pump sets, tractor use, availability of agricultural labour, 

playing an important role in wage determination. However, only availability of pump 

_sets and agricultural labour turn out to be significant. The former has positive sign for 

:' its co-efficient, · where as in the latter the co-efficient have negative sign, indicating 

:'that the wage rate responds positively to the variations in the availability of pump sets 

;and negatively to the agricultural labourers. 

Jose's (1978) p~per is primarily an attempt at defending the data that seems to 

support the 'new orthodoxy' hypotheses. The author also raises some questions on the 

. :validity of the hypothesis, implicit in all such studies, that wage rates of agricultural · 

:labourers are directly determined by the supply and demand conditions in the rural 
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labour market and that changes in the market situation can be measured by the 

movement of wages. He looks into the relative merit and demerits of the different 

sources of agricultural wage data. Making use of the information available in the 

various enquires, the author attempts to explain how in the Indian context factors 

other than wage rates might be crucial in the determination of real earnings of 

agricultural labour households. Then the author examines the relative changes in the 

real earnings of agricultural labour households derived from wage employment in 

different states between 1963-63 and 1970-71. A comparison of these indices of 

income with those agricultural wage rate indices for the period brings out clearly that 

the later are inadequate to explain trends in the income of agricultural labourers in 

different states. 

Sidhu's (1988) paper is an attempt to identifY the factors which play an 

important role in the process of wage determination in the most developed agricultural 

regions of the country i.e. Punjab and Haryana. The analysis of district level data of 

Punjab and Haryana shows that dem-and and supply factors are in fact, major 

determinant of wage rate. Where as productivity of land and inequality in the 

distribution of land holdings tend to push up wage rate, ~emographic pressure on land 

and segmentation in the: labour market are dominant variables, which tend to depress 

wage rates significantly. Thus, if wage rates of agricultural labour and hence their 

incomes are to be improved, agricultural growth alone cannot do it. Population on 

land has to be relieved to some extent. The study also brings out the important role 

which rural labour organizations and their leaders can play in uniting the labourers as 

a class and getting their due share in increased agricultural productivity. 

Partasarathy (1990) focuses on trends of wages and employment during 1985-

86 to 1993-94 and provides ftmctional analysis of variables influencing to the level of 

wages. employment and also unemployment. This paper also discusses the options in 

public interventions for improved conditions in agricultural labour. The post-1985 

scenario, particularly the phase of economic reform, was marked by worsening of real 

wages since the prices of wage goods rose faster than in the earlier period. The 

functional analysis of money wage rates suggests that labour productivity, percentage 

of agricultural labour households in total rural households, diversification as 

measured by percentage of non-agriculture in total rural households. landlessness 

influence variations in wage rates and explain 85 percent of the variation across the 

states. Wage rate could be raised only by increasing p 

:~')30~ 7 
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supply of agricultural labour, diversification of non-agricultural occupations. 

' Employment in agriculture by usual status measure showed little absorption in the 
j· 

· · ! 1980s. By daily status measure there was an improvement in absorption in agriculture. 

, .. Employment of agricultural labour is found to be negatively related to money wage 

rate> to agricultural worker per hectare and is a positive function of irrigated area per 

agricultural worker. Rural unemployment is positively related to the supply of 

agriculturaJ labour and negatively related to growth. Among .Policy options, the most 

important is an equitable agricultural growth resulting in higher productivity and 

higher demands for labour. This will imply effective implementation of land reforms 

to sustain the growth process. There is a need for sharper targets for distribution under 

PDS. Universal primary education among agricultural labour must be given top. 

Shalla's (1991) paper deals with some aspects of wage determination and 

labour absorption in Indian agriculture. Agricultural wage rates in India are 

systemtically below the marginal product of labour and the gap between the. wage rate 

and productivity tends to widen whenever labour productivity goes up. The regression 

analysis has been done to determine factors influencing the real wage rate using time 

series data for each state separately or cross-section analysis for single year instead of 

the average long periods. The results show that inter .. state variations in labour 

productivity constitute . the most significant factor in explaining differences in real 

wage rates. Relatively high labour productivity, it appears~ tends to push up real wage 

rates, wh1le poverty among self-employed cultivators pulls wage rates down. The time 

series results indicate that the dominant factors in most states have been, first and fore 

most, the availability of non-fann work, and secondly change in the cost of living. 

Overtime, changes in labour productivity do not seem to have played a significant role 

in any state, except in Uttar Pradesh, in the case of the CPIAL deflated wage series. 

The determinants of labour absorption in Indian agriculture are examined at 

two levels - at all India level for all crop combined, states combined and at the 

individual crop-cum-state level. The all India results show the general decline in the 

labour absorptive capacity of cultivation in country as a whole due to decline in 

labour intensity in agriculture. The crop wise decomposition of total employment 

changes into labour intensity and area change effects reveals that the: big positive 

contributions to field crop employment have been made by paddy, cotton, jowar and 

soybean in that order. The big negative effects have come from the contraction of 
! 

employment in the production of gram, mustard and barely. However, )certain crops 
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recording a relatively small decline in employment need special mention, in particular 

. wheat and sugarcane. Both these crops register-ed truly gigantic reductions in 

• 'employment due to labour intensity changes. 

Sharma (1993) examines the trends in the agricultural money I real wage 

earnings, gender differentials in the real wage earnings, the effect of rising 

agricultural productivity on money I real wage earnings and the number of 

employment days available to an agricultural labourer .. The money wage earnings of 

both male and female agricultural labourers increased continuously practically in all 

the states since 1956-57, the trends in real wage earnings are mixed; these increased 

in a majority of the states between 1956-57 and 1977-78 followed by a decline of 

. varying degrees between 1977-78 and 1983. Consequently, taking a long period view, 

in as many as cine· states, namely, Assam, Bihar, Jammu and Kashmir, Karnataka, 

Madhya Pradesh, Orissa, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal, the daily average 

real wage earnings in 1983 were lower as compared to those · in 1956-57. 

Nevertheless, the number of employment days available to male and female labour, 

despite fluctuations from one period to other' were significantly higher in 1983 

compared with 1956-57. The study further brings out the declining male I female real 

wage earnings differentials and also supports the hypothesis that the per worker 

agricultural product affects the money I real wage earnings favourably. 

Reddy's (1998) study deals with trends of money and real wages of 

agricultural labourers in paddy farming by size I zone in Andhara Pradesh during the 

period 1981-82 to 1991-92 and also analyses the factors influencing the variations in 

real wages. There was a steady increase in money wages during 1981-82 to 1991-92 

at state level and all the zones though the magnitude of the increase differed from one 

zone to another. Money wages for all attached labourers were highest in zone-2 and 

lowest in zone-S. Money wages of casual labourers in zone-4 and 5 were higher than 

zone-2 in triennium ending 1983-84. The study shows an increasing trend in real 

wages with a little fluctuation at the state as well as zonal level. An attempt has been 

made to study the relationship between wages and yield and wages with output price 

per quintal of paddy using linear and non-linear functions. The results show 

significant positive co-efficient with respect to output prices at the state as well as at 

the zonal levels implying that money wages are positively associated with output 

prices. This indicates that the benefits, which accrued to the paddy farmers through a 

rise in the output prices, also percolated to the agricultural labourers. With respect to 
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yields also, the co-efficient were positive and significant for the state as well as in all 

zones implying that wages are influenced by changes in the yields. Thus, the benefits 

of technology have also reached the agricultural labourers at the state as well as at the 

zonal level, though not uniformly. 

Sarmah (2002) focuses on trends and determinants of agricultural wages at 

two different levels of aggregation for the period startin~ from early seventies through 

late nineties. At the aggregate level, state specific agricultural wages have been 

analyzed while at the disaggregate level;the unit of analysis is a National Sample 

survey (NSS) region. Each region consists of several districts within the borders of 

one particular state, and each of the major states is divided into several regions. The 

trend analysis establishes evidence of deceleration in growth rates in majority of 

regions in the post mid-eighties and for almost all the states in the nineties. The study 

also show rising inter-regional and inter-state disparities in real wages in the second 

part of nineties. The results of the determinant analysis suggest that occupational 

diversification and agricultural infrastructure in the form of irrigation are effective 

ways of raising agricultural wage rates. Urbanization is negatively correlated with real 

agricultural wages. The variables relating to human development did not show any 

significant relation with real wages. 

1.5.4 Non-Farm Employment 

Dev's (1990) paper analyses trends in rural nop-agricultural employment and 

factors influencing inter-regional variations in ~e share of non-agricultural 

employment. The growth rates of workforce by in~ustry groups sl;low that total 

agricultural workforce in the country grew at the rate of around 1.5 percent per annum 

; while the rate of growth of non-agricultural employment across 56 regions are sought 
! . 

to be examined with person day unemployment (PDUR), Gini Co-efficient of the 

f concentration in rural assets (GINIA) and land productivity or ratio of crop output to 

.I ;net sown area (0 I NSA) I crop output per head of agricultural population (COH). The 

'1:~ee explanatory variables (PDUR, GINIA and 0/ NSA) explain around 39 to 62 
i'' . 

.. i 
' ; :percent of inter-regional variations in the shares of non-agricultural employment for 

•• i persons, males and females. The correlation coefficient between agricultural 

, ~ '.productivity (output per hectare of cropped area) and incidence of person day 

· ·i:unemployment across 56 regions increased from .30 in 1972-73 to .53 in 1977-78. 
': 

: JThis may be due to increase in the labour displacing technology and attraction of 
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l~ur from neighbouring regions in high agricultural productivity regions. The 

·,incidence of person day unemployment in 'principal industry non-agriculture' was 

.~gher than that of 'principal industry agriculture' in 1977-78. The estimates on 

:projections of non-agricultural workforce indicate that \Vorkforce in non-agriculture at 

the all India level would increase by 50 percent between 1977-78 and 2001. 

Basu and Kashyap (1992) revie~ the works and studies relating to labour 

absorption in the farm and non-farm sector. It also examines the the reasons of growth 

of non-agricultural sector due to agricultural growth and exploring rural-urban 

employment linkages through micro level study conducted in 1989-90 in different 

districts of some states of our country. Most of the available studies lend support to 

the 'residual' sector hypothesis regarding the emergence of the Q.on-farm rural 

employment, implying that relative population pressure and unemployment are the 

determinant factors. The author argued that such a generalized hypothesis is not 

' satisfactory, as it tends to conceal the role of agricultural development process. The 

micro level studies that were cast over different typologies of agricultural 

development give some clue to the process that le~d to the emergence of non-
. ' 

agricultural sector. It tum out that it is not the level of agricultural productivity but the 

cropping mix, particularly in favour of cash crops, that lead to the emergence of the 

'farmer-entrepreneur'. Wide spread distribution df cold storage facilities in 

Farukhabad district, growth of processing units in Hoshangabad district and 

emergence of agro-processing units such as sugar, champaign, raisin and tomato -

ketchup units in Nasik district support this phenomenon. As a matter of fact, as the 

findings of micro level studies in nine districts suggest that growth of agro-based 

activities is more in small and medium towns than villages. Migration process and 

: urb~ accessibility play important role in determine the non farm employment. Micro 

level studies demonstrate that temporary migration labour force from rural to urban 

area account for a sizable portion of work force in various economic activities of the 

. urban centre. 

Basant's (1993) paper focuses on diversification of economic activities at the 

household level and also analyses the factors, which determine the occupational 

diversification. This study was based on primary survey conducted by Gujarat 

Institute of Development Research (GIDR) in 30 villages belonging to five different 

districts of Gujarat in 1987-89. Households mainly engaged in cultivation, scarcity 
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' · income than other households. Beside average number of source of income was ~~ .:-
:.! 
l i higher among landed than among landless households. A significant proportion of of 

H ·;non-agricultural workers based in rural areas was commute to nearby towns for work. 

~J< :·> The proportion of commuters was high in villages located near the towns. For both 
~ :1 ~·· . 
. ·; nlales and females, the WPRs and the number of activities per worker were higher in 
i ' 
1 • those villages where the proportion of poor households was high. Landlessness, 

· .. proximity to town, density of pof)ulation, literacy, secondary and technical education 

) ',is negatively related to WPR and the number of activities per worker is positively to 

·I.: i the proportion of non-agricultural workers. The proportion of irrigated area, 
'i :: . 
! i :availability of cultivated area per agricultural worker and the size of the village were 
:I t·i : 

if {i~t ~ignjficantly rel.ated to any of the variables. 

;[I· Hii Chadha's (1993) paper focuses on steady expansion of non-farm sector in 

f L1i !~ India, type of people engaged in non-farm against those in farm activities., 

.,. ; !} arhmg I wage differentials between the two sets of employments, . the modes of 

'I , '! ! ! ~mployment prevailing in agriculture against those in non-agriculture and so on. The 

!I'; i ,:~. wqrkforce is gradually shifting from low productivity agriculture sector to more 

i' '·! i·:: ' non-agricultural job of diverse variety, partJy in rural areas themselves and 
I . 

in urban areas. By the close of the eighties, neat;ly one-fourth ofrural male and 

one sixth of rural female workers were engaged in different types of non-
; 

activities~ In particular, the eighties Witnessed a significant turning 

idOilnlitng of rural employment structure when the indremental rural workforce went 

to non-agricultural sectors. While during the ~venties, agriculture was a big 

.,.,..,lin'aohl:-.. of incremental workforce. The mode of employment too is undergoing 

:w :$jt~~ticant changes while self employment is on the decline, both in agriculture as 

increase in wage labour and their risings pace of actualization 

emerging realities of the eighties. The wage rate for non-agricultural 

l~~R,.li\)YJDeJll is significantly higher than for agricultural work. Gender differential in 

are also found. The wage rate for female workers for any specified variety 

-,~•rn·'""""nt is lower than the corresponding wage rate for male workers. 

IHalP4"0' ~ ( 1995) paper focuses on inter-district variations in non-agricultural 
i I ' 

~pent olf Kerala during 1970's and 1980' s and also analyses tbe determinants ! 

employment through a correlation analysis. The male non

agJ1ct~ql, L.c .QJplby:mLent increased from about 3 9 percent in 1971 to 4 3 percent 

1981. But:· in 991, almost the same proportions of male and female workers 
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engaged in non-agricultural activities i.e. 44 percent. The share of non-agriculture in 

rural employment varies from 23 percent in Idukki in 1991 to 57 percent in 

Kozhikode and 56 percent in Trichur (for males). Other districts of Kerala where it is 

substantially higher than the state average for males are Ernakulam (52 percent), 

Alleppey (49 percent) and Malappuram (46 percent). Female non-agricultural 

employment is much above the state average in Kozhikode, Kottayam, Alleppey, 

Quilan and Trivandrum while Palghat reveals a low and near constant share. For the 

state as a whole, the tertiary sector accounts for almost 30 percent of the rural male 

workforce while the share of secondary sector is about 15 percent. A high degree of 

commercialization, close rural-urban linkages, rapidly declining Iandman ratios, 

increase in the proportion of marginal holdings and growing level of literacy have 

historically played an important role in generating a high level of non-agricultural 

employment in rural Kerela. 

Unni's (1996) paper focuses on diversification of economic activities and 

participation in non-agricultural employment from the perspective ot an individual 

worker in a rural household. This study was based: on intensive survey of 3,760 

households consisting cultivators, agricultural labourers, households industry and 
I 

other non-agricultural households in 30 villages belonging to five districts of of 
I 

Gujarat state in India 1988-89. Households in rural Grjarat diversify their economic 

activities through two processes. That is, by increasinf the niunber of workers in the 

households and I or by each worker undertaking more!than one economic activity. In 
I 

this paper, the author analyzed the second type of! process and also discuss the 
' 

determinants of the individual household's member's! choice of economic activities. 

These determinants are: (a) individual characteristics: age and education; (b) 

household's characteristics: value of land holding and value of other productive assets 

and (c) external regional factors: village wage rate, distance from the nearest town and 

density of village population. Participation in economic activity declines with age 

irrespective of the choice of primary sector. According to the model, while older men 

tend to specialize in agricultural activities, better-educated men specialize in non-

. agricultural activities. Men in households with a very high value of land and other 

, assets also have a hi~er probability of specializing in non-agricultural activities. 

Specialization in one non-agricultural activity is also encouraged by external regional 

factors such as a higher population density, closeness to town and in better-developed · 

villages. Diversification, in terms of multiple activities per worker is encouraged by 
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access to land, except at a very high value of land and other assets. Younger and less 

educated men and women also engaged in multiple activities. The probability of 

agricultural workers undertaking multiple activities is higher with greater distance of 

the village from a nearby town. 

Unni (1998) in her article discusses the various issues related to the growth of 

the non-agricultural sector, the causes and consequences of such a development and 

its impact on poverty. This is attempted through a detailed review of the recent Indian 

literature over the last decades, on the growth of non-agricultural employment and 

poverty. 

t.s.~· lndebtedness of Agricultural Labourers 

Sajjad (1998) conducted a comprehensive survey in the years of 1995 and 

1996 in 85 sample villages consisting of 850 landless labour households of Aligarh 

, district of Uttar Pradesh to study the conditions of landless labourers. The high growth 

rate of landless labourers in this district is the result of rapid decline in the number of 

workers engaged in household industries and in other occupations, fragmentations of 

holdings, and rise in the cost of agricultural inputs and increase in the number of 

intermediaries. Landless labourers did not get employment for the whole year in the 

agricultural sector. On an average a labourer gets wdrk in the agricultural sector for 

131.2 days in a year. The wage rates in the agricultui;al sector are also low and vary 

across sex, operations and seasons. The growth of employment in the non-agricultural 

sector in the study area is a result of distress phenomenon of l.lnemployed agricultural 

. labourers who are forced to undertake non-farm work either inside the villages or as 

. daily commuters to nearby city area or as seasonal migrants to some far urban centers. 

· The average annual per capita income of landless labourers was Rs. 2, 444 /-. The 

major share of family budget (68.6 percent) was spent on food and clothing followed 

by social ceremonies (5.2 percent) and education (3.2 percent). Most of the landless 

labour households (81.8 percent) were under debt. The debt was mainly taken from 

professional moneylenders, co-operative credit societies, landlords, relatives and 

friends. 

Purukayastha (2001) conducted a study on the incidence and extent of 

indebtedness in rural areas of Assam. It is a great tragedy that when almost all the 

major states of India recorded a steady sharp fall in the share of informal sources in 

the recent past, the sample villages of Assam registered a reversal of the trend during 
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the economic liberalization period (1991 ). The share of the organized sector 

subsidized loan has declined considerably in recent times. In fact, not a single 

household was provided with a subsidized loan carrying rate of interest less than 10 

percent. Out of 256 sample households, only 44 households constituting just 17 

percent of the sample got loans different organized agencies over the last twenty years 

(1979-80 to 1999-00). The IRDP {SGSY) beneficiaries accounted for as high a 73 

percent of all beneficiary households. The Swarna Jayanti Gram Swarozgar Yojana' 

aims at covering groups of beneficiaries including self-help groups rather than 

providing assistance to individuals. In this respect, the situation ' of Assam is worst. 

This is a very significant move although the ground work for group loan is only in the 
/ 

infant stage in the country. The development of co-operative credit infrastructure in 

this region is the urgent need of the hour so as to replace the dominant position of the 

informal sources irt the rural scene of the state of Assam. 

1.5.6 Level of Living of Agricultural Labourers 

Lal and Mathen (1948) conducted a comparative quantitative study of the 

living conditions of shopkeepers, cultivators and agricultural labourers o( rural areas 

in West Bengal. This study included 1136 cultivators, ~18 farm labourers and 138 
! ' 

shopk~~pers. Asi ex~ted, the labourers are the l worst off economically, 

educa~~nally, an~ as ~gards additions. The housin~ and other environmental 
, I , " , I : : 

condi~ons ~· als~ less ~tisfactory. The difference is particularly marked in smoking 
':' ' I d ' : : I I ' 

~~it. ~l,lt {o~ a fef; exce~tions, labourers live under worst conditions of overcrowding 
T. :;· -"- !! : :.; : .1 ' ! I 

aqd ~e!shqpl(.eepqrs live fn relatively less ,.overcrowded houses. Again the roofs of the 

h~~ of ~e la, ourers /leak much more frequently than those of cultivators, while 

' th~ s~opkejepers tiave m~stly good roofs over their heads. Besides, the premises and 
: i : i . 

the roo!ms ! of labpurer' s : houses are much dirtier than those of the cultivators and 
• ; ; + • 

shopkeepers. In spite of these handicaps, their state of health, duration of sickness and 

nutritional status are apparently no worse if not better than the other two groups. But 

it is true that the reporting of sickness ~d its duration to the investigators was less 

satisfactory amongst the illiterate classes due to forgetfulness or less sensitivity. to 

sickness. 

Panikar ( 1978) has made an attempt to study the levels of living of selected 

agricultural labour households in Kuttanad, the 'rice bowl' of Kerala. According to 

him most studies on levels of living of agricultural labour are based almost 
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exclusively on trends in real wage rates of male agricultural labour, he has drawn 

different conclusions about the trends in the real wage rates of agricultural labour. 

According to him, for studying the levels of living of agricultural labour, the level of 

income is more important than the wage rate, nominal or real. The wage rate is only 

one of the determinants of income; the other crucial factor is the level of employment. 

This paper also shows that the incidence of under nutrition and malnutrition is a 

reflection of the very low level of income which in tum is due to inadequate 

employment opportunities. That such acute poverty and starvation prevails in a 

region, which has been in the forefront of the new agricultural technology, is a 

significant. 

Singh, Gian (1986) made an endeavour to study the levels of livings of the 

agricultural labourers and marginal farmers in the rural areas of Punjab to the year 

1980-81. The aim is to study the sources, composition and patterns of income and 

consumption of three income categories of the agricultural labourers and the marginal 

farmers in three differentially developed districts (Ludhiana, Bhatinda and Ropar) of 

Punjab. In addition, an attempt has been made to study their assets and liabilities. 

There is much similarity in the income and consumption pattern of agricultural 

labourers across the income categories and districts. By virtue of their being 

agricultural labourers, the main source of their income. is agricultural wages. There is 

also much similarity in the income and consumption pattern of marginal farmers 

across 11?-e income categories and districts. The main j source of income of marginal 

farmers is farm income. Both marginal farmers and !agricultural labourers boost of 

their income by resorting to subsidiary occupations I;ike dairying, shoe-making and 

trade on a very small scale. But the average househol~ and average per capita income 
i 

levels of the marginal farmers are marginally loweri than those of the agricultural 
' 

labourers in the rural areas of Punjab. Both spend thd major part of their income on 

food grains, milk and milk products, clothes and sugar and gur I khandsari. They 

spend small proportions of the total consumption expenditure on services, marriages 

and other social ceremonies and durable commodities. The household durable assets 

account for the major proportion in the value of the total assets of agricultural 

labourers and marginal farmers over the income categories and across the districts. 

About three-fourths of agricultural labour households and four-fifths of marginal farm 

households in the rural areas of Punjab are wtder debt. The burden of outstanding 

loans is considerably high in all the income categories and the districts. 
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Lalita and Sharada (1988) conducted a study in three regions (Rajendranagar, 

Tirupati and Bapatla) of Andhra Pradesh on socio-economic conditions of 30 farms 

labour families. Most of the family members were found to be illiterate. The data 

· showed that the total expenditure was more than the total income in two regions -

Rajendranagar, Tirupati. The deficit between the income and expenditure was met by 

· taking debts. The results indicated that a major percentage of total expenditure was on 

cereals in all three regions. The expenditure on pulseS was slightly more in 

Rajendranagar than in Bapatla and Tirupati. The expenditure on non-food items 

showed that expenditure on clothing fonns a major portion in all three regions. Most 

of the families were living in their own houses. The percentage of expenditure on 

maintenance of home was more in Bupatla followed by Rajendranagar and Tirupati. 

Least importance was given to education in all three regions. Majority of the families 

in Bapatla and Tirupati did not have separate bathroom, and they were taking bath in 

an open place only. Farm labour families in Bapatla were better than the families in 

Rajendranagar and Tirupati may be because of the de~ndence on wages as the major 

source of income in the latter regipns. 

Ansari's (1992) study has focused on sbcio-economic conditions of 

agricultural labourers in one of the least develop¢d regions of Uttar Pradesh, 
: 

Bundlekhand where there is little economic activity e~cept agriculture. Employment 

availability in agriculture is irregular and low. It is i estimated that an agricultural 

labourer, on an average, was employed on wage in his household occupational 

activities for 216 days oftheyear. Iffull employment is being equated to 300 days of 

work in a year; an average agricultural labourer is found without employment for as 

long as period as about 3 months in a year. There is some evidence of a decline in the 

real wage rate over the 1970's and 1980's of farm work. An average agricultural 

labourer is estimated te have earned Rs. 840 during the years of reference. They spent 

a higher proportion of ~me in self-employment than in wage employment. The author 

also considers the likely impact of technological improvement in agriculture on the 

absorption of labour within agriculture. 

Tripathy and Pradhan (1996) have dealt with the socio-economic conditions of 

agricultural labourers with special reference to Orissa. The study shows that most of 

the agricultural labourers are from the tribal segment and weaker section of the 

comm~ity and belong to the category of landless or marginal fanners. They are 

unorganized, scattered and illiterate. It has been revealed that a landless agricultural 
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labourer was employed about six months in a year. The prevailing wages were lower 

than the minimum wages fixed by the Government. The actual wages paid to the 

agricultural labourers · tagged behind the real wages until 1988, which were not 

sufficient to meet their basis needs. 

Jha ( 1997) in his study of agricultural labour in Purnea district of .Bihar 

describes the conditions of agricultural labourers in the past and present and visualizes 

the future and utilizes secondary and primary sources of data. It is a study at macro, 

regional and micro levels. It tries to relate the findings of these in one direction, i.e. 

changes in the labour process in the changing socio-economic scenario in the process 

of agricultural development. He has rightly searched the need for analysis of this type. 

However, it seems that the findings are over shadowed on information collected from 

secondary sources and personal acquaintance rather than from information gathered 

through questionnaire I schedule. Though the author has attempted to make his study 

more amilytical, ·it remaihs descriptive. It is a good collection of materials on the 

subject and it would be better to view the work in the light of raising more issues than 

solving them. 

Rajuladevi's (2001) study attempts to measure variations in the levels of living 

of total 200 landless labour households equally distributed between BCs (Backward 

Classes) and SCs (Scheduled Caste) in wet CV1 and Vt) and dry (V3 and V4) villages 

of Tamil Nadu, South India. The landless household's food intake data was collected 

during slack and peak season and compared to find variations in food intake among 

BCs and SCs within and between wet and dry villages. The per capita and per day 

c~r¢als intake of 284.09 grams in wet and 262.24 grams in dry villages is very low 
: i 

cct~pated to ~ intake of 460 grams per capita per day recommended by ICMR 
i '! ; 

(19$9). Cons~ption of clothing was ~so very low in the study villages of Tamil 

Nadu. Landless women labourers had suffered in diseases like fever and headache, 
: ' ' - ~ : 

back pain, ch~st pain~ highblood pressure, astluna and ulcers. Most of the houses of 

landless labou,eres are kutcha houses which do not give protection against wind, rain 
' 

and cold; they have inadequate lighting and ventilation, no separate arrangement for 

keeping animals, and lack basic sanitation, drinking water and the most fundamental 

requirements for hygiene. This study has described how the landless low incomes 

went hand in hand with other forms of deprivation, concerning fuel and water, 

quantity and quality of food intake, housing, clothing and access to healthcare. 
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CHAPTER II 

EVOLUTION OF AGRICULTURAL LABOURERS 

2.1 The Evolution of Agricultural Labourers in West Bengal with Special 

Reference to Uttar Dinajpur District in tbe Pre-Independence Period 

· 2.1.1 Introduction 

The history of the evolution of agricultural labourers closely corresponds to 

1. .the evolution of the mode of production in the countryside ofWest Bengal. To study 
,\ 

I
''· ·' _. - . 

; ; !- .l 
,, ' ! 

1 ' 

·, 
·' 1 : + 

i j" 
, I 

the evolution of agricultural labourers in West Bengal, we begin our analysis from the 

'Vedic Period' and continued up to British Period. This is not easy taSk because we 

: could not get adequate historical information about agricultural labourers separately 
!i " . · .. . 

l for West Bengal before independence. We get some historical information about 

agricultural labourers of undivided Bengal and undivided Dinajpur district in the pre-

independence period. In 1947, Bengal was divided into two parts - Eastern part of 

i Bengal is known as East Bengal (now Bangladesh) and Western part of Bengal is 

known as West Bengal. Similarly, in 1947 Dinajpur district was also di:vided into two 

parts - East Dinajpur, which is now a district of Bangladesh, and West Dinajpur, 

which was a district of West Bengal. Again in 1992, West Dinajpur district was 

divided into two parts - Uttar Dinajpur and Dakshin Dinajpur districts. Due to 

division of state as well as district several times, it is very difficult for researchers to 

· col~ect historical information and data to study evolution of agricultural labourers in 

West Bengal and more difficult for Uttar Dinajpur district during the pre-
; 

independence period. For these reasons, we sometimes use all India level historical 

information to know the state level conditions and use historical information of 

undivided Dinajpur district to know district level situations. For West Bengal, we get 

few comments here and. there and seldom find data giving · any idea about the 

quantitative importance of this class during the pre-independence period. 

In the delineation that follows, firstly we discuss the historical genesis of 

agricultural labourers briefly during Vedic period and the basic production-relation in 

i, ~ society of self-possessing, self-working and self-sufficient cultivators in ancient 

i 1 Period. Secondly, we discuss this basic production relation during Muslim period 

mainly during Mughal period. Thirdly, we discuss the impact of British Govenun~t:--: 
, ~ • . r , 

,, 

. '' 't.jJ";;, 
~l[' ·,·:~: ~-~; 

,-., t.l 
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Policies- Permanent Settlement- jotedari-adhiary system in Bengal, export-import 

policy and commercialization of agriculture on our economy. 

2.1.2 Vedic Period and Thereafter 

The stratification of agrarian society in India as well in Bengal was 

accentuated and gradually cemented by Aryans who subjugated the control of 

preceding system. An off-quoted hymn in Book X of Rigveda offers a picture of this 

stratified society. By the end of Rgvedic period, the so-called four Varnas or social 

division came into existence in the society. As Habib notes, 'However simplified, the 

Varna scheme of the hymn seems to reflect faithfully the deep division of the 

peasantry into free vis and servile dasyus, who, transmitted as vaisyas and sudras, 

form respectively the third and fourth varnas' (Habib, 1983, p. 26). It seems that 

agricultural labourers belong, almost completely to the fourth Varna i.e. sudras. D D 

Kosambi has shown in a pioneer analysis how the institution of castes originated in 

the Aryans' transition in the late-vedic times from pastoralism to food production, in 

the course of which the aboriginal food-gathering tribes were assimilated into the 

food-producing economy as exploitated helots, as shudras;- the further endless 

proliferation of sub-castes or jatis was linked to occupational specialization within the 

broader framework of caste I class hierarchy. The exploitative assimilation of tribals 

is a process which can be observed to this day in the remoter rural areas: as food

gatherers of tribal practicing shifting cultivation are integrated into system of plough 

agriculture, they become yet another 'inferior' sub-caste, or are considered outcaste, 

in the Hindu hierarchy of the established village (Patnaik, 1983}. 

We get very little information regarding agricultural labourers from Veda, 

though agriculture undoubtedly was the chief occupation of the Rig Vedic people. 

Most of the householders are freemen, possessing their own fields, where they worked 

along with their sons and the female members of their families. They took pleasure in 

doing agricultural work with their own hands, rather than leaving it to be done by 

others. Some of the farmers had grown rich by the excessive income from agricultural 

products. They, perhaps, had begun to shirk hard manual labour and employed 

labourers from the landless poor for their operations. The Rgveda does not mention 

the employment of slave labour on farms. The Atharva Veda, of course, refers to 

some slave girls employed for removing the husks of the grains (Jain, 1971 }. There is 

general agreement among historians that the mass of Sudra population came to be 
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employed as landless agricultural labourers. Various Brahminical sources as well as 

Budhist and Jain texts provide strong evidence to this effect. Enormous expansion of 

agriculture based on the discoveries of new methods of cultivation, and vast increase 

. in the number of crops, had a very important role to play in the process (Habib, 1983 ). 

Ifran Habib notes: 'the five hundreds years of preceding the birth of Christ 

must have been one of the most formative periods of Indian social history. They 

moulded the basic contours of the caste system, with a peasantry deeply divided into 

endless endogamous communities and rigorously separated from the artisans as well 

as the menial labourers' (Habib, 1983). According to professor Habib (Ibid), the 

consolidation of agricultural labourers as a separate class took place during first 

millennium A D. The then village society was composed of the cultivating class, the 

· artisans and menials. Almost every village possessed a blacksmith, a potter, a barber, 

a washer man, a shoemaker, a weaver, an oilman and a dyer. This class rendered 

; services to the village society, and the obligation of remunerating them was borne by 

the community as a whole, which discharged it by permanently assigning to the 

artisans plots of land belonging to community and by the gift of a fixed measure of 

grain at harvest time (Ghosh, 1969). 

In ancient India an individual's hold on land was more of the nature of 

possession than, strictly speaking, of ownership; it was never used merely as a base 

for profit-making or as a commodity to be bought and sold; it was used for 

subsistence - production by the owner-producer. The owner-producer was a self

sufficient cultivator in our agrarian society. This was the dominant form of 

production-relation in the village community and this form of relationship was so 

established in the society of North India and in a large part of southern India that 

hundreds of years of rule by different sovereigns effected little changes in the 

structure of the village community system (Mukherjee, as noted by Ghosh, 1969). The 

village community system thus made a special imprint on Indian feudalism whereby 

the self-working, self-possessing and self-sustaining type of a cultivator represented 

. the characteristic form of production-relation prevalent in the agrarian economy and a 

, joint-possession of land by the entire village community there was very little scope 

for development of the land-holder-cum-sharecropper and supervising-farmer-cum

agricultural-labourer relationship (ibid, as noted by Ghosh, 1969). 

Another interesting point in this respect is that the lands as the principal means .. 

of agricultural production was in plenty and without any property right 1over it, and so 
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any member of the village community could easily become a self-possessing and self

working peasant. When he could become the owner-producer, why should he be a 

sharecropper or an agricultural labourer? Furthermore, as the capital necessary to 

·procure other means of production, viz., plough, cattle, etc., could not have been very 

large in this art of primitive production system, the demand for the supply of 

· . sharecroppers or agricultural labourers could not be great (ibid, as noted by Ghosh, 

1969). Again, in the rural areas production was essentially for direct consumption and 

. there was no extensive home or external market for the agricultural produce, and thus 

incentive was lacking to any landholder Jor using his holding for the production of 

. commodities for market. Though sometimes there might have been some demand for 

: agricultural labourers from a Brahmin or from a religious body, or a Kshtriya estate

• . holder, such cases were infrequent, and as such could not materially affect the basic 

: production-relation in a society of self-possessing, self-working and self-sufficient 
! ~ 

' cultivators (ibid, as noted by Ghosh, 1969). 

2.1.3 Muslim Period- Mughal Period 

During the Muslim period of Indian history this basic production-relation 

continued. The Muslim monarchs created nobles and settled territories on them. But 

these nobles, known as fief-holders, like the monarch himself, did not have any direct 

contact with the villages and control over the peasants. They were merely the 

collectors of king's revenue from the territories assigned to them. This could not and 

did not affect the continuance of the subsistence economy in the rural areas governed 

by the village community system, and therefore the production-relation represented 

by the self-possessing, self-working and self-sufficient cultivators was retained 

(Ghosh, 1969). During Mughal periods ( 1526-1857), Zamindari was essentially a 

function of governance of the country and was an integral part of the political and 

. administrative structure of the society. The agrarian system of Mughal period can be 

! regarded as a specifically Indian variety of feudalism, in which· the surplus labour of 

the peasantry was appropriated as rent-cum-revenue (a fraction of the surplus being 

retained as kind rent by local landlords and the remainder being transmitted as cash 

'revenue to the feudal state) within a centralized political structure, the empire (Habib, 

1963). 

Habib points out that in the Mughal empire cultivation of khudkasht land of 

zamindars etc. was carried on with landless labourers of hereditarily servile status: 
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since ample easily cultivable land was available at that time (hardly one third to one 

half of the land presently under cultivation in the Ganges-Jumna basin was then under 

-plough), a servile landless class could exist if they were forbidden to hold and 

cultivate land (Habib, 1963). During Mughal periods, the traditional rural community 

·of Bengal was stratified in terms of social esteem, into the tw? socially distinct estates 

of grihastha and chasi (cultivator). The status group of grihasthas consisted of 

Brahmans, Vaidyas,-and Kayasthas etc. who, however, humble in their circumstances, 

considered it derogatory to their honour to hold the plough. The chasis in all cases 

were either Muslims of agricultural stock or Hindus of semi-clean or unclean caste, 

such as Kaivartas, Namasudras, Sadgops, Rajbanshis and Pods ('The Zamindar and 

the Ryot', Calcutta Review, Vol. vi, 1846, part II, p 325). The chasis (peasant) 

;frequently takes loan from grihasthas in difficult period . . Indebtedness certainly 

increased indigence: a mid-eighteen century work from Bengal states that 'most' 

peasants contracted debt to pay the land revenue and other imposts, and tl}at the high 

rates (12.50 percent per month), compounded after short periods, led to their utter ruin 

(Risala-i ziraat ff. 1 Ob-lla as noted by Habib, 1983). Because of their diminishing 

means, the pauperized peasants could be compelled to plough lands of other peasants, 

from whom presumably they had obtained some assistance (e. g. loan of plough) in 

return, later, for payments out of the produce. Such sub-peasants were called 

'ka/ijana' in Bengal (Risala-i Ziraat, f. 8a as noted by Habib, 1983). 

1.1.4 Pre-British Period and British Period 

In the pre-British Bengal, the agricultural labourers was usually a small farmer 

making some additional earnings from hired work or responding to the summons of 

the Zamindars to work on his field (Dasgupta, 1984 ). Even after the severe 

dislocation of rural life caused by the famine of 1 770, the agricultural labourers 

continued to maintain their ties with land as part time farmers on their own account. 

~ his account of the conditions of agricultural workers .in 1804, Cole Brooke 

i]nentioned that even farm servants possessed land of their- own, and it was customary 

#nong agricultural labourers to work for half day for their owner, and then spend 

· 
1 other half of the time on his tenanted land which was probably leased out by his own 

:t ·¢tnployer (Cole Brooke, 1804). While agrestic slavery and bonded labour were very 

'f::;;. _ ri,:luch in evidence in some other parts of India, particularly north and south, this does 
J i:~,!~ . . :' ) 

-~ ~i·' · . ~: ~pear to be the case in the part which is now known as West Bengal 
: , -~~ .. · :"-·~tl \ • / 
. ·:;-. ·:·' -~;:;t · .. ·. -. . ' .: ;1 ~. ': 
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-(Chattopadhyay, 1977). Slavery was not totally unknown, but it was mainly confined 

! ~- .. · ' 
~.(' ' 

t~- .. w· to large urban areas and among very rich (ibid). 
w· ~ ····-· 
HI:' ~ On the basis of Hunter's exhaustive study of Bengal districts during pre-

t~i L : ·· British period, the population is ·divided into four major caste categories in 
~?;L , 

rf.}: [ 
k;/' 

hierarchical order; higher castes, agricultural castes, artisan castes and personal 

service castes. The vast majority of superior castes are Brahmins, Baidyas and 

'Kayasthas etc. The major traditional agricultural castes are sadgopes, kaibartyas, 
~~~: ; 
~~- ' 

-~ ... 
~j.f'!' ·· : ·. mahisyas, goa/as and bauris. The third category includes artisans and weavers. The 
: . . 
-·· 
•- ·• fourth category indicates the lowest level of occupations, largely people performing 

;··; 

i ·~ -~ ~--; .. 

various kinds of personal services such as barbers, washer men, sweepers, servants 

and agricultural labourers as well as boatmen, those working with palki, hand carts, 

: ~ullock carts and so on. The largest components amongst them were the semi-
. -
jhinduised tribes who were initially placed at the very bottom of the caste hierarchy, 
,. 

i ~though some of these groups later worked their way up. In the southern part, the two 
. t. 

i major such·semi-Hinduised tribes were bauris and bagdis; while in North Bengal the : .. . 

! ~ajority of such population belong to Koch-Palia-Rajbanshi family, and because of 
i 
i their numerical dominance, they did not occupy the lowest position in the social 
i 

! hierarchy as their counterparts did in the south (Dasgupta, 1984). 

During the colonial period, the state no longer .enforced the caste system, but 

: rather instituted formal rights to acquire property, education etc; with this and with the 

: opening of new factories, mines and schools the old identity of class and caste was 

! broken; some members of low castes and even untouchables found opportunities for 

· education, employment and even landholdings; agricultural differentiation resulted in 

· some traditional landholding peasants becoming poor and going for labour, or in new 

•. landlords (especially often from Brahmans or merchant castes) taking control at the 

• expense of old· ones. Thus caste and class began to be constituted as separate social 

phenomenon; but there was still a near-absolute correlation between them, with high 

·, castes constituting to be the main lords of land, middle castes remaining as 
i _ 

: dominantly peasant cultivators and semi-skilled workers in the new factories, and the 
; 

r dalits and adivasis remaining semi-bound toilers and workers in the most exploitative 

I of the new jobs in plantations and mines (Omvedt, 1981 ). 
! 
I 
I 
I 
I I . 
I 
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. .. 7~1.5 Permanent Settlement in Bengal 

The propottion of labourers was very low during the pre-British period, by 

1872 it had increased to between twenty and fifty percent in various districts of West 

Bengal (Dasgupta, 1984 ). This increase in labour force was due to new revenue 

cOllection policy of East India Company as well as British Government, new export

import policy and commercialization of agriculture during British period. The East 

India Company succeeded to the Dewani of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa in 1765 but did 

_ not assume direct management of the revenues until 1772. The revenue administration 

of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa may be conveniently divided into two periods - one 

before the promulgation of permanent settlement and the other after it. In general, it 

.may be stated that through the whole period the company was simply· guided by the 

· notion of highest revenue and did everything in its power for its pursu~ce. Since the 

i !English have been in possession of the Dewani, the Zamindars have ~en reduced to 

! !much inferior situation to that enjoyed under the Soubahs, and-that in g~ileral they are 

:now poor (Proceedings of the Controlling Council of Revenue at Murshidabad, Vo. II, 

'December,· 1770). - In 1770 a severe famine visited the country .and one-third 

! inhabitants died of starvation; but the revenue collection was 'violently kept up to its 
; 

! former standard' (Hunter, Annals of Rural Bengal, p. 381) by the collecting officers I . . - .. - . .. 
i ,who 'exacted what they could from zamindars and great .farmers of revenue, whom 

! they left liberty to plundering all below, reserving to themselves, the prerogative of 

;: plundering them in their tum' (R. C. Dutta, 1953 p. 56-57). The farming system of 

:; settlement niined not only the agriculturist but also the old zamindars (R. C. Dutta, P 

·: s9). 

Under the permanent settlement, the proprietary right in the soil was declared 

: to be vested in the zamindars which 'was never before formally declared'. The new 

system gradually enabled the landholders to a make full measurement of their lands to 

their complete satisfaction. By successive exactions, they succeeded in maximizing 

rents. The old zamindars had lost a great part of their lands and some had lost the 

whole. The coq.dition of the new zamindars and those among the old who survived 

improved steadily (Sinha, 1962). The Regulation of 1793 laid great emphasis on the 

pattas and implied these documents were the sources of the ryot 's right. But the 

landlords were unwilling to issue patta stating their claim from the tenants. In 1859, it 

was estimated that 15/16ths of the cultivators in Bengal held lands without pattas and 

it was acknowledged that 'the rights of the Bengal ryots had passed away sub-silentio 
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and they had become to all purposes tenants at will' (Gopal S, p. 42 as noted by 

Ghosh, 196~). 'fllus, 'by a stroke of a his pen, Cornwallis reduced the vast mass of 

people of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, from their position of allodial proprietors to that 

ofmere tenants-at-will; thus he handed them over in the gross to the tender mercies of 

a few cruel and rapacious zamindars; thus he raised the monument of terrible British 

injustice, which has spread ruin and desolation throughout the land, and which, if not 

demolished, will, at no distant future, reduce the state itself bankruptcy' (Briggs -

Land Tax in India, p. 165). Besides, land was subdivided and subinfeudated and long 

chain of intermediate rent-receivers was created where the proprietary rights were 

'quite commonly found seven or eight deep'. Thus, 'feudalism on the one hand, 

serfdom on the other, was the principal characteristics of the land system of Bengal' 

(Gopal, S., p 25 as noted by Ghosh, 1969). Moreover, the indolent and luxurious 

; 'zamindars in order to get rid of the troubles and anxieties of estate management 

:. resorted to the subletting system and consequently became annuitant on his estate. 

The effect of the subletting system has been disastrous for the land economics 

. of Bengal. Every intermediate lessee exacts a certain profit over the rent at which the 

zamindar parts with the lands, till the rental swells into a ruin far exceeding the 

existing assets, and induces the necessity of enhancing the rent of the ryot. The rent is 

'high above the pergunnah rent - - -. The system has ruined the peasantry and rendered 

!them almost a nation of paupers' (Englishman, 4th July, 1848 quoted by A. C. Das, p. 

54). SirRichard Temple reported that 'it appears from the road-cess returns that the 

!! ! ~~nt-roll payable to the intermediate tenure-holder is often 1 0, 20, or 50 times of rent 
'i.,i ' ' 

: :'' ! 

~d,to the superior land lord' (Quoted in the Hindoo Patriot, February, 5th, 1877). All 
i I :l th#: meant gradual extinction of the small and petty tenants from their land and 

su~sequ.ently they swelled the ranks of landless labourers. Thus under the land 

: teniiHal · system introduced by the British, the actual tillers of the soil lost their 

property right. The high incidence of land revenue made their position extremely 

precarious and led easily to dispossession of their holdings. Accompanied with other 

causes, this situation accentuated the rate of growth of the class of landless labourers. 

2.1.6 British Export-Import Policy 

The British colonial policies also destroyed the development prospects of 

textile export industry of Bengal, which employed the largest number of artisans. We 

: know of the way the East India Company brought textile production under monopoly, 
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.. ·:ot'fered low price~ for their products, repeatedly used force to ensure their monopoly, 

and how all theses eventually destroyed a once prosperous industry and reduced the 

·• e~porting economy of Bengal into typical colony importing finished products and 

e"porting raw materials (R. Mukherjee, 1958). Most of the artisans who were 

displaced by the competition from products of large-scale industries .of Europe had 

~~ .! joined the ranks of the proletariat. The policies of the colonial state - free import of 

, cheap manufacturers, heavy revenue burdens, rigid collection in cash, application of 

the laws of distraint of property and imprisonment of defaulting debtors - led to 

:~;;··· 

(i · ~ 
;J .. ~ 
/"'1!" 1• 

\~~ . " 
. ' r- : '!> ., 

1~ · massive displacement of artisans on the one hand and pauperization of large sections 

of indebted poorer peasantry into landlessness on the other. These both lowered the 

Iand-man ratio steadily and raised the share of agricultural labour in the rural 
f . l t 

it:-+ : ._i:';jwQrkforce (Patnaik, 1983). 

l rJ .,. l:!'!i With increasing monetization and commercialization of the rural economy, the 

I: !.;! I· f: t ~redit relations played important role in the differentiation of the peasantry, and the 

:w:l '· I '! ]: i [~wing alienation of land belonging to the poorer section (Chowdhury, 1969). But 

;
11

.:'1• ·,;.1 ·' li:[given his social position and availability of land for cultivation of land as 

i; '! !1 ! l r=~pper or _as a fixed rent tenant of the jot~dars, it is more ~ likely that a_ ~ast 
;:;.t · !; :J1 : ~~port1on ofthts section too opted for the postbon ofunder-razyat rather than hinng 
, .. 1 ,, ,lJ,r ' , . 
lir! li ; i ·

1
1 idut their labour. While a part of the dispossessed peasantry no doubt undertook the 

~ Jl j I ' i: I I . I 

1
1~·-[: : . . i, i. Jif. [Yiq. ~rk. of. field labour, many probably continued as un. der-tenants, sometimes on the 
H ·I ' . ' I. I J I . 

~qlt! i ,. ..JJfff land, which they owned before (Dasgupta, 1984), 

11 11 1 .,j; i l I ; . 

I ,I J : ~ 1\" I ' ~ ; ! 
: ·. ijl1 j. ,; .1 C9mmercialization of Agriculture i 

· . : .. ·:.! 1' !.•.! J l.n ·.~e nineteen century, the comme~oial cro~s ~.production gre~tly. increased in 
. '!1

1 
• . Jal ~y,for export not under the aegts of zammflars-tumed-capttaltst, however, 

·• ·: :1! ,~: J. ·+nder ~~rs and moneylenders who extended thelr hold over peasant production. 

•: : , .II , ::. ; w~ bo~d up with the growth of intermedirujY tenures. As the demand for 
1 

'i!i! ·: ary ptoducts grew in Britain, it became profitab~e to deal in the export of such 

·.1! IJ 1 .uc~ as opium, indigo, jut and cotton. The problexb, for the traders and financiers 

.. J iJr • e export business, was to induce the peasants to glow more cash crops; moreover, 
''I! : ~ ., , 

! 1!, !do l sb in return for prices which had to be kept low to give the maximum margin of 
i' :. I ' · 

. i1 l~ng profit. In the case of indigo, European traders and planters were prominent; 
: j! ; . ' : i 

' li • (rp~y ~ere migrants, former slave drivers from Britain's Caribbean possessions 
hi . : 

I: i(Bhchru,lan, 1966), who coerced the reluctant peasants by the use of brute force, into 
I t : . 
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· •1:alting ~vances for growing indigo, until revolt was finally provoked - the famous 

Indigo Riots of 1859 (Patnaik, 1983). 

Tribal labourers played a major role in the development of commercial crops, 

particularly poppy and indigo, in cases where production was directly undertaken by 

the capitalist enterprises (Chowdhury, 1969). They were also brought into villages by 

the Zamindars who offered for the loss of labour power during famines and 

epidemics, to cultivate land, which had been left fallow, and grown wild following 

such disasters (Hunter, p 59- 62, 1870s). Cultivated area also expanded through the 

clearing of wastes and jungles, especially in two (eastern and northern) districts. For 

cleaning jungles, the local labour was unwilling or inadequate in number, or incapable 

because of the loss of vitality they suffered due to famine and epidemics. It was 

largely through the efforts of the migrant tribal labourers that this very difficult and 

physically taxing work was accomplished, particularly in Maldah, Dinajpur, Birbhum, 

Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri and Sunderbans (Census oflndia, 1951). 

2.1.8 Origin of Agricultural Labourers 

The first source of the modem class of agricultural labourers, is those unfree 

' labourers traditionally employed by landlords, whose un-free s_tatus in the past was 

• assOciated with particular caste status. The second main source of the modern class of 

! agricultural labourers was pauperized poorer ranks of the peasantry losing land 
! 

i:-mainly through foreclosure on debt. The third main source was displaced artisans who 
ii ·: ' 

ii were previously gainfully employed in various rural industries converted as under-
" J - ; 

:j r~i.}'qts and landless labourers due to competition from products of large-scale 
i· - , ; _, 

:li ~¥!>fries of Europe. Another main source was the tribals migrant laboltrers who 
. .• ' .I /' carpt from outside the state mainly from the Chota Nagpur plateau took active part in 

. ' 

: clearing jungles and extending cultivation, in cultivating indigo, and in keeping 

agriculture going in the years following a major famine or epidemic, and who also 

manned the plantations and mines. 

2.1.9 Landlessness and Migrant Tribal Labourers 

Landlessness as a characteristic of agricultural labour began to emerge with 

the large-scale entry of 'Semi-Hinduised aborigine groups', and the migrant labourers 

in the settled agriculture of Bengal (Dasgupta, 1984 ). In the detailed district-wise 

statistical investigation undertaken by Hunter in 1870's largely based on the 1872 
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census data, he frequently mentioned the fact that the proportion of landless was quite 

small, and the vast majority of the agricultural labourers possessed a certain amount 

ofland (Dasgupta, 1984). With reference to Darjeeling, he mentioned the fact that the 

landless were generally immigrants, most of whom had recently joined the tea 

gardens (Hunter op cit, Vol. X, p.l 03 as quoted by Dasgupta, 1984). In the case of 

Jalpaiguri, he observed that almost all castes have land', and that 'there is no tendency 

towards the growth of a distinct class of day labourers', who did not possess their own 

land or rented from others (p. 279). The report mentioned the Dhangars who came 

seasonally to work on the road (p. 278). The report on Cooch Bihar also mentioned 

the absence of a class of landless people, but notes the presence of migrant workers 

from Bihar and Chota Nagpur who worked on the road and in excavation (p. 387). In 

the case of Dinajpore, he noted the temporary immigration of workers from Rajmahal 

who were engaged in rice husking by the grain merchants, and of the Dhangars who 

worked on the road- all of whom returned to their native villages in April- May 

(Hunter, Vol. VII, p. 376 as quoted by Dasgupta, 1984). The report on Murshidabad 

talked of Santal migrants in the mulberry fields as day labourers, but of no local 

landless (Hunter, Vol. IX, p.114 as quoted by Dasgupta, 1984). Only rarely was there 

any reference to landless labourers emerging as a class excepting in a district like 

Hooghly (including Howrah) with a large factory worker population or nearby Nadia 

where the tendency towards the creation of a class of landless workers was noticed 

(Hunter, Vol. III, p. 347 as quoted by Dasgupta, 1984). Whatever landlessness we 

come to hear of from this account is associated with migrant labourers belonging to 

low caste or tribal groups. 

The immigrant landless labourers from outside Bengal consisted of mainly 

Biharis, Oriyas and up-countrymen. They would come to Bengal with a large number 

of groups and gangs for better employment in agriculture or industrial centers (Ghosh, 

K. K., 1969). They were also employed to serve in somewhat rich families as 

domestic servants and in offices as Darwans or Peons. They were found as cart 

drivers in rural areas and as luggage - carrying coolies in the towns. A large number 

of gang men from Nagpur and North- West provinces were employed as jute mill 

workers mainly on the banks of the river Hooghly (C. U. 1952). It is to be noted here 

that 42 percent of the jute mill workers were immigrants in 1902 and 90 percent of 

such imported labour force in the jut mills had gradually increased in 1916 by 

replacing Benglee labourers (Industial Commission, 1916-1918). 
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This immigrant labour force would come only to Bengal and not to other 

provinces of eastern India because Bengal was economically and commercial by more 

prosperous than the provinces of Bihar and Orissa. They were employed both in 

agriculture and industrial centers of Bengal due to its improved transport and 

communication. Higher cash wage was paid at least in the cash crop producing areas 

than what was paid in similar areas of Bihar and Orissa (Moral and Material Progress, 

1911-12). However, higher money wage-payment attracted labourers to Bengal and 

they would not have left their homes unless they presupposed cash payment in 

employment. If they could not save something out of their earning and take it back 

home with them, or send it by postal money order, they would not have migrated to 

Bengal during the cold months of the year. Wage payment in money was more wide 

: spread than wage payment in kind here (Bengal Gazetters, Vol. 1, 1909; Moral and 

: Material Progress, 1911-12). The following Table reveals the number of actual labour 

migra~ion to Bengal from different provinces for successive three decades from 1911 

to 1931. 

Table 2.1 
Total Estimated Number -of Immigrant Labourei'!S into Bengal d~ring Three 

Successive Decades from 19Ui to 1931 
Year No. oflmmigrant Labour From Other ~rovinces to Bengal 
1911 1,285 
1921 1,129 ' 

1931 762 ' 

Total 3,176 . . 
Data Source: Zachanah, H1stoncal Study of Internal M1gratlon, 1964, p. 203 

Although this immigrant labour had formed very small part of the total 

agricultural population in Bengal, they undoubtedly increased the supply of labour in 

the locality of North and East Bengal where they found employment opportunities in 

each crop of agriculture and in other centers of work. However, they came to Bengal 

from the North and central provinces of India for better wages and cash payment. 

Labour movements towards Eastern Bengal were stimulated by new opportunities in 

. plantation and agriculture work (District Gazetteers, Maymansing, 1917). 

Dinajpur was the favourite haunt for immigrant labour due to its extensive 

i reclamation wdrk and rice cultivation. Immigrant labour had mostly settled in sparsely 
I 
[ populat~d rur~ areas and all of them were aboriginals, santals and tribal people. It 
I . ! 

l·iwili be ~vident ifrom the following table. 
;: .; i : ,. 
! ; < 
;. ; . 
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Table 2.2 

Immigrant Labourforce in the Dinajpur District from Other 
Provinces Durin the Period from 1891-1941 

Year Immigrant Labour Force 
1891 15,058 
1901 28,736 
1911 43,292 
1921 32,310 
1931 22,783 
1941 25,539 

Data Source: District Hand Books, West Dinajpur and 
Census, 1951, P-XII (Introduction) 

11 
(~.: •• 10 Jotedari-Adhiary System 

~n Bengal, the mode of production was based on the relationship between the 

farmer and adhiar-agriculturallabourer, which Colebrook and Hamilton 

115\liC.hl!UWill commented upon in 1794 and 1808 respectively, was very well established 

~\uie widespread in their time. The village land-holding class canie to be known 
\ \ I, • ; 

tat,edL'Jr.'< in the Bengali language of the late nineteen-century. These: specific social 
. ! 

-~tini~S of the term as an identifiable class in the vil~age society was!not, of course, 

-~lkJi.O\\rn in the eighteenth century; and in the revenue !records of this period, there are 

·J41;S~~ in which Bengali Zamindars used the tenn in exactly this sense. But there 

··~,cnlA: ~ .... ··-~·.. technical and legal meaning of the tennJote - direct raiyati lease from 

:.zamn"'atlr - which made possible for even a poor peasant holding five acres on a 

from zamindar to describe himself as ajotedars (Ray, 1979). In Dinajpur 

tpere is no clear dividing line between raiyat and adhiar; there is equally no 

; betWeen adhairs and labourers. Men who have little land in raiyati right 
: ~ ! 

· in adhi(50:50 sharing of crop); to obtain the extra crops necessary to 

-,..,.~~ ---~ "' ... u,,~& .... .,. But they may also work as labourers for the bigjotedars; and the 

gi!Ve some extra days work to thejotedars, working for wages. 
! . 

adfJiary system played an important role in the agricultural system of 

' distritt. We first know the existence of adhiary system in Dinajpur . district 

the writings of Hamilton Buchanon. In 1809-10, Hamilton Buchanon had 

!jwritten a report on the basis of studies of various villages of undivided Dinajpur 
.:! 

· '"! ~istrict. :In his report, he mentioned the existence of adhairy system since many years 

I iago but he was not able to mention the exact date of existence of adhairy system. 
r ! + 
' 
::During this year the number of adhiars was 1, 50,000 in this district. The system of 
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sharecropping mentioned i11 the Artha Sastra of Kautilya has some similarity of 

adhiary system of Dinajpur district during the period of nineteenth century. In the 

Artha Sastra, we found the existence of king and raiyat. There are no intermediaries 

_ between them or non-existence of jotedars during this period. Similarly, we did not 

find the jotedar class during Muslim periods. This jotedar class was created during 

the British period due to introduction of permanent settlement. Through permanent 

settlement, Zamindars were given ownership right on land. This zamindar class 

created a class ofjotedars class who again created the class of adhair. Zamindar was 

the owner of land but did not cultivat~. the land. They only collected rent from 

: jotedars. Jotedars were also owner of land. They cultivated land and also leased out 

:the land to the adhairs. 

In Dinajp\rr district, the size of land holding ofjotedars varies from 100 bighas 

' ~to •1000 bighas. Some jotedars are Rajbanshis, Muslims and Mahaishyas. Those 

_ }otedars are not able to cultivate land by hiring labour they lease out their land to 

: J'' pdAiars. In this waysjotedari-adhiar~ system emerged in this district. A report from 

' i: 'alpaiguri at the time of Tebhaga Movement pointed-out, 'As there are jotedars of 
:: 

. j· various types there are also adhiars of various kinds. Some were in the wretched 

. i position of bonded serfs who lived onjotedar's lands and were left little of their half 

'i sha!r~ after paying interest on advances and sundry charges. But there were some 
; •!' : I 

·I adh.i'ars who 'do not much depend on their jotedars'. They had their own plough and 
I :i: . : ,: ' 

i c~~t perhaps also bit of land injote right, and their own land being not sufficient for 
,·1' . i 1 ' 

:1 4~ r j ploughs they take few bighas of land from other neighbouring jotedars '(Dy 
,, ! - I 

1!! 9.: ·[' er Jalpaiguri to Secy Bd of Rev. Dept. 19 Mar. 194 7 as quoted by Bose, 1986). 

J!! in ! The numbers of adhiars was highest at Jalpaiguri out of North Bengal districts 

!I! rbl d: ed by Dinajpur district. According to 1941 census, 14.5 percent lands are 
!l: , __ i :1 i . . 

::· cu!hvable by adhiary system. In 19 54, this percentage increased to 21.4 percent. In 

:· Kautily~ period, generally the king leased out their khas land to the sharecroppers. If 

!. the, sharecroppers supplied capital and seeds, he would get the half of the crops during 
1 . . 

I this peripd. He would get one-fourth or one- fifths of the product, if the king supplies 
! ' 
! capital and seeds. In the nineteenth century, the adhiars did provide half of the 
! . 

! produce to the joteda'rs in Dinajpur district even if adhiars supplied plough, cow, 

seeds, fertilizers and own labour. Moreover, the jotedars collected different charges 

from adhiars like mahalri, barkandaj, golapuja etc. In some cases, after paying all 

charges, nothing was left for adhiars and back home with zero crops. Moreover, the 
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/otedars had the right to evict the adhiars anytime. In ancient time or Kautilyan 

period, the king might evict adhiars ~f the adhiars were not willing (o cultivate the 

land or unskilled or not cultivated the land properly. Under the Briti~ land system, 

the adhiar had no right on land. Jotedars could evict them any time. As a result, the 

_ jotedars did evict old adhiars and gave land to the new adhiars to increase their rent 

income. Jotedars benefited under this system. On the other hand, helpl~ss and evicted 
' ' 

' adhiars had no alternative employment opportunities and hired out ~eir labour in 

another person's land for their livelihood. The result was the emergeJ'l,ce of the class 

of landless tabourers like'Paran Mandai ofBankim Chandra. 

In North Bengal, some Rajbanshis and Muslim families emerged as big 

·landowners known as jotedars, generally leased out their land to the adhiars. They 

·have also performed money lending and grain-dealing activities. The landless 

''villagers worked as as sharecroppers and agricultural labourers on the farms of the big 

''jotedars, who cormnanded their labour-power by giving them loans at high interest 

and keeping them perpetually indebted. Besides these landless. villagers, there are 

poor farmers whose lands were insufficient for subsistence and who, therefore, 

· worked in their spare time as sharecroppers and hired labourers. They were bound to 

lease in land fromjotedars because the scopes of hiring out their labour in agriculture 

were limited and uncertain in their villages. As they had no alternatives, they were 

bound to accept all terms and conditions of share cropping imposed by jotedars and 

tied up in a pole of land like land slave. Since the jotedars were also the principal 

source of credit, they effectively controlled the labour of the poorer cultivators. It was 

this dual role of landholder-cum-creditor which made the bigjotedar of North Bengal 

a power to be reckoned with. In North Bengal, the oppression of jotedars on adhiars 

was very merciless or cruel and organized. These landless farmers were totally 

dependent on jotedars for their everyday life. They shared all expenses of cultivation 

but got half of the produce, which was not sufficient to save their life or even to 

maintain minimum standard of living. As a result, they were usually bound to go at 

the door of jotedars in the whole year for credit. To save the life of adhiars, the 

jotedars provided small amount of loan to the adhiars in the form of paddy kno\Vn as 

karja but wrote more amount in the name of adhiars in their khata (account book) 

than the actual amourit lent to the adhiars. At the time of harvesting of crops, the 

jotedars appropriated the whole amount of half share of the produce of the adhiars in 

charge of earlier loan and adhiars came back home with empty hand. As a result, the 
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. . 
~ adh~ again took loans fromjotedars and the burden of debt went on day by day. 

' .', : l E~ .conditions of adhiars were so worse that they could not maintain minimum 
·l• I '· ·: · · 

{if )standard of living by taking land in adhi from jotedars. As a result, they were 

; i j__t compelled to leave their village and went elsewhere for searching work. Some times 

'J.i J , they were converted into beggars and their family life also have broken as they have 
!: ~ 1. 
:. ! j · no alternative source of income. This process of leaving and missing of adhiars from 

, village is known as 'Bhotan Jao' Goumey for Bhutan) in the Dinajpur and Rangpur 
, if , district. At that time, there were several stories among farmers o(North Bengal about 

I 

,. the country of Bhutan. On the basis of the concepts taken from prevailing stories 

about Bhutan, they thought that the missing person or family took shelter in the 

Bhutan and started their new activities and new life in the Bhutan. Satyen Sen 

mentioned in his book entitled 'Gram Banglar Pathe Pathe' about the traceless 

journey of adhiars .of Dinajpur district, "After hard the news of distress condition of 

an adhiar, a farmer-worker went at the house of this adhiar to enquire the condition. 

He found empty hurt of adhiar and no person in the room. One resident of this village 

told, 'Adhaballav tao nai, se atribe/a kantai mathatat dia bansur hath dhari Bhotan 

gache '. In local Bengali language, kantai means karai (cooking utensil) and bansur 

means bou (wife). 'Radhaballav kal ratribela tar karait(f mathai niye bou-ar hath 

dhare Bhotan chale gache'. Actually, Radhaballav went in Bhotan at yesterday night 
i 

by keeping cookin$ utensil upon his head and by catching hand of his wife. 
' ! 

I 

2.1.11 Tebha.a ~ovement 
Britisi(Gp ernment passed Bengal Praja Swata Act in 1885 to protect interest 

I • ' , : 
' . I 

of raiyats. In ihi$ t, 'th~ tatyats were given right on land to cultivate land. However, 

this act was not "· pl~me!
1 

ted. The jyotdars evicted the adhiars in various ways and 

they were coJvenr' in~, andless labourers. Due to depression of 1929-30, the price 

of crops drastical~y dec.l' ed all over India. At Dinajpur District, to overcome the : . ;' - " : :. ' ' : ~ 

economic crisis due to fall in ~)rices of crops, the jotedars demanded 3/4th of the total 

produce instead of the half of~, produce. The adhiars were not willing to obey this 

demand, the jotedars evicted the adhiars and leased out their land to another adhiars. 
' 

As a result, adhiars started strugg:l~ : against jotedars. They also started strugg(e 

I a~ainst the high interest t11te on karja. 1he.,adltiars took kruja from thejoteJuus:~ 
, [ i ' ~cult periods. There were di~er~t ~f~f intfst chkge~ by jote . ol\ ~~ 
: :. :· km]a loan dependmg upon the sttuatton. ~ ~~ dera · barz, duno ban d ddtKQ(9 

, .: . # '
1

ll ll fi 

1

, : · 
, d I . 
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or kara/i system. Under the dera bari system, if a person has taken karja loan - one 

rnaund paddy (40 kg.) in the month of Ashar (June-July), he has to be paid back one 

and half maunds paddy (60 kg.) in the month of Poush (December-January). Under 
I 

the duno bari sysyetm, he has to be paid back two mounds paddy (80 ~g.). Under the 
I 

dar kat a system, jotedars charged very high price of paddy at the time (j)f giving karja 

Joan and have to pay back the amount of paddy equal to unpaid money Jt that price. In 

this way, jotedars-cum-money lenders became richer and richer throF" exploiting 

adhiars in various ways and on the other hand, adhiars became poorer and poorer. 
I 

The relationship between jotedars and adhiars became complex and ~ension started 
I . 

between them. In order to solve this problem, Land Revenue C01inmission was 

appointed under the Leadership of Sir Fransis Floud in 1939. This Copunission was 

: known as Fh:md Commission. In 1940, the report of the Commissipn stated 'the 

. adhiars should be treated as tenant and jotedars would get one-third of the total 

i product instead of half and sharecroppers would get two-third of the . total product.· 

! The report of the Floud Commisssion encouraged the adhiars to demand two-third of 

·the product, which converted into the Tebhga Movement in Dinajpur district. Tebhaga 

Movement started by the adhiars of Dinajpur district under the leadership of Kishan 
I 

· Sabha in the month of November 1946. Tebhaga had taken the form of a f~ly 

spontaneous and general movement in the winter of 1946-4 7 only in the north Bengal 

districts of Dinajpur, Rangpur and Jalpaiguri and the reclaimed areas of the 24-

parganas in the south. The main demands raised by the adhiars were: "nij khamare 

.dhan tolo, adhi nai tebhaga chai, rasid bina bhag nai, panch serar beshi sud nai, baje 

'!rono adai nai, dakhal rekhe chas lwro, patit jamite 'phasal karo. " ("Brought the 
I 

·pad~y in the own khamar for threshing, two third share rather than customary half, 
\ ;: < 

~not 1plrid share to the jotedars without receipt, rate of interest not more than 5 kg 
~ : 

paddy, stop extra collection, cultivate land by keeping .occupancy right and use fallow 

land for 'cultivation.") The Tebhaga movement, of course, did not challenge , the ; 

jotedar-dominated landholding structure in North Bnegal. It merely sought to imprbv~ 

the terms of exchange. In the post independence era, there were notable changes;ii¥ \ ~ 
pecline of share tenancies and the rapid increase in the number of agricul~l 
: I j 

labourers (Bandyopadhray, 1977). . 
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-2;1lll Ov,rall Findings on Evolution of Agricultural Labourers 

·'·,;£ · .. . Agricultural labourers emerged as a separate class at the end of the British 
. ' ~I'! -. 

: _ )-~~- . Before that period, they had some land and hired out their labour in another 
~~¥> > - ,:: · :; . 
:;-·;: ~n''s land on part time basis. The history of the evolution of the class of 

: :: awricultural labourers becomes a history of agrestic subordination of one class by 
• t . · • 

-(81l0tber. During Mughal period, zamindars paid a fixed sum of tribute over a long 
' 

·:-~ and made collections from peasants at rates fixed by custom or by them. In 

· :1 ~dition to land revenue the zamindars also collected sayer, which was imposed, on 
; i l -~ ' 
•I • 

:! h4:ts, ganjs and bazaars, the rural markets and commercial centres. During British 
I 

:: penod the mode of production was based on the relationship between the jotedar-rich 
·I 'I· ··· . 
if ·; l, i -: ~ .er and adhiar-agricultural labourers. The combination of grain dealing and 

Jb~ey lending with land holding g-ave the jotedar families enormous economic and 
-:t • " ) 

:·• ~J~tical power within the village. Buchanan Hamilton himself recorded evidence in 
'i - ~ -~ ~v~ . 
1! ~himj accowtt of Rangpur tending to show that it was the system of advances from 
, , • d I .. . 

i ,wil.~e tandtords to sharecroppers, which was responsible for pauperization, migration 

' i !,)~~ slavery in rural society of Bengal. In parts ofRangpur, the sharecroppers received 

· f ijn~~ - only food and seed but also cattle, from their employers; and their suffering 

'' ': ~~fieased in direct proportion to their indebtedness. Deprived any means, they were 

, , ; ~~~~ely dependent on their employers, who often took th~ whole produce · {instead of 

)\_,: ltb~ ·customary half share) for having advanced the cattle in addition to the seed . 
. .. _: It 1- -
l : ti \'- ·, 

[J(i~hans or agricultural labourers, who unlike sharecroppers were hired for money and 

-. supplied with ploughs, mortgaged their labour for a year in Dinajpur on account of 
I I , , 

maney paid in advance. But in fact the accumulation of interest compelled them to 

• :I prdlong their service beyond the stipulated year as virtually tied labourers {Buchanan 

-)[ Ha1nilton Manuscripts, Mss. Eur. D. 75, Account ofRan~ur, Vol. II, P 96). 

;I 

·t 
I 
I 

I 
I 

-\. 

i 
I 
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2.2 Growth of Agricultural Labourers in West Bengal with Special Reference to 

Uttar Dinajpur District Since Independence 

: ~~ : ,.;~:' 1.2.1 Introduction 

:. -~r .:{~, .. Agricultural labourers constitute a significant portion of the total rural 

r;::: ii i! ,population in today's West Bengal as well in the district of Uttar Dinajpur, accounting 

: ... :': .) jj for about one-third and two-fourth of the rural workers respectively. Landlessness 

iidr'·!!i :character of agricultural labourers emerged at the end of the British period. The 
':r.r : :!i r :. •: British Government policies - free import of cheap manufactures, heavy revenue 
•1 .:.. 1! 
'I ' ~ 
; •i 

:: ) , . , burdens, rigid collection in cash, application of the laws of distraint of property and 

ii::J. __ · Jji • imprisonment of defaulting debtors- led to massive displacement of artisans· on the 

i i· ,j~ :~ :f'!l ! : one i hand, and pauperization of large sections of the indebted poorer peasantry into 

ll!j[:ifi[t. [ J~essness, on the other. These both lowered the land man ratio steadily cind raised 

~:~-.--:.~~· •• _ :1~~-----·_._ i: .•. il!.•_•-~:.:··-!1;,·._!'·.·_ :·: ·• j iiJie ~ of agricultural labourers in the rural workforce. The decennial Census data 
,. . •are ~sed to determine the size of agricultural labour force in the post-independence 

~ · '' :' period. The census data witnessed a very high rate of growth in the number of 
' · r ' 

, a8liculturallabourers in Uttar Dinajpur district compared to the state of West Bengal 

as ~ whole between the census periods 19 51-61, 1961-71, 1971-81, 1981-91 and 

1991-2001. At the same time, we also inquire in some detail the causes of this high 

rate of growth in their numbers. Thus at the dawn of independence, the economy of 

West Bengal was characterized not only by a high percentage of landless labourers in 

its rural work force but also by a sizeable class of 'marginal holding' peasants, who 

sold their labour power on part time basis, and the incidence of unemployment was 

considerable for both these groups. 

In regard to the state of growth of agricultural labourers it becomes apparent 

from Table 2.3 that there has been a fantastic growth in the number of agricultural 

labourers in the Uttar Dinajpur district compared to the state of West Bengal as a 

whole. Uttar Dinajpur is one of the poorest district of West Bengal and economically 

backward district like Maida, Dakshin Dinajpur and Purulia. Agriculture has been the 

~~ occupation of the people of the district. The growth of agricultural labourers 
I 

si~ce independence is shown in Tables 2.3 & 2.4. It will also help in visualizing the 

trends in the growth of this category over the last 50 year of period. 

The annual growth of agricultural labourers was highest during 1961-71 i. e. 

8.25 percent at the district level (fable 2.5) and 8.18 percent at the state level (Table 
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2.6). The annual growth of agricultural labourers in subsequent census period 

declined both at the district level and at state level. At the district level, the annual 

growth of agricultural labourers was 7~15 percent during 1971-81, which declined to 

4.77 percent during 1981-91 and again increased to 6.23 percent during 1991-2001. 

At the state level, the annual growth of agricultural labourers was 1. 77 percent during 

19?1-81, which increased to 4.15 percent during 1981-91 and again declined to 3.93 

percent during 1991-01. 

Table2.3 
Occupationwise Distribution of Rural Workers of Uttar Dinajpur District 

Oe~pation 1961 1971 1981 1991 1001 
Total % Total % Total % Total % Total % 

F~r 153290 66.06 177971 60.60 199272 47.27 255040 45.92 276731 29.58 
AgriCUltural 49125 2l.t7 89669 30.53 153766 36.47 227119 40.89 371034 39.66 

. tabcW.rer 
·· Non;._ 
', · ; A&ri6Jiturist 

29622 12.77 26043 8.87 68554 16.26 1096Il 13.18 287759 30.76 

' 'l!otaJ .. 232037 100.00 293683 100.00 421592 100.00 591770 100.00 935524 100.00 

. J!)ata Source: Census of India: 1961, 1971, 1981, 19~ 1 & 2001. 

Table 2.4 
Oc~upationwise Distribution of Rural Workers in West Bengal 

Occ~p•tlon 1951 1961 1971 1981 1991 2001 

' Total % Total % Total % Total % Total % Total % 
(000) (000) (000) (000) (000) _!._000}_ 

· i f~ 3025 49.67 4431 51.40 3905 43.07 4681 41.28 6290 38.40 5654 19.18 I
, I 

. i . l 1 -~ .. , 

l\ i 
!I :! 
i ' I 
n :l 
I ' I 
I ' I 
I i r 
'.· · .. --! 
I ' 
I· ! 

I ; 
! ~ l 
I_ ll. 

!!!t 

' Agricultural 1155 18.97 1745 20.24 3173 35.00 3736 32.95 5286 32.27 7363 24.97 
Labourer 
Non· 1910 31.36 2444 28.36 1968 21.93 2923 25.77 4805 29.33 16465 55.85 
Agriculturist 

·,Total 6090 100.0 8620 100.00 9046 100.00 11340 100.00 163111 100.00 29482 100.00 

Data Sour~e: Census oflndia 1951, 1961, 1971, 1981, 1991and 2001 

Table 2.5 
~nual Growth Rates of Rural Workers (Occupationwise) of Uttar Dinajpur 

District in Different Census Decades 

Occupation 1961-71 1971-81 1981-91 1991-01 

Farmer 1.61 1.20 2.80 .85 

Agricultural labourer 8.25 7.15 4.77 6.34 

Non-Agriculturist - 1.21 16.32 5.99 16.25 

All 2.66 4.36 4.04 6.84 

Data Source: Census oflndia: 1961,71, 81, 91,01 
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Table 2.6 
Annual Growth Rates of Rural Workers (Occupationwise) ofWest Bengal in 

Different Census Decades 

Occupation 1951-61 1961-71 1971-81 1981-91 1991-01 

Farmer 4.65 -1.19 1.99 3.44 -1.01 

Agricultural Labourer 5.11 8.18 1.77 4.15 3.93 

Non-Agriculturist 2.80 -1.95 4.85 6.44 24.27 

All 4.15 4.94 2.54 4.44 8.00 

Data Source: Census oflndia: 1951,61, 71, 81, 91, 01 

2.2.2 Causes of Growth of Agricultural Labourers 

There were many factors contributing to the rise of agricultural labourers since 
') 

independence. Such factors are enumerated below in order of their importance. 

2.2.3 Decline of Jotedari-Adhiary System 

During the British period, the jotedari-adhiary system was more popular in 

the management of land in the most part of West Bengal, leaving little scope for non

adhiary hired labour employment. Generally comparatively better placed cultivators 

occupied land in large contiguous clusters (called jotes) and brought them under 

cultivation with the help of their poor neighbours and relatives. These better-placed 

cultivators become jotedars (landowner and patrons) and providing their poor 

relations (adhiars and their clients) with minimum means of subsistence and 

production, and developed the institution of jyotdari-adhiary land management. In 

1946-47, the Tebhaga Movement has started against the jotedari-adhiary system in 

various districts of Bengal i.e. Dinajpur, Rangpur, Jalpaiguri and 24 Parganas. It is 

important to note that though the organized movements of the sharecroppers 

demanded for a reasonably higher share of the produce i. e., one-third of the produce 

instead of half of the produce, this movement would not protect them from eviction 

by landlords. In order to ensure one-third of the produce and to protect them from 

eviction, the notification of a Bargadars Temporary Regulation Bill was published in 

the Calcutta Gazette on 22 January 1947 (Calcutta Gazette Extra Ordinary, 22 

January, 194 7). The news of Tebhaga Bill, as it came to be popularly known, gave a 

tremendous fillip to the adhiar agitation in North Bengal. The adhiars started the 

policy of forcibly taking the crop away to from the jotedars kholians to their houses to 
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exact the (two-third) share (SDO Balurghat Dinajpur to Addl Secretary Bd of Rev., 6 

Mar. 1947). Adhiars also began to catch fish in jotedar 's tanks and take away 

bamboos from jotedar 's bamboo clumps. Echoing the main slogan 'hal jar jami tar' 

(land belongs to the man who drives the plough), the new slogan adopted were 

'beshaljar bansh tar, pal jar machh tar.' Actually, 'Bambo belongs to the man who 

has the implements to cut it, fish belongs to him who has the fishing net' (SDO 

Thakugaon Dinajpur to Addl. Secretary Bd. of Rev., Mar. 1947). The jotedars of 

North Bengal reacted to the looting paddy from their kholians by lodging charges of 

'dacoity'. The police were sent into villages to make arrest in connection with these 

paddy-looting cases, and a number of armed clashes between the police and the 

adhiars occurred on 20 February 1947, the villagers of khanpur in Balurghat Thana 

fought the police with bows and arrows. The police fired 121 rounds and killed 20 

people. The following day there was another clash at Thumnia in Baliadanga Thana 

in which four people were killed in the police shooting (Secret Report on the Political 

Situation in Bengal for the second half of Feb. 1947). 

'The prospect of such movement has adversely affected the interest of the 

bargadars as in some cases landlords are refusing to let out land on barga to the 

bargadars who used to enjoy the lands on annual settlement and these landlords are 

bringing the lands under their own khas cultivation. This attitude changed the position 

of some bargadars to mere day labourers' (SDO Feni Noakhali to Add. Secy. Bd of 

Rev. 10 Mar. 1947). The landlord agitation against the proposed Tebhaga Bill was 

more portent in West Bengal than any bargadar 's movement. The dependent 

bargadars were cowed into submission by threats of eviction and stoppage of paddy 

loans for subsistence during the lean months. In the summer of 194 7, the Krishak 

Sabha formally called off the Tebhaga agitation and resolved to give the new 

governments in India and Pakistan a year of grace in which to fulfill their promises to 

the people. The Congress Government responded with a legislative enactment - the 

West Bengal Bargadars Act of 1950, which provided for protection of sharecroppers 

against eviction and a 60:40 sharing of the crops between bargadar and his landlord 

(LRA 1955). Important changes have occurred in the agrarian social structure in the 

frontier regions in the decades following 1950, notably the decline in barga tenancies 

and the dramatic growth of agricultural labourers (Bose, 1986). 

But the viability of the system finally broke down with the ascendance of the 

left movement in West Bengal and the coming to power (for two short spells) of the 
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left alliance (United Front) Government in the state in the late 1960's. The decline of 

the adhiary system had wide effects on the whole of the economy of North Bengal. 

Indeed, the local or regional circumstances once favourable to share cropping as a 

form of cultivation now come under pressure from several new factors. These derived 

from tendencies towards the imposition of ceilings on landholdings and by the 

growing demand for reducing the owner's share of return under sharecropping. Such a 

process contributed most of the sharp increase in the number of agricultural labourers 

in the North Bengal districts; vast numbers of adhiars were converted to the status of 

agricultural labourers (Bandyopadhyay, 1977). 

The 'proletarization process' was reinforced and gained momentum after 

enactment of WBLR act, 1955. A large-scale eviction of sharecroppers took place at 

the passing of this Act and at different stages of its implementation (Dasgupta, B 

1984; P A 142-143). Under this, the landlords were allowed to resume land for 

personal cultivation up to a certain ceiling limit, evicted tenants in the process, 

demanded full ownership right on it. The ceiling level was high enough and ceiling 

surplus land was vested in Government. Jotedars converted into big landlord and they 

accepted the changed form of their domination, from indirect cultivation through 

bargadars to direct cultivation through hired labour. At the same time, they were paid 

generous compensation for that portion of their feudal estate, which was taken over by 

the Government. They did use compensation money to increase productivity of land 

from which tenants were mercilessly evicted and they constituted an emerging trend 

of landlord capitalism (or semi-feudal capitalism). The impact of eviction on a mass 

scale on the poorer peasants was that they joined ranks of agricultural labourers or of 

unrecorded tenants-at-will. The period between 1965-71 witnessed the most acute 

tensions in the rural body politics of West Bengal. The surplus vested land was 

distributed among landless farmers and labourers. A very small proportion of surplus 

land was distributed among landless farmers and labourers and some of it was found 

to be unfit for cultivation or cultivable only after heavy capital expenditure. Often 

marginal landowners, not to speak of de facto share-croppers, felt encouraged to 

declare themselves as agricultural labourers because of the prospect of entitlement to 

portion of vested land. As a result, the ranks of agricultural labourers were swelled 

during 1961-71 and recorded a very high rate of growth of 8.25 percent in the district 

and 8.18 percent in West Bengal as shown in Tables 2.5 and 2.6. It may worth 

mentioning here that the North Bengal districts yielded a larger share of land to the 
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vested pool; redistribution was comparatively more vigorous m this regiOn 

(Bandyopadhyay 1977). Another land reform programme in West Bengal that has an 

important bearing upon redistributive aspect of land reform is the 'Operation Barga' 

(OB), which was undertaken in 1978. The OB programme seeks to secure legal rights 

to bargadars through recording their names and thus check to the possibility of their 

unlawful eviction from land operated by them. The performance of OB programme 

was not satisfactory in the state up to March 1980. Only 45 percent of the estimated 

numbers of bargadars were found to have been recorded in the entire state within a 

span of three years after the launching of the programme. The presence of large 

number up to that year of unrecorded bargadars may suggest that a sizeable number 

of cultivators may have to operate condition under the constant fear of eviction. It 

helped in swelling up the number of landless agricultural labourers. 

2.2.4 Marginalization of Peasantry 

The marginalizations of smallholdings have contributed to the growth of 

agricultural labourers both in Uttar Dinajpur district and in West Bengal. The average 

area owned by marginal farmer in 1995-96 was 0.59 hectares in Uttar and Dakshin 

Dinajpur districts and 0.48 hectares in West Bengal can hardly be considered viable to 

support even a family of two. Clearly, a significant number of such households need 

to take up wage employment for their survival. The positive and negative impact of 

various agrarian legislations on operational holdings, tenancy status and land transfers 

would have possibly contributed to this proliferation of small and marginal farm 

(Dandekar Kudanpur, 1957; Rao, 1972; Sharma, 1994; Rajsekhar, 1996). In addition, 

increase in rural population and dependence of rural work force on agriculture for 

their livelihood coupled with technological development enhance the pressure on land 

by increasing the intensity of cropping and as a result the value of land. So the 

increase in number of holdings is the result of the combined effects of institutional, 

technological and demographic factors (Rajasekhar). The major institutional changes 

that entailed the increase in the number of operational holdings are breaking up of 

joint family system and tenure system (Zamindari). Government adopted measures 

for abolition of zamindari system and legislation for supporting small farm and 

tenants. 

The two important sources of national data on operational holdings are the 

National Sample Survey Reports (NSS) and Agricultural Census Reports conducted 
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by the Ministry of Agriculture, Government of India, first in 1970-71 and 

subsequently on sample basis in 1976-77, 1980-81, and 1985-86. We have used the 

Agricultural Censuses because it gives data both at the district level and state level. 

The data from different sources, or even from the same source, are not strictly 

comparable, due to the changes in their scope and coverage as well as the changes in 

the underlying concepts (Dantwala, in Dantawala, ed, 1966). Tables 2.7 and 2.8 show 

the relevant Agricultural Census data both at the state level and district level. As the 

data reveal, at the district level, the number of marginal operational holdings 

increased over the years, from 43.33 percent in 1970-71 to 69.07 percent in 1995-96. 

At the state level, numbers of marginal holdings constitute 59.97 percent in 1970-71, 

it increased to 76.42 percent in 1995-96. At the state level, the number of marginal 

holdings increased by 97.88 percent between 1970-71 and 1995-96. The annual 

growth rate during this period is 3.92 percent. At the district level, the number of 

marginal holdings increased by 183.3 8 percent during this periods and the annual 

growth rate during this period is 7.34 percent. Therefore, the growth rate at district 

level is greater than the growth rate of state level. At the district level, the average size 

of marginal holding is only 0.49 hectare in 1970-71, which declined to 0.41 hectare in 

1985-86 but marginally increased to 0.59 hectare in 1995-96. At the state level, the 

average size of holding is only 0.43 hectare, which declined to 0.40 hectare in 1980-

81 but marginally increased to 0.48 hectare in 1995-96. So the average area owned by 

marginal farmers can hardly be considered viable to support even a family of two. 

Clearly, significant numbers of such households need to take up wage employment 

for their survival. Of course, this conclusion is based on the reasonable assumption 

that there has been no substantial expansion of alternative livelihood options for these 

people. Various studies have reported that the percentage of marginal/small farmers 

becoming at least part-time labourers has been on the rise (Sanyal, 1988). At the 

district level, the share of smallholdings decreased from 25.91 percent in 1970-71 to 

21.28 percent in 1995-96, while in respect of area their share increased from 21.80 

percent in 1970-71 to 30.12 percent in 1995-96. At the state level, the similar picture 

is observed where smallholdings lost their share in number from 22.34 percent in 

1970-71 to 16.81 percent in 1995-96 accompanying with an increased share in area 

from 25.72 percent in 1970-71 to 29.06 percent in 1995-96. In the case of semi

medium, medium and large holdings, both at the district and state levels under study 

recorded decrease in share in number as well as in area operated. Thus, the 
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undergoing change in the pattern of size distribution of operational holdings is 

characterized by shifts in the relative importance of marginal and small sized holdings 

at the expense of medium and large sized holdings. This has happened both at district 

level and at state level. 

2.2.5 Agricultural Technology 

It is often held that the process of relative impoverishment of small peasants 

and the swelling of the rank of agricultural labourers are complementary to the 

process of capitalist and large-scale production (Krishnaji, N 1990; p. 1 037). It needs 

to be examined in the present context of our analysis as to how the capitalist 

production in agriculture and the growing force of agricultural labour has been 

complementary to each other in the district of Uttar Dinajpur and West Bengal as a 

whole. We consider the periods for our analysis from 1960-61 to 2000-01. New 

agricultural technology includes use of HYV seeds, chemical fertilizer, pesticides and 

proper irrigation facilities etc. The Government policy was to change the mode of 

production mainly through improvement in production forces through HYV 

programme in controlled irrigation areas and to allow the production relations to 

adjust themselves to the induced changes in the productive forces. Table 2.9 shows 

area under HYV seeds increased over the years both in Dinajpur and in West Bengal. 

The introduction of cultivation ofHYV food crops gradually spreads in West Bengal 

and began to be practiced mainly well-to-do farmers and efficient and hard working 

farmers in the 1980's and 1990's. Under this condition, agricultural production with 

wage labour is best regarded as constituting a necessary but not a sufficient condition 

of capitalist production: a sufficient condition for defining agrarian capitalism 

emerges only when the employment of hired labour is accompanied by accumulation, 

i. e, reinvestment of surpluses and expansion (Patnaik, 1983). 
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Table 2.7 
Number and Area of Operational Holdings of District West (Uttar and Dakshin) Dinajpur 

1970-71 1976-77 1985-86 1990-91 1995-96 

"' "' '" "' 
-~ ~n~ '" "' 

-~ ~J)~ '" "' -~ ~~ '" "' 
.~ ~~ '" "' 

~Vl-
-oc~ -g ·= ~ "0 ~ ~ -oc~ -oc~ ·- on~ ~ ~ (._ t: on ~-- ~ cr. _c:: ~ '-COJl cr.·= s ..... c OJ) ~ ·= v "' c "' 

'- c OJ) 
(1) ·- (l) C/j .5 s ~ c on 0 ·- d) "' c "' 0~ 

0.9 c: ld-;a OJ~ u 0 .9 c ~-;!§ 0.9 c ~- ~ o:u~U 0 .9 c E';'!S o.9 c: e~rs (l) ~ tl <!) -o u e ~ s ~~ ~ . ~:.a ~ "' ~ OJ)-"' . 1a ~ t;,llo"' . 1i5 :.a t;,llo :t o~:§ o~:§ OJl-"' 
"':I: 0~- <!) <!) u e~:c 0~- <!) "' u 0 ~- "' <.) u <!) "' u ~~:r: "' <!) u ~~:r: z <!) 0 c. ~ <> z <!) 0 c. ~ "' ~:r::r: z., 0 c.. .... "' '-:I: z"' 0 c. .... <!) z"' 0 c. .... <!) N o<r::r: ,_,- o-:e:r: c<r::r: o<r::r: o<r::r: ·- c s:r: > t.- _c s:r: ~~2- s:r: <!) '- c s:r: ~~~ 

c.~ "''- c "':::::. -:eo.::- ~o:..=.. o- .<oc=. 

Marginal 107655 53208 
.49 

177635 79981 
45 

372774 151548 
.41 

416118 219449 
.52 

305071 180082 
.59 (Below 1.0) (4333) (12.86) (53.91) (18 85) (63.81) (2438) (7039) (35.32) (69 07) ((39 67) 

Small 64380 90208 
1.40 

80209 111988 
140 

121026 181537 
1.50 

113594 187475 
1.65 

93993 136721 
145 (1.0-2.0) (25.91) (21.80) (2434) (2639) (20.72) (29.21) (19 22) (30 16) (21.28) (30.12) 

Semi-
51565 131596 54077 141802 74629 204347 49468 145806 36567 103326 

Medium 
(20 75) (31.81) 

2.55 
(16.41) (3342) 

2.62 
(12 78) (32.88) 

2.74 
(837) (23.45) 

2.95 
(8.28) (22 76) 

2.83 
(2 0-4 0) 

Medium 24379 132735 
5.44 

17535 89830 
5.12 

15691 83706 
5.33 

11861 66916 
5.64 

5948 32326 
543 

(4 0-10.0) (9.81) (32.08) (5.32) (21 17) (269) (1H7) (2.03) (10.76) (135) (712) 

Large 
505 6034 54 749 38 395 115 2043 79 1461 

(I 0 0 and 
(20) ( 1.46) 

11.95 
(0.02) ( 18) 

13.87 
(01) (0.06) 

1039 (02) (33) 
17.77 

(02) (32) 
1849 

Above) 

Total 
248484 413781 

1.67 
329510 424350 

1.29 
584158 621533 

1.06 
591156 621689 

1.05 
441658 453916 

1.03 
(100 00) (100 00) (100.00) (100 00) (I 00 00) (100 00) (100.00) (I 00.00) (100 00) (I 00 00) 

---- ----

Data Source: Agricultural Census, Directorate of Agriculture, West Bengal 
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Table 2.8 

N b fO I Hold. dO ted A A d. me; to Size Cl ---- --- -----· WestB 
1970-71 1976-77 1985-86 1990-91 1995-96 

"E ..... "E ..... "E ..... "E ..... "E ..... 
c "' 0 c "' 0 c "' 0 c "' 0 c "' 0 

~ 0 ., ~ 0 ., ~ .!2 .. ~ -- 0 ., -- ~rr.~ 
0 '-' --"' '-' .! ~ .... u ~ tl'l ~ -~ ~ .... '-' .~ ~ ~ .... '-' .~ ~ ~ '! ~ .... u '! ~ .... u ~ rr. ~ "' .... ~ til ~til e ~ ~ til ~til ~til "' "' ·- on~ Vi .Ef ~ - OJ)"' uu &~ ~~ 

CllC- g_~ -ot> Cll c- 8.~ ~u r./i .5 u 8.~ ~g 8. .5 -ot> Cllc-
·- u ·- u ·- u u <IJ -o '-' <IJ '-' <IJ -o <IJ Ei: ~~~ 

., -o u o::!:! <IJ <IJ <IJ -o <IJ 

i;l:C Oc; e:c gpc; :c o- ex gpc; :c o- o-o e:c gp-o :c E:r: gpc; :c 
·- c 'Q:C '-' c .... :c c 'o~ '-' c .... :c c 'o~ '-' c .... :c c 'Q:C ., c .... :c c 'o~ '-' c .... :c c 
Vl:;:.. o.- <IJ - o.- ~ ~ o.- u - o.- u - o.- <IJ -

6 o~ > ~ 
6 0~ 6 o~ > ~ o~ > ~ o~ > ~ 

~ < < 6 < 6 < z z z z z 

I 
Marginal 2528485 1089722 

.43 
3502125 1417531 

.40 
4367836 1821073 

.42 
4639055 2064440 

.45 
5003485 2399073 

.48 
(Below 1.0) (59 97) (2153) (66.50) (27.15) (70.97) (3227) (73.82) (36.50) (76.42) (42 93) 

Small 941753 1301643 
1.38 

1082534 1489887 
1.38 

1174947 1753328 
1.49 

1107006 1694000 
1.53 

1100701 1623724 
(1.0-2.0) (2234) (25.72) (20.55) (28.54) (19.09) (31.07) (17.62) (29.95) (16.81) (29.06) 

1.48 

Semi-
558023 1464919 545707 1414345 516431 1382460 457150 1269052 381610 1046417 

Medium 2.63 2.59 2.68 2.78 2.74 
(2 0-40) 

(1323) (28 94) (1036) (27.09) (839) (2450) (7.28) (22.44) (5.83) (18 73) 

Medium 184456 973576 
528 

134368 691774 
5.15 

93824 486058 
5.18 

79284 425530 
537 

60326 3316459 
5.25 

(-1 0-10 0) (437) (19.23) (2.55) (13.25) (152) (8 61) (1.26) (7 52) (.92) (5 66) 

Large 
3610 231771 1920 207429 1250 200173 1291 202668 1152 202555 

(I 0 0 and 
(09) (4.58) 

64.20 
(04) (3.97) 

108 04 
(02) (3 55) 

160.14 
(02) (3 58) 

156.99 
(.02) (3 62) 

175.83 
Above) 

Total 
4216327 5061631 

1.20 
5266664 5220966 

.99 
6154288 5643092 

.92 
6283786 5655690 

.90 
6547274 5588228 

(100 00) (100 00) (I 00.00) (100.00) (I 00.00) (100 00) (100.00) (100 00) (100 00) (100.00) 
.85 

--- --· -----

Data Source: Agricultural Census, Directorate of Agriculture, West Bengal 
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Table 2.9 
Area under High Yielding Varieties (HYV) of Seeds of Principal Crops (Rice and 

Wheat) in West Bengal (Area in Thousand Hectares) 
Rice Wheat 

Year Percentage to Percentage to 
HYV Area 

Total Area 
HYV Area 

Total Area 

1975-76 1052.10 19.39 561.70 99.36 

1980-81 1531.90 29.60 283.00 100.00 

1990-91 3256.90 56.03 269.00 100 

2000-01 4813.90 88.57 426.00 100 

Data Source: Various Issues of Statistical Abstract, Government of West Bengal 

Table 2.10 
Yield Rates of Principal Crops (Rice and Wheat) both in West Bengal and Uttar 

Dinajpur District (Kgs. Perhectare) 
1960-61 1970-71 1980-81 1990-91 2000-01 

District I Rice Wheat Rice Wheat Rice Wheat Rice Wheat Rice Wheat 
State 
Uttar 

} 
2220 2300 

Dinajpur 955 ------- 1,100 2530 1064 2445 1,608 2397 
Dakshin 2218 2461 

Dinajpur 
West Bengal 1184 743 1239 2410 1442 1672 1795 1970 2287 2485 

Data Source: Various Issues of Statistical Abstract. Government of West Bengal 

At the district level, previously land was cultivated on the basis of jotedari

adhiary system, which was attacked after enactment of the Land Reform Act 1955. 

Jotedar turned into big landowner and started self-cultivation by using hired labour 

especially after Operation Barga programme of Left Front Government. Some 

hardworking and efficient jotedars evicted the adhiars in order to escape the laws 

regarding the recording the names of sharecroppers. They have money and capital and 

adopted new HYV techniques of production. new entrepreneur who adopted the HYV 

programmes of crop raising, evicted the traditional sharecroppers either through 

mutual agreement or under duress. The above-mentioned investigation revealed that a 

part of this dispossessed labour force was engaged as agricultural labourers in the 

modernized farm of the new entrepreneur (Bandyopadhyay, N. 1977 P 177). On the 

other hand, some gentlemen jotedars were not able to evict their adhiars from their 

land. They also started self-cultivation by using hired labour in some parts of their 

land. They also adopted also new techniques of production to some extent but they are 

not able to earn profits because they are not so efficient and hard working. After few 
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years, they were converted into small and marginal farmers. In the study areas, some 

descendents of jotedars were converted into landless agricultural labourers. On the 

other hand, the small and marginal farmers follow the traditional method of 

production due to lack of capital. The land holding size of small and marginal farmers 

are not viable to adopt new technique of production. There is ample evidence to 

suggest that small and marginal farms are mostly economically non-viable (among 

others Bharadaj, 1974; Vyas, 1976). The returns on such farms are so meager that 

incomes earned from such farms are inadequate to meet the subsistence needs of the 

farmer family. They are bound to hire out their labour on the farm of others. 

Table 2.10 shows that yield per hectare increased over the years both in West 

Bengal and Dinajpur district. The new technology is widely recognized to be land 

augmenting in character, i. e. it raises the yield on a given area from a given crop, 

while permitting also multiple-cropping of a given area. Cultivation with the help of 

hired labour has become more beneficial as compared to the leasing of land. As a 

result, the sharecroppers are also being reduced to agricultural labourers. The benefit 

of the adoption of modem technology has also gone mainly to the well off farmers. 

2.2.6 Household Industry Workers 

During the British period, the British Government adopted various policies to 

destroy cottage industries and village handicrafts of our country. As a result, number 

of cottage industries and village handicrafts declined during the British periods. But 

modem industries were not set up to take place. Even after independence, government 

has made investment for improvement of households industries but the progress is not 

satisfactory. The alternative employment opportunities to the skilled and unskilled 

workers engaged in these industries were not made. The decline of rural handicrafts 

industries has led many artisans to become agricultural labourers. Table 2.11 is 

showing the annual growth rates of household industry workers in West Bengal and 

Uttar Dinajpur district. The proportion of agricultural labourers synchronized 

invariable with a decrease in the proportion of workers engaged in household 

industry. The annual growth rate of agricultural labourers was very high during 1961-

71. During this period, the annual growth of workers engaged in household industry 

was negative (shown in Table 2.11). The decline in household industry workers has 

led to the increases in the annual growth rate of agricultural labourers. In the 

58 



subsequent decades, the growth rates of household industry workers fluctuated; as a 

result the growth rate of agricultural labourers also fluctuated. 

Table 2.11 
Annual Growth Rates of Household Industry Workers in Uttar Dinajpur District 

an d W t B I . D'fti t C d d es enga m 1 eren ens us eca es 
District I State 1961-71 1971-81 1981-1991 1991-01 
Uttar Dinajpur District -3.54 11.01 2.50 25.50 
West Bengal -3.15 6.27 4.SO 17.03 

Data Source: Census oflndta 1961, 1971, 1981, 1991, and 2001 

2.2.7 Population Growth 

High growth rate of population leads to subdivision and fragmentation of land 

holdings. This has rendered a large number of holdings uneconomic. As a result, 

peasant family with small size of holdings are forced to under take agricultural labour 

as secondary occupation, which after a certain period of time leads some members of 

a family to perform agricultural labour as the main occupation. Demographic 

pressure, therefore, generates and accentuates the pauperization process. Table 2.12 

shows the growth rate of population of Uttar Dinajpur district and West Bengal. Due 

to slow rate of development in this district, it was not possible to provide employment 

to the increasing population in the study area other than agriculture. · 

At the district level, the annual growth rate of population was highest ( 4.30 

percent) during 1961-71. After that period, the annual growth rate of population 

marginally declined but remains above 2 percent at the district level. We also find that 

the declining trend of growth rate of population is not sufficient to control the growth 

of agricultural labourers. The growth rate of agricultural labourers has been higher 

than the growth rate of rural population in recent decades. For instance, during 1981-

91 and 1991-01, the rural population registered an annual growth rate of 2.33 percent 

and 2.26 percent at the district level; the annual growth rate of agricultural labourers 

has been 4.77 percent and 6.34 percent during this period. The annual growth rate of 

labour exceeds the annual growth rate of population. Table 2.14 shows the density of 

population per square kilometer of West Bengal and Uttar and Dakshin Dinajpur 

districts. For a West Bengal as a whole, the population density increased from 299 

persons per square kelometre in 1951 to 903 persons in 2001. In the case of West 

Dinajpur district, the density has more than doubled over this fifty years period. 
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With this population, increase the land man ratio changed dramatically. Where 

as, during the nineteenth century, with the extension of cultivation and the depletion 

of population because of famines and epidemics, the land man ratio was highly 

favourable to man, in the first half of the twentieth century, the situation was reversed 

in West Bengal (Dasgupta, 1984). Table 2.13 shows the land man ratio of West 

Bengal and West (Uttar and Dakshin) Dinajpur district. From this Table, it is clear 

that the land man ratio has deteriorated over the period due to the low growth rate of 

cropped area and high growth rate of population. The decline of this ratio has led to 

proliferation of small and marginal holdings and a steady fall in the average size of 

holdings in both West Bengal and Uttar Dinajpur district. The question of size of 

holdings is of obvious relevance to the determination of households, which have to 

seek wage work within agriculture outside their own firms or non-agricultural 

activities (Krishnaji, N. 1990, p 1041 ). It follows; therefore, that demographic 

pressure has also contributed substantially to the growth of agricultural labour force in 

our study area. 

Table 2.12 
Annual Growth Rates of Population both in Uttar Dinajpur District and in West 

B I eng a 
District I State 1951-61 1961-71 1971-81 1981-91 1991-01 
Uttar Dinajpur District 3.97 4.29 3.01 2.33 2.26 
West Bengal 3.28 2.69 2.32 2.47 1.78 

Data Source: Census oflndia: 1951, 61, 71, 81, 91, 01 

Table 2.13 
al Land Man Ratio in West (Uttar and Dakshin) Dinajpur and West Ben!. 

District I State 1951 1961 1971 1981 1991 2001 
West (Uttar and ------ .34 .26 .19 .14 .12 
Dakshin) Dinajpur 
West Bengal .18 .16 .12 .10 .08 .07 
Data Source: Various Issues of Statistical Abstract, Government of West Bengal 
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Table 2.14 
Density of Population Per Square Kilometer in West (Uttar and Dakshin) 

Dinajpur and West Bengal 
District/ State 11951 I 1961 I 971 I 1981 1991 2001 

Uttar Dinajpur 461 604 778 

Dakshin Dinajpur} 
321 429 550 

448 555 677 
I West Bengal I 299 I 398 I 504 I 615 I 767 I 903 

Data S&urce: Various Issues of Statistical Abstract, Government of West Bengal 

2.2.8 Overall Findings on Growth of Agricultural Labourers 

Growth rate of agricultural labourers did not maintain steady high growth rate 

throughout the period but fluctuates over the decades. The growth rate of agricultural 

labourers is highest during 1961-71 both at the state level and at district level as 

compared to other census decades. This may be partly due to the elements of a 

definite underestimate in 1961 (Bandyopadhyay, 1977). Other factors like the decline 

ofjotedari-adhiary system, land reform programmme- Operation Barga programme, 

new agricultural technology and high population growth- falling Iandman ratio etc. 

further accentuated the process of immiserization of a large section of peasantry and 

greater landlessness. This situation could have been viable if there had been other 

avenues in the economy, which could fully absorb the growing agricultural labour 

force into some other productive enterprise, either within or outside the agricultural 

sector. Growing landlessness and marginalization of peasantry are now burning 

problems of rural Bengal and of Uttar Dinajpur district. In order to provide 

employment to landless labourers and marginal farmers, it is necessary to put 

emphasis on generation of non-agricultural employment opportunities in rural areas. 

These problems cannot be solved through the establishment of capital-intensive large

scale industries. Emphasis should be given on establishment of small scale and 

cottage industries, handicraft industries and agro-processing industries in rural areas. 

2.3 Summary 

We studied here the history of evolution of agricultural labourers in West 

Bengal since 'Vedic Period' and continued up to British Period. We get very little 

information regarding agricultural labourers from Veda, though agriculture 

undoubtedly was the chief occupation of the Rig Vedic people. On the basis of 

Hunter's exhaustive study of Bengal districts during pre-British period, the population 
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is divided into four maJor caste categories m hierarchical order; higher castes, 

agricultural castes, artisan castes and personal service castes. The fourth category 

indicates the lowest level of occupations, largely people performing various kinds of 

personal services such as barbers, washer men, sweepers, servants and agricultural 

labourers as well as boatmen, those working with palki, hand carts, bullock carts and 

so on,. 

In the pre-British Bengal, the agricultural labourers was usually a small farmer 

making some additional earnings from hired work or responding to the summons of 

the Zamindars to work on his field. Under the Permanent Settlement introduced by 

the British, the proprietary right in the soil was declared to be vested in the zamindars 

which 'was never before formally declared'. The actual tillers of the soil lost their 

property right. The high incidence of land revenue made their position extremely 

precarious and led easily to dispossession of their holdings. Accompanied with other 

causes, this situation accentuated the rate of growth of the class of landless labourers. 

The policies of the colonial state - free import of cheap manufacturers, heavy 

revenue burdens, rigid collection in cash, application of the laws of distraint of 

property and imprisonment of defaulting debtors - led to massive displacement of 

artisans on the one hand and pauperization of large sections of indebted poorer 

peasantry into landlessness on the other. In Bengal, the mode of production was based 

on the relationship between the jotedar-rich farmer and adhiar-agricultural labourer. 

The adhiars will provide half of the produce to the jotedars in Dinajpur district even 

if adhiars supply plough, cow, seeds, fertilizers and own labour. Moreover, the 

jotedars collect different charges from adhiars like mahalri, barkandaj, golapuja etc. 

In some cases, after giving all charges, the nothing are left for adhiars and back home 

with zero crops. Moreover, the jotedars has the right to evict the adhiars anytime. 

This will create the class of landless labourers like Paran Mandai of Bankim Chandra. 

The relationship between jotedars and adhiars became complex and tension started 

between them. Tebhaga Movement had taken the form of a fairly spontaneous and 

general movement in the winter of 1946-47 only in the North Bengal districts of 

Dinajpur, Rangpur and Jalpaiguri and the reclaimed areas of the 24-parganas in the 

south. The Tebhaga Movement, of course, did not challenge the jotedar-dominated 

landholding structure in North Bengal. It merely sought to improve the terms of 

exchange. In the post independence era, there were notable changes: the decline of 

share tenancies and the rapid increase in the number of agricultural labourers. 
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Agricultural labourers constitute a significant portion of the total rural 

population in today's West Bengal as well in the district of Uttar Dinajpur, accounting 

for about one-third and two-fourth of the rural workers respectively. The annual 

. growth of agricultural labourers was highest during 1961-71 i. e. 8.25 percent at the 

district level and 8.18 percent at the state level. The annual growth of agricultural 

labourers in subsequent census period declined both at the district level and at state 

level. There were many factors contributing to the rise of agricultural labourers since 

independence. These factors are the decline of jotedari-adhiary system, land reform 

programmme - Operation Barga programme, marginalization of peasantry, new 

agricultural technology and high population growth - falling land man ratio etc. 

The 'proletarization process' was reinforced and gained momentum after 

enactment of WBLR act, 1955. A large-scale eviction of sharecroppers took place at 

the passing of this Act and at different stages of its implementation. The viability of 

the jotedari-adhiary system broke down with the ascendance of the left movement in 

West Bengal and the coming to power (for two short spells) of the left alliance 

(United Front) Government in the state in the late 1960's. The decline of the adhiary 

system had wide effects on the whole of the economy ofNorth Bengal. Vast numbers 

of adhiars were converted to the status of agricultural labourers. The performance of 

Operation Barga programme was not satisfactory in the state up to March 1980. The 

marginalizations of smallholdings have also contributed to the growth of agricultural 

labourers both in Uttar Dinajpur district and in West Bengal. The average area owned 

by marginal farmer in 1995-96 .59 hectares in West (Uttar and Dakshin) Dinajpur 

district and .48 hectares in West Bengal can hardly be considered viable to support 

even a family of two. Government adopted measures for abolition of zamindari 

system and they turned into big landlord. New entrepreneur who adopted the HYV 

programmes of crop raising, evicted the traditional sharecroppers either through 

mutual agreement or under duress. The above-mentioned investigation revealed that a 

part of this dispossessed labour force was engaged as agricultural labourers in the 

modernized farm of the new entrepreneur. The decline in household industry workers 

also increased the annual growth rate of agricultural labourers. 
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CHAPTER III 

FARM EMPLOYMENT PATTERN OF AGRICULTURAL LABOURERS 

3.1 Terms and Conditions of Employment of Agricultural Labourers in West 

Bengal with Special Reference to Uttar Dinajpur District 

3.1.1 Introduction 

The terms and conditions of contract between employer and employee in our 

study area are oral and informal which increases the complexity of labour relation in 

agriculture. Generally, the dominant parties (employers) set the patterns as well as 

the terms and conditions of exchange of labour and exploit the weaker parties 

(labourers). But now situation has changed to some extent. Rural labourers can also 

considerably influence the terms and conditions of employment of labour in the 

labour market, as small holders are unorganized and economically very weak. The 

employer-labour relationship is not uniform across regions; it varies from region to 

region and even within the same region. The employer-employee relationship differ 

because of combination of certain number of attributes such as following: i) duration 

of contracts: day, month, season, period of a particular operation, year etc. ii) basis of 

payment: hourly, daily, piece rate, product share etc.; iii) frequency of payment: day, 

month, year, several irregular installments during the year, bonus during festivals etc.; 

iv) medium of payment: cash, kind, meals, snacks and their different combinations; v) 

degree to which work obligations, and hours of work are specified or are left 

unspecified; vi) interlink age with other contracts with the employer in credit or land 

relations or in employment of other members of the labourers family on the same 

employer's farm; vii) freedom to work for different employers: full freedom, total 

absence of such freedom, conditional or restricted freedom etc. Different combination 

of these attributes would determine the nature of employment and wage rates of 

agricultural labourers. Our objective in this chapter is to discuss the terms and 

conditions of employment of agricultural labourers in selected villages of Uttar 

Dinajpur district of West Bengal. 

The Agricultural Labour Enquires (150-51, 1956-57) classified agricultural 

labourer in to two categories - attached and casual. After the publication of the first 

and second ALE reports, several criticisms have been leveled against the 

classification of agricultural labourer into two categories - casual and attached. Daniel 
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Thorner noted that the terms 'attach' and 'casual' as interpreted by the designers of 

the Enquiry, proved in practice to be mutually non-exclusive catch-alls for 'non

homogeneous groups', and what was worse, the specific content and meaning of these 

two items were left sufficiently vague as to allow arbitrary and conflicting 

interpretations by different field investigators in different areas. Because of these 

criticisms, the attach-casual distinction was altogether dropped in the later Rural 

Labour Enquires of 1963-64 and 1973-74 and only one category was retained - who 

were referred to as 'Agricultural Labourer' in an undifferentiated manner. But for 

better understanding the production relation in agriculture and the nature of rural 

labour market, it is necessary to give due importance to the various degrees of 

heterogeneity in labour contracts leading to different forms of employment and types 

of attachment of varying degrees. 

On the basis of attachment, Bardhan and Rudra (1979) classified agricultural 

labourers in to five categories in West Bengal. 

i) Totally unattached labourers (casual labourers) 

ii) Totally attached labourers (or farm servant) 

iii) Semi-attached labourer (Type-I) - They are attached to an employer for 

part of the year, but for the major part of the year they have the freedom to 

work for other employers. 

iv) Semi-attached labourers (Type -2) - They are obliged to work for the 

employer whenever called for stipulated numbers of days in a stipulated 

period. 

v) Semi-attached labourers (Type - 3) - They are obliged to work for the 

employer whenever called for an unstipulated number of days over an 

indefinite period. 

Under the changing the employer-employee relationship due to change in the 

mode ofproduction process, this type of classification is not sufficient to depict the 

whole range of labour relation in agriculture. On the basis of data collected in the field 

and existing literature, the following classification of agricultural labourers is more 

useful to explain the employer-employee relation in agriculture. These are: 

i) Fully Attached Labourers (Annual Farm Servant), 

ii) Semi-Attached Labourers 

iii) Casual Day Labourers 

iv) Casual Group Labourers 
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v) Marginal Farmers-cum-Agricultural Labourers. 

The terms and conditions of employment of agricultural labourers varied 

across the categories of agricultural labourers. Different categories of agricultural 

labourers are employed under different terms and conditions under the same 

employers or different employers. We discuss the terms and conditions of 

employment of each category of agricultural labourers. 

3.1.2 Fully Attached Labourers (or Annual Farm Servant) 

By annual 'farm servant' we mean who is tied up to their employer for 

duration of one year, although sometimes employed more than one year or slightly 

less than one-year contracts due to personal good relation between labourer and 

employers or any other reasons. Generally unmarried labourers are employed as 

annual farm servants because after marriage family burden of labourer increases and 

he has to look after the family. According to Richards (1979), the institution of 

regular farm servants has emerged as a subtle means of supervising labour (Sarap, 

1991). Eswaran and Kotwal (1989a) proposed that it is an attempt by the employer to 

transform hired labourers into workers whose behaviour would approximate that of 

family labour, thus reducing the burden of job supervision and mitigating moral 

hazards of workers. This is being done by paying workers in excess of their 

opportunity wage (Sarap, 1991). Thus the payment of a wage in excess of market 

clearing may be effective way for employers to provide workers with an incentive to 

work rather than shirk (Akerlof and Yellen, 1986 and Sarap, 1991 ). But even if it is 

necessary to supervise the work of monitor (farm servant) who monitors casual 

labourers. One such choice is that the residual claimant who has an incentive to self

monitor becomes monitor (Eswaran and Kotwal, 1989 and Sarap, 1991 ). Family 

members can monitor the job of both casual as well as that of farm servants. Thus 

supervision problems are likely to be reduced not only when the ratio of family labour 

to hired labour is higher, but also when the hired labourer work side by side with 

employers in the field (Boyce, 1987 and Sarap, 1991 ). 

In Uttar Dinajpur district, fully attached labourers are known, as 'Kama if' or 

'Chakar.' Previously the system of employment of 'Kamail' (fully attached labourer 

or annual farm servant) was widely prevalent in this district. Generally the landlord or 

jotedars employed 'Kamail' (fully attached labourer or annual farm servant) to 

perform agricultural activities. The relationship between 'Chakar' or 'Kamail' and 
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'Jotedar' or employer is patron-client relationship. Chakars always pay respect to 

their employer as a master. The relationship between the regular farm servant and his 

employer takes a patron-client form; the patron saving on the non-wage cost of 

recruitment and supervising and utilizing hired labour and client benefiting from 

greater employment security and higher total earnings (Rao, 1988 and Sarap, 1991). 

Their work is not confined to agricultural operation. They are at times also engaged 

for domestic work like cleaning the house, marketing, feeding the livestock etc. In the 

lean season sometimes they have to perform the job of maidservants. But such type of 

contract of annual farm servants with their masters ensures them some degree of 

continuity and regularity of employment. They received wages both in the form of 

kind and cash. They take two meals and tiffin with employers everyday and their 

annual remuneration ranged from Rs.1, 500 to Rs.l 0, 000 determined on the basis of 

age and capabilities of work. They receive their payments partly at the end of the year 

and partly in irregular installments spread over the year. During festivals (Durga Puja 

and Dol Utsav), they get some kind of bonus in the form of cash or clothings like 

shirt, pant or trousers. When the annual farm servants enter into contract with their 

employer, they lose their freedom to engage themselves in any other activities, which 

ensures additional income. So there is an element of bondage in their relation with 

their employer. But bonded labour did not exist in West Bengal. 

In Uttar Dinajpur district, the existence of annual farm servant is now hardly 

found. The present researcher surveyed 180 agricultural labour households and did 

not find any annual farm servant. The practice of employment of annual farm servant 

has been declining over the year. There are some reasons for this change. Firstly, 

majority of the farmers in the rural areas are converted into small and marginal 

farmers after introduction of land ceiling legislations in West Bengal and land is 

subdivided and fragmented further and further with passing each generation due to the 

existence of laws of inheritance. Small and marginal farmers have not been able to 

utilize the capacity of permanent labourers due to small size of holding. Secondly, the 

small and marginal farmers are not able to bear the expenditure of permanent 

labourers due to small size of holding and low income. So the decline in size of 

holding is one of the reasons that have led to the reduction of the demand for 

permanent labour. Moreover, permanent labourers are also not used to work properly 

and their tendency is to spend time lazily and to shirk the work. Naturally, farmers 

prefer to cultivate their land with the help of casual day labourers or group labourers. 
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Similarly, labourers are also not willing to work under long-term contract under the 

same employer because of bondage. They now want to enjoy more freedom. 

3.1.3 Semi-Attached Labourers 

Semi-attached labourer may be defined as a person who has some continuity 

of association with a particular employer for a few days or months. He has the 

freedom to work for other employers for the major part of the year. Semi-attached 

labourers can be divided into two categories on the basis of the duration of contract 

and freedom of choice of employers. The first category of semi-attached labourers has 

no freedom to work for other employers during the contract period and they are 

employed for a month or a few months during busy agricultural seasons. They are 

known as Masila in Uttat Dinajpur district. Wage rate of such labourers is generally 

higher than the ruling market wage rate and they are paid daily or weekly both in the 

form of cash and kind. 

The second category of semi-attached labourers has enjoyed more freedom to 

work for other employers as compared to first category. They have to be freed to work 

for other employers on whichever days the employer does not have any work for the 

labourers. They have to be paid wages both in the form of cash and kind on a daily or 

weekly basis. But their wages are slightly lower than the market wage rate. They are 

also known as tied labourers in Uttar Dinajpur district. 

In our field study, we found only 15 semi-attached labourers out of 180 

agricultural labourer households. Five labourers fall under the first category and ten 

labourers fall under the second category of semi-attachment. In villages under highly 

developed blocks, both first and second categories of attachment are found. But in 

villages under moderately and least developed blocks, only second category of 

attachment is found. Thorner (1957) has described the 'beck and call' relationship

our semi-attached labour of type 2 as un free. He suggests that quite often long-term 

outstanding loans, which the labourer is not in a position to repay, bind him (or his 

family members) to the employers in such a relationship. In our West Bengal sample, 

none of the 'beck and call' labourers reported hereditary debt or a long-term debt 

incurred by the labourer as a basis for his attachment to the employer (Bardhan and 

Rudra, 2003). But the overwhelming majority of them reported periodic taking of 

consumption loans or wage advances from employer on the basis of their attachment 

(Bardhan and Rudra, 2003). 
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Bardhan and Rudra (1979) shows that the bases of attachment (full or partial) 

are the following: (a) allotment of land, (b) current consumption loans, and old debt. 

They show that allotment as a means of tying labourer to an employer works in the 

following way. The employer allots a tiny piece of land to the labourer who cultivates 

it with the help of employer's bullock and plough and receives the total or a fraction 

of crop output. He sometimes receives even other kinds of help from the employer, 

e.g. in the form of supplies of seeds and fertilizers. In exchange, the labourer gets 

committed to work for the employer at whatever time might suit the latter. It may be 

the case that the labourer works exclusively for the employer right through the year. 

But in our field study, only few labourers have reported that the allotment of 

land and old debt are the basis of their attachment. Because the size of holding of the 

farmers is declining over the year and as a result they are not in a position to lease out 

their land to the labourers on the basis of share of crop by supplying bullocks and 

plough and seed, fertilizers and pesticides. Secondly, the employer did not lease out 

their land due to the risk of recording the names of labourers as a sharecroppers on 

their land. Similarly, no labourers have reported a hereditary debt as the basis of their 

attachment to an employer. In the villages under highly developed blocks, some 

labourers reported that consumption loan taken from employer is the basis of 

attachment to the employer as compared to the villages under moderately developed 

and least developed blocks. They take consumption loan from their employer during 

difficult periods. They repaid their consumption loan by working as a labourer to the 

employer's house. One ofthe important motivations of the lender-employer in giving 

such loans is to secure labour services for the peak season. Besides, in such a case he 

saves recruitment cost (Bardhan, 1979, 1983). 

Over the years, the economic condition of farmers deteriorates because of low 

production, low prices of agricultural commodities and high cost of production. As a 

result, they loose the power to give consumption loan to their labourers gradually. 

Sometimes labourer takes consumption loan from their employers but do not repay. 

There is violation of credit contract that frequently happens from the labourer's side 

in our study area. They simply left the house of 1st creditor employer without 

repaying loan and went to another employer's house to work as a labourer. But most 

of them reported in villages under moderately and least developed blocks that they are 

attached to their employer in order to get work throughout the year. Though they 

sometimes work at less than the ruling market wage rate, they get the work of 
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harvesting of paddy (aman and bora), which is more profitable for them as compared 

to other works. 

3.1.4 Casual Day Labourer 

By casual day labourer, we mean, a person who enters an agreement or 

contract with a particular employer for a single day at a time. The contract for one day 

with one employer have not been influenced the contract with another employer on 

another day. He may contract with another employer for another day. He has the 

freedom to negotiate different contract for different days with different employers. 

According to H. V. Nagesh (1981), 'A labourer is free when he is able to accept or 

reject the conditions and wages offered by the employer. He should also have the 

choice not to work. Further he should be able to break the contract and quit, if he so 

wants'. The labourers as well as the employers are free to discontinue the 

arrangement. Generally the employer, or his son, or his wife comes to the houses of 

workers in the evening of the preceding day or before to call them for work the next 

day or on a particular day at particular wage rate. The employer always tells the 

workers to join the work as early in the morning for the same day. The employer 

approaches first a worker or one who has worked with him earlier. If he is not 

available, some one else capable of doing the work is employed. Note that in such 

case the search cost of labour increases (Bardhan, 1979). Information cost constitutes 

an important part of transaction costs (Bardhan, 1989). The high transaction cost in 

the casual labour market is accounted for by a host of factors such as social and 

demographic factors, emigration, farm fragmentation due to land reforms, 

commercialization and counter seasonality (Nair, 1997). When there is adequate 

information, which is not quite unlikely in a village setting, all employers know who 

is and who is not a good worker. Since there is heterogeneity of labour, employers 

preferentially employ labourers whom they know to be better workers (Binswanger et 

al, 1984; Richards and Martin 1983). Though there is heterogeneity, inferior labourers 

cannot be paid less than their better counterparts because of the intervention of 

various factors in the market. The preference for workers of known ability over those 

unknown ability results in what is known as adverse selection (Greenwald, 1986). 

The working hours in all villages of the study area generally vary between 

seven to eight hours for ordinary jobs with an interval of lunch. Sometimes, workers 

are taking lunch at worksite due to heavy pressure of work. In order to reduce moral 
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hazard problems of workers, employers or their family members including female 

members work along with their workers. Sometimes, the employer is not in a position 

to work, he stays near the work site and closely watches the workers so that they 

cannot delinquencies and workers work properly. Thus supervision problems are 

likely to be reduced not only when the ratio of family labour to hired labour is higher, 

but also when the hired labourer works side by side with employers in the field 

(Boyce, 1987: 213). 

Labourer is paid wages both in the form of cash and kind or only in cash at the 

end of the days work, but he may also take wage as an advance payment. He enjoys 

more freedom to choose the employer and works more freely as compared to semi

attached labourers and fully attached labourer. The casualisation of agricultural 

labourers has increased over the years because the farmers prefer more casual day 

labourers as compared to semi-attached and fully attached labourers. Similarly 

labourers also prefer to work as casual labourers as compared to semi-attached or 

fully attached labourers because they enjoy more freedom .. In the study area, casual 

day labourer is known as 'jan' or 'janmajoor'. The number of casual day labourers is 

more in villages under moderately and least developed blocks as compared to highly 

developed blocks. 

During the peak period, the demand for labour is very high in all blocks. So in 

order to meet the demand for labour in the peak period, employers try to ensure the 

labour services of labourers through the provision of consumption loan in the lean 

period. Thus tying of labour services with consumption credit, tenancy or any other 

form of patronage are devices resorted by employers to reduce supervision cost and a 

variety of risk in production by ensuring timely supply of labour (Bardhan, 1979, 

1983; Abhijit Sen, 1981; Platteau, 1990). But linkage of labour services with 

consumption credit is declining in the study area because of violation of credit 

contract from the labourers' side. 

3.1.5 Casual Group Labourer 

By casual group labourers, we mean, a group of labourers who forms groups 

with equal able bodied persons to work on piece rate basis. Piece rates are generally 

feasible where worker specific output is easily measurable in both quantitative and 

qualitative terms as in harvesting of grains. In other operations time rates are 

preferred. But if recruitment cost of labour is too high and there are other problems of 
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labour, the employer may prefer piece rate even in those operations where worker's 

specific output is not properly measurable (Sarap, 1991 ). Our field investigations 

revealed that this system has been spreading rapidly and is used for major agricultural 

operations such as transplanting, weeding, harvesting and threshing involving more 

amount of labour. There is no fixed working hours for them. They can extend the 

normal working hours to complete the particular piece of work. They work according 

to their willingness. So they enjoy much freedom as compared to other categories of 

labourers. In the study area, they are known as 'chuktiar'. They work under 'thicka' 

(contract) arrangement. Generally, group labourers are taking 'thicka' for 

transplantation of paddy, wedding of paddy and jute, harvesting of paddy, jute etc. 

For example, for transplantation of paddy (arnan), the group labourers get wage 

Rs.206 to Rs. 212.5 per bigha. Each group has a leader who is searching work and 

bargaining with the employers. He has controlled over the whole group's work. 

Generally, the leader of the group is an elderly clever person and he also participates 

in the work along with other workers. But he does not get any additional wage. All 

members, both males and females get equal remuneration as wages. The income of 

the group labourers is higher as compared to other categories of labourers. In villages 

under highly developed blocks, most of the agricultural activities are being done by 

the group labourers. Generally, physically weak and not fit for group activities work 

as a casual day labourers. The practice of work done by casual day labourer has been 

declining over the years in villages under highly developed blocks. The cost of 

supervision of work done by group labourers is lower as compared to casual day 

labourers. So the farmers prefer more the work done by group labourers as compared 

to casual labourers. 

The farmers-employers prefer the group labour because through employment 

of group labour it is possible to maintain the timeliness for different agricultural 

operation and also to reduce search cost involved in contracting a number of 

individual workers. Thus by employing group labour perhaps the employers are trying 

to reduce the managerial diseconomies of scale (Bardhan, 1973; Binswanger and 

Rosenzweig, 1986). Moreover, the supervision costs involved in the group labour, 

given the homogeneity in the group because of its place or origin, caste etc. will be 

lower as compared to individual workers. Monitoring of work efforts arising out of 

moral hazard will be less problematic in the former as compared to latter. The search 

cost for group labour is much less as compared to individual labour whereby the 
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employers reap economics of scale in employing the group labour (Sarap, 1991 ). Of 

course, the employer tries to monitor the work of the individual labourers as well as 

that of group as a whole by paying some extra benefits in the form of money, feast 

etc. to the leader of the group or to the group as a whole to raise their work efforts 

(Akerlofw, 1982). In the study area, the employers provide some kind of incentives to 

the leader as well as to the group as a whole besides the wage payment. The incentive 

payments include money for purchasing biri or tobacco or provide directly or 

sometimes special food served at home or at the worksite. The main objective of the 

employer is to motivate the workers to complete the work (quickly and nicely) by 

providing incentives to the workers. 

The labourers in the absence of effective supervision may not put enough 

effort or work less carefully which may affect growth of crops and in tum the output. 

There may be problems of moral hazards in the case of piece rate job performed by a 

group of labourers. As Stiglitz (1975) has observed, "because piece rates reward 

speed, they tend not to provide the correct incentive to quality." Olson (1965) has 

shown that the mere existence of a large group with a common interest does not 

automatically lead to collective action, because individual labour may not put his best 

effort (Eswaran and Kotwal, 1989). Since in piece rate jobs, where a number of 

workers participate, the chief motivation of the group is to complete the task sooner, 

there is possibility of output loss (for instance, transplanting fewer numbers of plants 

or reckless plantation, etc.). The larger the group, the greater is the need for 

monitoring or individual incentives in order to achieve full participation of workers 

(Eswaran and Kotwal, 1989), in collective action. Monitoring the workers involve 

transaction cost. Due to these problems related to group labourers, the farmers are 

now in the villages under highly developed and moderately developed blocks leased 

out their land to the landless labourers or marginal farmers on the basis of contract for 

the cultivation of boro paddy, aman paddy and other crops. But the system of contract 

farming was more prevalent in the case of boro paddy as compared to other crops. For 

example, in the boro season, the labourer has to pay to the landlord of Rs. 500 to 

Rs.700 per bigha or three to five mounds (40 kg.) paddy per bigha that is determined 

on the basis of quality of land. The landlord has no risk in production. 
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3.1.6 Marginal Farmer-cum-Agricultural Labourer 

By marginal farmer-cum-agricultural labourer, we mean a person who 

depends for his livelihood on not only self-cultivation but also hiring out their labour 

to another person for agriculture or allied activities in exchange of wage. He works 

another person's land when he has no work of his own farm. The annual income of 

marginal farmer-cum-agricultural labourer is generally higher than other categories of 

agricultural labourers because it is derived from more than one source. But their major 

source of income is agriculture. The number of marginal farmer-cum-agricultural 

labourer is generally higher in villages under moderately developed blocks as 

compared to villages under highly developed and least developed blocks. 

Table 3.1 
Types of Employment of Agricultural Labourers Across Surveyed Villages of 

utt n· · n· t · t ar ma pur IS riC 

Categories Villages (Delwalpur Villages (Tilna and Villages (Jagatagaon 
and Malon) Under Nakol) Under and Dharampur) 
Highly Developed Moderately Under Least 
Blocks Developed Blocks Developed Blocks 

Fully Attached --------- ----------- ------------
Labourer 
Semi-Attached 10 (7.35) 3 (2.00) 2 (1.67) 
Labourer 
Casual Day 30 (22.06) 54 (36.00) 55 (45.83) 
Labourer 
Group Labourer 68 (50.00) 65 (43.00) 47 (39.17) 
Marginal Farmer- 28 (20.58) 28 (18.67) 16 (13.33) 
Cum-Agricultural 
Labourer 
Total 136 (100) 150 (100) 120(100) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

In the above discussion, we observe the heterogeneity of labour contract in the 

labour market of Uttar Dinajpur district. Each type of labour contract differs from one 

another in respect of terms and conditions between employers and employees. During 

the survey, it was found that most of the agricultural labourers were employed as 

casual day labourers and group labourers (Table 3.1 ). It was also observed that the 

importance of group labourers increased with the level of advancement of villages. 

The proportion of group labourers accounted 50% in villages under highly developed 

blocks, 43% in villages under moderately developed blocks and 39.17% in villages 

under least developed blocks. The proportion of casual day labourer was higher in 

villages under least developed blocks i.e. 45.83%, 36% in villages under moderately 
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developed blocks and 22.06% in villages under highly developed blocks. On the other 

hand, the proportion of semi-attached labourers was higher in villages under highly 

developed blocks i.e. 7.35%, it accounted 2% in villages under moderately developed 

blocks and 1.67% in villages under least developed blocks. In villages under highly 

developed blocks, the opportunity cost of supervision is higher due to the economic 

development as compared to villages under moderately and least developed blocks 

and therefore, there will be greater tendency for the employer to employ group 

labourers on a piece rate basis. Secondly, the percentage of agricultural labour 

families with land is negatively correlated with the percentage of casual day labourers 

working on time rate. 

3.1.7 Overall Findings on Terms and Conditions of Employment of 

Agricultural Labourers 

We find that different categories of agricultural labourers are employed under 

different terms and conditions in the study areas. Out of the different categories of 

labourers, the group labour system has gained popularity among the large and 

medium size farmers. The analysis of the different categories of agricultural labourers 

suggests that there is higher motivation on the part of the employers for employing 

group labourers. Maintenance oftimeliness for different agricultural operations, given 

the numbers of peaks with less time gap between peaks and problems of 

synchronization of management of crops, are a possible reason for such a preference 

on the part of employers (see also Binswanger and Rosenzweig 1986; Bardhan 1979). 
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3.2 Level and Pattern of Farm Employment of Agricultural Labourers in 

West Bengal with Special Reference to Uttar Dinajpur District 

3.2.1 Introduction 

Agriculture is the largest employment-providing sector in India as well as in 

West Bengal. It has been observed that while the share of agriculture in the net 

domestic product has been declining rapidly since 1951, its share in the workforce has 

not been reducing rapidly enough. The result is a declining labour productivity in 

agriculture (Bhaduri, 1993; Unni, 1997). More recently, there has been a modest gain 

in labour productivity in agriculture and slow transfer of labour away from agriculture 

(Bhaduri, 1993; Bhalla, 1996; Unni, 1997). While the slow gain in labour productivity 

in agriculture is a reflection of the inability of the agriculture sector to absorb any 

further labour gainfully, the slow transfer of labour from agriculture also reflects the 

inability of the non-agriculture sector to create employment rapidly enough (Bhaduri, 

1993; Unni, 1997). The present study attempts to examine the level and patterns of 

farm employment of agricultural labourers in selected villages of Uttar Dinajpur 

district of West Bengal. 

The main features about employment in agriculture are the abundance of 

labour, the extensive use of family labour, the decreasing average size of agricultural 

holdings and seasonality of demand for agricultural labour due to seasonal nature of 

agricultural operations. Each agricultural season has two periods - peak period and 

slack period. During the peak period, the demand for labour is very high for 

agricultural operations like transplantation, weeding, harvesting, carrying and 
.. 

threshing. On the other hand, the demand for labour is low during the slack period. 

Agricultural operations are carried on by both male and female agricultural labourers, 

but there are certain operations like ploughing, leveling, digging of wells and 

irrigating the fields in which male agricultural labourers are more efficient, which 

require hard physical labour. On the other hand, female agricultural labourers are 

more efficient in certain operations like weeding, transplanting etc. 

3.2.2 Trends of Employment in West Bengal 

The NSS data on employment and unemployment for both rural and urban 

areas at different points of time may be used for analyzing the trends of employment 

and unemployment in India as well as in West Bengal. The 27th round of (1972-73) 

76 



NSS data provide better temporal analysis of employment and unemployment as 

compared to earlier-round ofNSS estimate because data obtained from 2ih round are 

based on three different concepts i.e. usual status, weekly status and current daily 

status. According to usual status, a person is considered to be employed, if he I she 

was employed for the major part of the year. According to weekly status, a person is 

considered to be employed, if he I she is employed for an hour or more on any one or 

more days. According to daily status, a person who is engaged in gainful activities for 

four hours or more during the reference day is employed for the whole day. A person 

who worked for one hour or more but less than four hours during the reference day is 

employed for half day. Due to greater consistency of concepts and definition, the NSS 

data are generally treated as being less hazardous than the alternative data sources, 

namely the decennial censuses (Jha, 1997). 

However, it should be kept in mind that in spite of the broad consistency in 

definition used by NSS, there are procedural differences between different rounds, 

which make comparison overtime difficult (Bardhan, 1977; Krishna, 1976; Jha, 

1997). However, researchers (including the above authors) often take the view that in 

spite of these problems, NSS data provides a clue to the direction of change in 

employment I unemployment situation (Chattopadhyay, 1985; Sen and Ghosh, 1993; 

Jha, 1997). 
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Table 3.2 
Changing Structure of Employment of Agricultural Labourers in West Bengal: 

1974-75 to 1993-94 

Adult Male Adult Female 

1974-
1977-78 1983 1987-88 1993-94 1974-75 1977-78 1983 

1987-
1993-1994 

1975 1988 

WE 
232 247 218 241 230 145 219 195 219 167 

(90.27) (84.3) (82.89) (80.87) (78.50) (74.36) (85.88) (84.05) (79.06) (7389) 

SE 
22 42 42 48 58 48 34 35 49 38 

(8.56) (14.33) (15.97) (16. I I) (19.79) (24.62) (13.33) (15 09) (1769) (16.81) 

ESB 
3 4 3 9 5 2 2 2 9 21 

(1.17) (1.37) (1.14) (3.02) (I. 71) ( 1.02) (0.86) (.79) (3.25) (9.93) 

TOTAL 
257 293 263 298 293 195 255 232 277 226 

(100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) 

Data Source: Rural Labour Enquiry: Report on Employment and Unemploymen,, 

1974-75, 1983, 1987-88, 1993-94 (provisional estimates), Labour Bureau, Chandigarh 

I Shimla. 

WE = wage employment, SE = self-employment, ESB = employment on Salary basis. 

The trend of employment days available to adult male and adult female labour 

in West Bengal has been shown in Table 3.2 for the period 1974-75 to 1993-94. Here 

total employment days available from farm and non-farm activities are divided into 

three categories - self-employment, wage employment and employment on salary 

basis. The total number of employment days available from farm and non-farm 

activities to adult male worker was 257 days in 1974-75 and it increased to 293 days 

in 1993-94. Similarly in the case of female, the total number of employment days 

available from farm and non-farm activities to her was 195 days in 1974-75 and it 

increased to 226 days in 1993-94. From the Table it is clear that the relative 

importance of wage paid employment (in percentage term) in total employment days 

has declined over the years. On the other hand, the share of self-employment has 

increased for both male and female labour in West Bengal. But the share of 

employment on salary basis in total employment for both adult male and adult female 

was very negligible in West Bengal. 
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3.2.3 Availability of Farm Employment of Agricultural Labourers in Uttar 

Dinajpur District 

Uttar Dinajpur is a backward and predominantly agricultural district of West 

Bengal. Availability of farm employment per agricultural labourer in Uttar Dinajpur 

district is low. From the Table 3.3, it is clear that an agricultural labourer got an 

avc:rage annual farm employment of 169.71 days in the Uttar Dinajpur district. The 

male workers got an average annual farm employment of 180.98 days, which was 

15.16% higher than the female agricultural labourer. Among the different activities, 

the . wage employment of crop farming provided the larger days of employment 

(127.88 days) per agricultural labourer followed by employment in self-employment 

(23.51 days) of crop farming and employment in agriculture allied activities (18.32 

days). Gender differential in per worker employment exist and it was found that the 

male labourer got wage employment of 137.06 days in crop farming, which was 

higher than the female agricultural labourer (118.70 days). In the case of self

employment of crop farming, the male agricultural labourer was employed for 28.35 

days, which was higher than female agricultural labourer (17.38 days). But in~the case 

of agriculture-allied activities, female workers got more employment (21.07 days) 

than the male workers (15.57 days). 

Availability of farm employment per worker based on development of bocks 

has also been discussed and shown in Tables 3.4, 3.5 and 3.6. In the villages under 

highly developed blocks, agricultural labourer was employed for 176.70 days in a 

year followed by villages under moderately developed blocks for 163.60 days and 

164.64 days in the villages under least developed blocks. Among the activities, the 

employment from wage employment in crop farming in the villages under highly 

developed blocks was 134.14 days which was 3.23 percent higher than the villages 

under moderately developed blocks and 12.28 percent higher than the villages under 

least developed blocks. In the case of self-employment, worker in the villages under 

highly developed blocks was engaged for 27.31 days which was higher than the 

villages under moderately and the villages under least developed blocks. But worker 

in the villages under least developed blocks was employed for 20.26 days for 

agriculture-allied activities, which was higher than the villages under highly 

developed and villages under moderately blocks. The availability of employment of 

agriculture allied activities like tealeaves plucking and weeding of tea garden was 

found in the least developed blocks. But these activities were totally absent in other 
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blocks. Naturally, employment from agriculture-allied activities in the least developed 

blocks is higher than the other blocks. 

Table 3.3 
Number of Employment Days Available to Per Agricultural Labourer in 

Agriculture of All Surveyed Villages I Blocks of Uttar Dinajpur District (Annual 
in Days) 

Total 
Nature of Employment Male Female 

1.CropFarming 28.35 17.38 23.51 
a. Self-Employment (15.66) (11.06) (13.85) 

b. Wage Employment 137.06 118.70 127.88 
(75.73) (75.53) (75.35) 

2. Employment in 
Agriculture Allied 15.57 21.07 18.32 

Activities (8.60) (13.41) (10.79) 

Total 
180.98 157.15 169.71 
(100) (100) (100) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

Table 3.4 • 
Number of Employment Days (Annual) Available to Per Agricultural Labourer 
in Agriculture Across Surveyed Villages (Delwalpur and Malon) under Highly 

D l d Bl k fVtt D" . o· . eve ope oc s 0 ar majpur IStrict 
Total 

Nature of Employment Male Female 

1. Crop Farming 
a. Self Employment 32.98 20.16 27.31 
b. Wage (17.82) (12.10) ( 15.46) 

Employment 139.35 128.93 134.14 
(75.30) (77.35) (75.91) 

2. Employment in 12.72 17.59 15.25 
Agriculture (6.87) (10.55) (8.63) 
Allied Activities 

Total 185.05 166.68 176.70 
(100) (100) (100) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

80 



Table 3.5 
Number of Employment Days (Annual) Avaiable to Per Agricultural Labourer 

in Agriculture Across Surveyed Villages (Tilna and Nakol) under Moderately 
Developed Blocks of Uttar Dinajpur District 

Nature of 
Employment I Male I Female I 

l.Crop Farming 
a. Self Employment 

26.25 15.78 

b. Wage Employment 
(15.15) (10.32) 
137.74 122.19 

2. Employment in 
(79.52) (79.95) 

9.23 14.87 Agriculture Allied 
(5.33) (9.73) 

Activities. 
Total 173.22 152.84 

(100) (100) 
Data Source: Own Field Survey 

Table 3.6 ,. 

Total 

21.54 
(13.17) 
129.96 
(79.44) 
12.10 
(7.40) 

163.60 
(100) 

Number of Employment Days (Annual) Available to Per Agricultural Labourer 
in Agriculture Across Surveyed Villages (Jagatagaon and Dharampur) under 

Least Developed Blocks of Uttar Dinajpur District 
Nature ofEmployment I Male I Female I Total 

1. Crop Farming 
a. Self-Employment 

23.56 15 19.91 

b. Wage Employment 
(12.92) (9.95) (12.09) 
133.99 104.95 119.47 

2. Employment in 
(73.50) (69.64) (72.56) 
24.76 30.76 25.26 

Agriculture Allied 
(13.58) (20.41) (15.34) 

Activities 

Total 
182.31 150.71 164.64 
(100) (100) (100) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

From the Table 3.3, it is clear that the share of wage employment of 

agricultural labourer in total employment of Uttar Dinajpur district is 75.35 percent 

that is higher than self-employment (13.85 percent) and agriculture allied activities 

(10.79percent). The female labourer engaged in agriculture-allied activities is 13.41 

percent of total employment, which is higher than male agricultural laboures (8.60 

percent). Agriculture allied activities include animal husbandry, poultry, diary etc. 

Generally, women look after the animal property after maintaining their households 

activities and they stay within the village. However, male members frequently go 
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outside the village and even migrate to city in-search of better employment. Naturally, 

female labourers spend more times for agriculture-allied activities as compared to 

male labourers. 

3.2.4 Seasonal Variation of Wage Employment in Agriculture 

In our study area, agriculture has seasonal character, which affects the demand 

for labour in agriculture. Each agricultural season has two periods - peak period and 

slack period. During the peak period, the demand for the agricultural labourers is very 

high and they get maximum days of employment of a month. On the other hand, the 

demand for labourers is very low during slack period. However, few researchers have 

tried to concentrate their attention on this aspect of employment of agricultural 

labourers in West Bengal, but no comprehensive study is made in West Bengal to 

examine the seasonal variation of employment in agriculture. We have tried to give a 

comprehensive explanation about seasonal variation of employment in agriculture. 

The term 'season' includes different types of agricultural activities. Each season starts 

with preparatory tillage and ending with harves1ing, carrying and threshing. Under 

each season, we have divided the agricultural activities into five categories -

preparatory tillage and ploughing, sowing, transplantation, weeding and harvesting, 

carrying and threshing. It was found that the female workers were not efficient in 

operations like preparation of land, application of manures and irrigating field. So 

male workers generally did these types of work. But in the case of transplantation 

work, female workers were found to be more efficient as compared to male workers. 

We have divided the agricultural season of a year into four categories- pre

kharif, kharif, rabi and boro. Important crops grown in the study area are paddy 

(aman and boro), jute, wheat, oilseeds and some vegetables crops like potato, tomato 

etc. But paddy (aman and boro) is the main crop in the study area and labourers got 

maximum employment from transplanting, harvesting, carrying and threshing of 

paddy. 

Seasons 

Pre-kharif 

Kharif 

Rabi 

Boro 

Duration 

Mid-April- Mid-July 

Mid-July--:- Mid-October 

Mid-October- Mid-January 

Mid-January- Mid-April 
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Main crops grown 

Jute 

Amanpaddy 

Wheat, oil seeds and pulses 

Boro paddy (HYV) 



Table 3.7 
Average Number of Labour Days (Wage Employment of Farming) Available Per Agricultural Labourer During Pre-Kharif, Kharif, 

Rabi and Boro Across Villages under Highly Developed, Moderately Developed and Least Developed Blocks of Uttar Dinajpur District 

Villages (Delwalpur and Malon) Villages (Tilna and Nakol) under 
Villages (Jagatagaon and 

Particulars 
under Highly Developed Blocks Moderately Developed Blocks 

Dharampur) under Least Developed All Villages I District 
Bocks 

Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total 

Pre-kharif 32.71 29.38 31.05 33.15 29.22 3l.l8 33.32 28.33 30.82 33.06 28.98 31.02 

Kharif 49.57 46.61 48.09 50.99 43.15~ 47.07 46.92 37.88 42.40 49.16 42.55 45.86 

Rabi 18.12 15.22 16.67 17.09 15.54 16.32 21.42 15.37 18.40 18.91 15.38 17.14 

Boro 38.95 37.72 38.33 36.51 34.28 35.39 32.33 23.37 27.85 35.93 31.79 33.86 

Total 139.35 128.93 134.14 137.74 122.19 129.96 133.99 104.95 119.47 137.06 118.70 127.88 

Mean 34.84 32.23 33.54 34.44 30.55 32.49 33.50 26.24 29.87 34.27 29.68 31.97 
S.D. 11.37 11.57 11.45 12.04 9.99 11.00 9.04 8.15 8.56 10.73 9.67 10.21 
C. V. 32.63 35.90 34.14 34.96 32.70 33.86 I 26.99 31.06 28.66 31.31 

I 
32.58 31.94 

- I 

Data Source: Own Field Survey, 
S.D.= Standard Deviation C. V. =Co-variance, 
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3.2.4.1 Pre- kharif 

The main crop grown in the study area during pre-kharif season is jute. Some 

vegetable crops are also grown during this period. This season includes the period 

ranged from mid-April to mid-July. Employment of agricultural labourers of four 

seasons of a year is sown in Table 3.7. The Table shows that on an average 

agricultural labourer got employment for 31.02 days during pre-kharif period. The 

number of employment days available to a male worker was 33.06 days and for 

female worker was 28.98 days. The mid-May to mid-June of pre-kharif season was 

noted as peak period for the employment of agricultural labourers. Because during 

this period of pre-kharif season, agricultural activities like weeding of jute, harvesting, 

carrying and threshing of boro paddy is carried on. Availability of employment has 

also been discussed on the basis of development of blocks in the study area. Farm 

employment available for per agricultural worker during pre-kharif period was 31.05 

days in the villages under highly developed blocks and 31.18 days in villages 

moderately developed blocks, which was higher than the villages under least 

developed blocks (30.82 days). , 

3.2.4.2 KharifSeason 

The main crop grown in the study area during the kharif season is aman 

paddy. Some vegetables crops are also grown during this period. Kharif season 

includes the period ranged from mid-July to mid-October. An agricultural labourer 

got employment for 45.86 days during kharif season. The male worker was employed 

for 49.16 days and female worker was employed 42.55 days. In the villages under 

highly developed blocks, an average agricultural labourer got employment for 48.09 

days, which was higher than the villages under moderately developed blocks, and the 

villages under least developed blocks. The months of July-August were noted as peak 

period of kharif season and labourers got more employment during this period. Since 

paddy (aman) is the main crop in the study area during kharif season, transplantation 

of paddy, harvesting of jute and washing of jute carried on in the peak period of khar(f 

season. 

3.2.4.3 Rabi Season 

The main crops grown in the study area during rabi season are wheat, oilseeds 

and pulses. Some vegetable crops are also grown during this season. The rabi season 
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includes the period ranged from mid-October to mid-January. The availability of 

employment during this season is low as compared to other season in the study area. 

An average agricultural labourer got employment for 17.14 days during this season. 

The male worker was employed for 18.91 days and female worker was employed for 

15.38 days. The peak period of this season includes the months of mid-November to 

mid-December. Workers got maximum days of employment during this period. The 

Table also shows that a worker was employed for 16.67 days in the villages under 

highly developed blocks, 16.32 days in the villages under moderately developed 

blocks and 18.40 days in the villages under least developed blocks. This indicates that 

that employment availability in agriculture in the least developed blocks during rabi 

season was more as compared to moderately developed and highly developed blocks. 

In the villages under least developed blocks, agricultural labourers are employed in 

the tea garden for plucking tealeaves during rabi seasons for few days. So the 

employment availability in the villages under least developed blocks is higher as 

compared to other blocks during rabi season. 

3.2.4.4 Boro Season 

The main crop grown in the study area during boro season is bora paddy. 

Some vegetables crops are also grown. The bora season includes the period ranged 

from mid-January to mid-April. An average agricultural labourer got employment for 

33.86 days in the bora season. The male worker was employed for 35.93 days and the 

female worker was employed for 31.79 days. The month of February was noted as 

peak period for the employment of agricultural labourers. Agricultural operations like 

preparation of land, ploughing, transplantation of bora paddy carried on during this 

month of this season. As a result, labourers got maximum days of employment during 

this month. The average number of days available per agricultural labourer in the 

highly developed blocks during the bora season was 38.33 days that was higher than 

moderately developed blocks (35.39days) and least developed blocks (27.85 days). 

In the study area, kharif season is the busiest season of the year. The 

employment availability is higher in this season as compared to other seasons. During 

kharif season, agricultural labourers got employment 4 7.84 percent higher than pre

kharif, 167.56 percent higher than rabi and 35.44 percent higher than bora. In the 

highly developed blocks, the employment days available to them during kharif season 

was 54.88 percent higher than the pre-kharif, 188.48 percent higher than rabi and 
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25.46 percent higher than bora season. In the moderately developed blocks, 

agricultural labourers during kharifseason got employment 50.96 percent higher than 

pre-kharifseason, 188.42 percent higher than rabi and 33.00 percent higher than bora 

season. In the villages under least developed blocks, agricultural labourers were 

employed during kharif season 33.71 percent higher than the pre-kharif season, 

130.43 percent higher than rabi and 52.24 percent higher than boro season. 

From Table 3.7, it is found that the value of covariance of employment of 

agricultural labourers in the study area is 31.94 and in the highly developed blocks its 

value is 34.14, which is higher than the moderately developed bocks (33.86) and the 

least developed blocks (28.66). Higher value of covariance implies higher seasonal 

fluctuation of employment of agricultural labourers. From the discussion, it is clear 

that high seasonal fluctuation of employment exists in the study area. It is also clear , 
that seasonal fluctuation of employment in the villages under highly developed blocks 

is higher as compared to villages under moderately developed blocks and villages 

under least developed blocks. In the case of villages under highly developed and 

moderately developed blocks, the value of covariance of male agricultural labourer is 

higher than the value of covariance of female agricultural labourer. But in the case of 

villages under least developed blocks, the value of covariance of female agricultural 

labourer is higher than the value of covariance of male agricultural labourer. In the 

highly developed and moderately developed blocks, seasonal fluctuation of 

employment of female agricultural labourer is higher than the male agricultural 

labourer. But in the least developed blocks, the seasonal fluctuation of employment of 

female agricultural labourer is lower than male agricultural labourer. In the least 

developed blocks, the availability oftea plantation activities reduces the fluctuation of 

employment of female agricultural labourer. 

3.2.5 Overall Findings on Level and Pattern of Farm Employment of 

Agricultural Labourers 

The proportion of agricultural labourer to total workers is very high in West 

Bengal as well as in Uttar Dinajpur district. The number of agricultural labourers has 

been increasing over the years in the Uttar Dinajpur district but in the case of West 

Bengal, the figure remains nearly stable. The number of farm employment days 

available to per agricultural labourer in the Uttar Dinajpur district is very low. They 

get employment in agriculture about six to seven months of a year even after 
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modernization of agriculture. We also find the high seasonal variation in employment 

of agricultural labourer in agriculture. They get the maximum days of employment 

during kharif and boro seasons. In other seasons, the employment availability in 

agriculture is very low. In the highly developed blocks, the availability of 

employment per agricultural labourer is higher as compared to others blocks. It has 

also been observed that seasonal fluctuation of employment in agriculture is also high 

in the highly developed blocks as compared to other blocks. So development of 

agriculture ensures higher availability of employment with greater seasonal 

fluctuation of employment. In order to solve the above problems, it is necessary to 

increase the availability of non-agricultural employment in rural areas so that they can 

get employment through out the whole year. • 

3.3 Summary 

The terms and conditions of employment of agricultural labourers varied 

across the categories of agricultural labourers. We divide agricultural labourers into 

five categories - fully attached labourers, semi-attached labourers, casual day 

labourers, casual group labourers and marginal farmers-cum-agricultural labourers. 

Different categories of agricultural labourers are employed under different terms and 

conditions under the same employers or different employers. The existence of fully 

attached labourers or annual farm servant is now hardly found in this district. The 

relationship between annual farm servant and jotedar or employer is patron-client 

relationship. However, there is an element of bondage in their relation with their 

employer. Semi-attached labourers can be divided into two categories on the basis of 

the duration of contract and freedom of choice of employers. The first category of 

semi-attached labourers has no freedom to work for other employers during the 

contract period and they are employed for a month or a few months during busy 

agricultural seasons. The second category of semi-attached labourers has enjoyed 

more freedom to work for other employers as compared to first category. The bases of 

attachment (full or partial) are the following: (a) allotment of land, (b) current 

consumption loans, and old debt. 

Casual day labourer, we mean, a person who enters an agreement or contract 

with a particular employer for a single day at a time. He enjoys more freedom to 

choose the employer and works more freely as compared to semi-attached labourers 

and fully attached labourer. The casualisation of agricultural labourers has increased 
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over the years because the farmers prefer more casual day labourers as compared to 

semi-attached and fully attached labourers. Similarly, labourers also prefer to work as 

casual labourers as compared to semi-attached or fully attached labourers because 

they enjoy more freedom. 

Casual Group labourers, we mean, a group of labourers who forms groups 

with equal able bodied persons to work piece rate basis. The farmers-employers prefer 

the casual group labour because through employment of group labour it is possible to 

maintain the timeliness for different agricultural operation and also to reduce search 

cost involved in contracting a number of individual workers. It has been spreading 

rapidly and is used for major agricultural operations such as tran!tplanting, weeding, 

harvesting and threshing involving more amount of labour. There is no fixed working 

hours for them. The income of the group labourers is higher as compared to other 

categories of labourers. 

In the above discussion, we observe the heterogeneity of labour contract in the 

labour market of Uttar Dinajpur district. Each type of labour contract differs from one 

another in respect of terms and conditions between employers and employees. During 

the survey, it was found that most of the agricultural labourers were employed as 

casual day labourers and group labourers. It was also observed that the importance of 

group labourers increased with the level of advancement of villages. 

The main features about employment in agriculture are the abundance of 

labour, the extensive use of family labour, the decreasing average size of agricultural 

holdings and seasonality of demand for agricultural labour due to seasonal nature of 

agricultural operations. The trend of employment days available to adult male and 

adult female labour in West Bengal has been discussed for the period 197 4-7 5 to 

1993-94. The total number of employment days available from farm and non-farm 

activities to adult male worker was 257 days in 1974-75 and it increased to 293 days 

in 1993-94. Similarly, in the case of female, the total number of employment days 

available from farm and non-farm activities to her was 195 days in 1974-75 and it 

increased to 226 days in 1993-94. The relative importance of wage paid employment 

(in percentage term) in total employment days has declined over the years. On the 

other hand, the share of self-employment has increased for both male and female 

labour in West Bengal. 

Availability of farm employment per agricultural labourer in Uttar Dinajpur 

district is low. An agricultural labourer got an average annual farm employment of 
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168.51 days in the district. The male workers got an average annual farm employment 

of 178.71 days, which was 15.28% higher than the female agricultural labourer. 

Among the different activities, the wage employment of crop farming provided the 

larger days of employment (129.65 days) per agricultural labourer followed by 

employment in self employment (23.50 days) of crop farming and employment in 

agriculture allied activities (15.35 days). 

Our agriculture is seasonal in character, which affects the demand for labour in 

agriculture. We have divided the agricultural season of a year in to four categories -

pre-kharif, kharif, rabi and boro. Paddy (aman and boro) is the main crop in the study 

area and labourers got maximum employment from transplanting, harvesting, carrying 

and threshing of paddy. Kharif season is the busiest season of the year. The 

employment availability is higher in this season as compared to other seasons. During 

kharif season, agricultural labourers got employment 47.84 percent higher than pre-.. 
kharif, 167.56 percent higher than rabi and 35.44 percent higher than boro. From the 

discussion, it is clear that high seasonal fluctuation of employment exists in the study 

area. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FARM WAGES OF AGRICULTURAL LABOURERS 

4.1 Agricultural Wages in West Bengal 

4.1.1 Introduction 

Agricultural labourers are most vulnerable, impoverished and the poorest of 

the poor; the incidence of poverty among them is the highest in comparison to other 

categories of rural households (Dev, 1988; Sharma, 1995). The poverty among 

agricultural labourers is found due to low wage rates and low employment 

opportunities. The wage rates are not only low but also gender specific, region 
' specific, operation specific and crop specific. There are for instances, separate wages 

for male and female, separate wages for harvesting of paddy and harvesting of jute; 

transplanting of paddy and for threshing it. An agricultural operation in West Bengal 

is being done both on time rate and piece rate basis. But in the case of piece rate basis 

work, for example, transplantations, weeding and harvesting of paddy and jute, wages 

are divided equally between all members of the group. No gender differentials exist 

for piece rate basis work. Some operations are daily rated and paid in cash. In these 

operations too, however, the rates paid for men and women are different. 

Generally, agricultural labourers are divided into two categories - casual 

labourers and attached or tied labourers. Casual labourers are hired on a day to day 

basis and paid at the end of day's job or on the completion of a particular task, while 

the former case constitutes daily rated casual labourers, the latter case constitutes the 

piece rated casual labourers. On the other hand, permanent or attached or tied 

labourers hired on a long term basis ranging few months to few years. However, 

modernization, commercialization and diversification of agriculture lead to decline in 

the incidence of permanent labour, eroding patron-client relationship between 

employers and employees, growing feminization of labour, conversion of wage 

payments from kind to cash and ultimately increasing bargaining strength and pushing 

up the wage rates. To what extent this is happening in a district of West Bengal 

remains an empirical question. 

4.1.2 Wage Determination 

The main features of rural labour markets in West Bengal are limited and 

parasitic nature of rural labour mobility, intra-village uniformity and inter-village 
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variation of wage rate (for a given operation and gender). The considerable diversity 

arid complexity regarding appointment of labourers and wage payment to the 

agricultural labourers exist in the rural labour market. The unit of analysis of 

agricultural labour markets is the village and within the village-level labour markets, 

agricultural wage is determined by collective bargaining between the groups of 

village employers and labourers. However, the prevailing rate will depend upon the 

relative bargaining powers of employers and labourers. This 'prevailing wage' can be 

interpreted as the agreed or 'bargained' wage i. e. the wage rate mutually agreed by 

village employers and labourers. This agreement is totally informal treated as tacit 

collective bargaining. But it is true that this 'going wage' rate is not invariant 

overtime and seems to be responsive to parametric shifts in labour-demand supply 

(Datt, 1996). • 

There are several theories regarding wage determination in the rural labour 

markets. For example, the subsistence or institutional wage theories, the efficiency 

wage models, the labour turnover models, the supply-demand models and the 

interlinked markets theories. The subsistence wage theory states that real wages in the 

LDCs are set at the 'subsistence level which is identified as the 'natural' price of 

labour. The market price for labour (the wages actually paid) usually differs from the 

'natural 'price (the long run subsistence wage), depending on the supply and demand 

for labour. This theory assumes that wages are fixed not in the sense that they do not 

change, but in the Hicksian sense that they are independent of supply and demand. 

Modem economists like K. Bardhan (1973), P. K. Bardhan (1979a, 1984a, 1984b), 

Lal (1986) and Acharya (1989) show that the observed variation in real wages 

overtime and space is systematically responsive to factors affecting labour demand 

and supply. 

The original contributors of efficiency wage theory were Leibenstein (1957) 

and elaborated by Mirrlees (1975), Rodgers (1975), Stiglitz (1976, 1982), Dasgupta 

and Ray (1986, 1987) and Dasgupta (1993). This theory explains the downward 

rigidity of real wages and concomitant involuntary unemployment of labour in the 

labour market. The employer's tendency is to pay more than the market-clearing 

wage, which induces involuntary unemployment in the labour market. The labour tum 

over model also shows that under certain circumstances employers find it profitable to 

pay wages above the market clearing level. P. K. Bardhan (1979a) explains the 

application of labour tum over models in agricultural wage determination in Indian 
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context. He shows that higher wages reduce the recruitment cost of labour and lower 

wages increase the recruitment cost of labour. So employers is willing to pay wages 

more than the market clearing wage level in order to maximize profit. 

Recent studies on rural labour markets like K. Bardhan ( 1970, 1973, 1977), 

Pandey (1973), P. K. Bardhan (1984a, 1984b) and Sidhu (1988) accepted the 

importance of supply demand models in determination of wage rate as compared to 

the fix-wage theories. This model shows wages to be responsive to the varying 

conditions of demand for and supply oflabour. 

The interlinked markets theory shows that rural labour markets in India are 

interlinked with those in land or credit markets. An important instance of the former is 

the institution of share cropping, v.Wich despite the general decline of tenancy in India 

since 1950s, is still significant in many parts of the country (Bhalla, 1983; Rudra, 

1982b and Omvedt, 1983). However, more pertinent in the present context is the 

labour-credit linkage, which often takes the form of employers giving wage advances 

to labourers that are repaid, with or without interest, through wage deductions later 

(Bardhan and Rudra, 1980; Jodha, Datt, 1996). But the empirical significance of 

labour-credit interlinkage for casual agricultural labour markets in India appears to be 

limited, though there are some regional variations. The phenomenon obviously is 

important for attached labourers, current consumption credit often being the very 

basis of attachment (P. K. Bardhan and Rudra, 1978; Rudra, 1982b ). However, the 

share of attached labourers in total labour force is very small. Bardhan and Rudra's 

(1978) survey of villages in West Bengal in 1975-76 shows strong labour credit 

linkage but second surveys in 1979 in the same set of villages implies a much lower 

incidence of labour credit linkage in West Bengal. Out of these models, the demand

supply model is the most appropriate model in determination of wages in rural labour 

markets. 

Theoretically, demand and supply of labour determine the wage rates. 

However, regional agricultural wages are determined by many other factors such as 

level of economic development, previous year's wage rate, productivity of land, 

intensity of cropping, level of irrigation use and use of modem inputs like chemical 

fertilizers, pesticides, high yielding varieties seed and machinery and implements 

(Chand, Atteri and Ray 1994). Seasonality may have another factor, which affects the 

wages of labourers. The employers is willing to pay higher wages in some 

commitment on the part of labourers regarding the timing and speed at which time 
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bqund operation like harvesting will be performed. Terms and conditions of labour 

hiring are often quite different in the peak season from the rest of the year (K. 

~ardhan, 1977). 

Due to commercialization of agriculture the feudal patron-client relationship 

between oligopsonistic employers and their employees has been replaced by 

commercialized employer-labour relationship. For harvesting and other peak season 

operations, the employers now employ casual labourers on a daily or piece rate 

contract. The labour gangs of migrant or local bargain for with employers and manage 

to get a minimum subsistence wage to carry out specified operations within a 
• 

specified period. 

In our study area, out of 180 agricultural labour households, not a single 

agricultural labourer worked as annual farm servants to the employer's house. Only 

few agricultural labour households worked as semi-attached labourers in this district. 

So our analysis is mainly confined to wage determination of casual agricultural 

labourers. Casual day labourers work on time rate basis and casual group labourers 

work on piece rate basis. In the highly developed villages, the working hour of casual 

day labourers is 8 A.M. to 5 P.M. but in the moderately developed and least 

developed villages the working hour is 9 A. M. to 5 P. M. with an interval of launch. 

In the case of group labourers, there is no fixed working hours. During peak season, 

the demand for labour is high which induces to both casual as well as group labourers 

to demand higher wages from their employers. The bargaining process is totally 

informal and known as tacit collective bargaining. First skilled labourers are able to 

draw higher wages from their employers because the demand for skilled labourer is 

more as compared to unskilled labourers. During the slack season, the demand for 

labour is low and wages decline marginally. After two or three years, peak period 

wage rate was settled as market wage rate for all labourers. The labour-credit linkage 

did not exist in the study area. In this district, only 3.94 percent labourers took loans 

against their labour (Table 4.2). The number of agricultural labourers taking loans 

against their labour is highest at Nakol (5.60 percent) - a village under moderately 

developed blocks followed by Dharampur (5.26 percent) - a village under least 

developed blocks. But they get the market wage rate. So the role of credit in 

dete;rmining market wage rate did not exist. The employers are also not willing to 
,1, 

provide advance wage to the labourers because of violation of code of conduct from 

the part of labourers. Casual day labourers work for any farmer who is prepared to 
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pay the current market wage rate. The labourers receive the payment either at the end 

ofthe day, or in intervals, if he works for some days with the same employers. 

Table 4.1 
Number of Different Types of Agricultural Labourers Across Surveyed Villages 

0 fUtt D. · D. t · t ar maJ~ur IS riC 
Serial 

Villages 
Casual Semi -Attached Fully Attached 

No. Labourers Labourers Labourers 
1. Delwalpur 56 7 Nil 
2. Malon 71 3 Nil 
3. Tilna 75 2 Nil 
4. Nakol 71 • 1 Nil 
5. Jagatagaon 62 1 Nil 
6. Dharampur 56 1 Nil 

7. 
All 

391 15 Nil 
Villages 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

Table 4.2 
Loan Repayment in Terms of Labour Across Surveyed Villages of Uttar 

Dinajpur District 

Serial 
Where the System of Where the Loan Repayment 

No. 
Villages Sample Loan Against Labour is At Wage Below the 

Exists Market Rate 
1. Delwalpur 63 2 (3.17) Nil 
2. Malon 74 2 (2.70) Nil 
3. Tilna 77 3 (3.90) Nil 
4. Nakol 72 4 (5.60) Nil 
5. Jagatagaon 63 2 (3.17) Nil 
6. Dharampur 57 3 (5.26) Nil 

7. All 406 16 (3.94) Nil 
Villages 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

4.1.3 Mode and Rate of Wage Payment 

By the mode of payment is meant whether the payment is made in cash or 

kind and some perquisites like meals or snacks, and rate of payment refers to whether 

a labourer is paid in time rate basis or piece rate basis. Daily wage payment in the 

form of purely cash constitutes 46.83 percent in the district. Monetization of wage 

payments seems to increase with the development of agriculture as Table 4.3 

indicates. While urbanization, development of cash crops etc. should have speeded up 

monitisation, the extension of irrigation might have delayed it, since labourers 

wetlands were paid in kind to a large extent than those of dry lands (Hunter, 1872). 
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Another reason for the switch to cash payment was that at the time of scarcity, the 

small holding cultivators had no grain stocks at the time of transplantation. Naturally, 

casual labourers were more frequently paid in cash (District Gagetter, Dacca, 1912, p-

85, Burdwan, 1910, p-109). The competitive nature of the functioning of market in 

the six sample villages comes out from the average wage earned by a worker per day. 

The average wage did not differ by a significant margin. They ranged between Rs. 

38.37 at Nakol toRs. 44.57 at Jagatagaon. The variations in the wage rates across the 

villages could largely be explained interms of factors like stamia I capacity of a 

particular labour to work, seasonal variations in demand for labour, the prevalence of 

labour-credit inter linkages, the number of absentee landlords and I or his family 

members work alongside agricultural labourers or not (Sharma and Kumar, 2003). 

The casual labourers in all the six sample villages on an average received wage 

payment after 3-4 days. For most of the days, the casual labourers worked on piece 

rate basis. The wage income earned by working on piece rate basis contributed around 

61 percent of the total household's income. In one village, it was 65 percent. The 

average number of hours of work by a labourer did not exceed eight hours standard 

norm. During peak season, the average working hours varied from 8 to 9 hours. The 

last wage revision in the sample villages took place 3 years ago and wage rate was 

revised mainly due to the initiative of labourers. 

4.1.4 Intra and Inter-village Wage Variations 

There is no remarkable difference in the wage rate received by daily casual 

labourers within the village. Most of the casual labourers reported about uniformity of 

wage rate within the village for a given agricultural operation. But at Nakol- a village 

under moderately developed blocks, casual labourers reported the existence of 

differential wage rates within the village for a given agricultural operations. Very few 

casual labourers in our sample reported receiving a wage rate different from the 

market rate in the village for a given operation. The variation of the daily wage rate 

from the market rate arises due to the difference of skills of labourers. The higher 

demand for skilled labourers ensures better wages as compared to unskilled labourers. 

The speedy completion and better quality of works done by skilled labourers leads to 

higher wages to them than the market wage rate some times. Wage variations across 

the surveyed villages are found as in Table 4.3 indicates. It may be noted that most 

village studies have made similar observation. For instance, Bardhan and Rudra 

95 



(1983), Rodgers (1983), Drez and Mukherjee (1986) and Bcirdhan (1989), among 
~ . 

others have reported this phenomenon. Wages are high in those villages where scope 

of non-farm activities are available and more labourers worked out side the village 

and even outside the state. 

Table 4.3 
Some Aspects of Functioning of Market for Casual Day Labourers in Surveyed 

v·n fUtt D. · D. t · t I ages o ar maJpur IS riC 

Villages under Highly 
Villages under 

Villages under Least 
Developed Blocks 

Moderately 
Developed Blocks 

Particulars Unit Developed Blocks 
Delwalpur Malon Tilna Nakol Jagatagaon Dharampur 

Money 
Rs/Day 40.58 39.64 39.69 38.37 44.57 39.47 

Wage Rate 
Cash+ Kind 

% IS 10 12 7 7 5 
+Meals 

Cash+ Kind % 20 26 28 33 34 37 
Only Cash % so 49 42 48 47 4S 
Only Kind % 15 IS 18 12 12 13 

Time 
% 35 34 40 40 41 42 

Rate of Rate 
Payment Piece 

% 65 64 60 60 59 48 
Rate 

Frequency 
of Wage Days 3 4 3 4 4 4 
Payment 

Last Wage 
Years 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Revision 
Initiation of Employer 

% 30 30 25 28 28 25 
Wage s 

revision Labourers % 70 70 75 72 72 75 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

4.1.5 Wage Earnings of Casual Group Agricultural Labourers 

The wage rates for different agricultural operations earned by group 

agricultural labourers have been incorporated in Table 4.4. The employment of group 

labourers in agriculture has been spreading rapidly and is utilized for major 

agricultural operations like transplantations, weeding, harvesting and threshing 

involving more amount of labour. The payment is piece rate basis and the amount is 

shared equally among members. The transplantations of traditional variety of paddy 

(aman) requires 4-5 man days per bigha and wage rate varies from Rs. 200 per bigha 

at Nakol- a village under least developed blocks to Rs. 220 per bigha at Jagatagaon 

- a village under least developed blocks. At the same time, transplantations of boro 

paddy requires more man days per bigha as compared to traditional variety of paddy 

and accordingly wage rates per bigha for boro paddy is higher as compared to 

tradidional variety of paddy (table 4.4). For weeding of aman paddy, the wage rate 

varies from Rs. 140 per bigha at Nakol- a village under moderately developed blocks 

to Rs. 152 per bigha at Jagatagaon - a village under least developed blocks. 
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Similarly, for weeding of jute, the wage rate varies from Rs. 220 per bigha at Nakol

a village under moderately developed blocks to Rs. 248 per bigha at Jagatagaon - a 

village under least developed blocks. For harvesting of paddy, the traditional share 

system is still prevalent in these villages of this district. In the villages surveyed, the 

crop share for harvesting of paddy varied from 1/4th to 116th of the product. The 

harvesting share for paddy within a village also showed considerable variation; for 

instance in village Delwalpur, for paddy, the range varied from 1/4th for boro paddy to 

115th for aman paddy. For harvesting of jute, piece rate system is used and wage rate 

varied from Rs. 140 per bigha atNakol- a village under moderately developed blocks 

to Rs. 160 per bigha at Jagatagaon - a village under least developed blocks. Under 

the piece rate system, the supervision cost is lower as compared to individual casual 

workers. But the quality of work done by group labourers does not always ensure 

better quality as they maintained speed of the work. 

Table 4.4 
Operation Specific Wage Payments to Casual Group Labourers Across Surveyed 

V'll fUtt D' D' t . t I ag_es o ar majp_ur IS riC 
Required 
Man Days 

Operations 
Per Bigha 

Unit 

(8 Hours) 

Transplantatio 4-5 Rs!Bigha 
ns 
A man Paddy 5-6 Rs/Bigha 
(Traditional) 
Boro Paddy 
(HYV) 
Weeding 
A man Paddy 3--4 Rs/Bigha 
(Traditional) 
Boro Paddy 4-5 Rs!Bigha 
(HYV) 

5-6 Rs/Bigha 
Jute 
Harvesting, 
Threshing and 
Storing 
A man Paddy 8-9 Share of 
(Traditional) Product 

10-11 Share of 
Boro Paddy Product 
(HYV) 
Harvesting of 3-4 Rs/Bigha 
Jute 

Data Source: Own FieldSurvey 
Note: One Bigha = 33 Decimal 

Villages under 
Villages under Highly Moderately 

Developed Blocks Developed 
Blocks 

Delwalf7ll! Malon Tilna Nako/ 
215 210 212 200 

250 246 248 238 

ISO 145 147 140 

200 185 186 180 

240 235 236 220 

1/S'h 1/S'h l/61h 1/61h 

114'h 1/4111 1/Sih 1/Sih 

156 145 147 140 

4.1.6 Wage Earnings of Casual Day Agricultural Labourers 

Villages under Least 
Developed Blocks 

Jagatagaon Dharampur 
220 202 

255 240 

152 141 

202 180 

248 225 

1/Sih l/61h 

Jl41h I/ 5th 

160 141 

The most important wage system for casual day labourers in the area under 

study is the daily wage rate; it is a time rate, for a workday. An average working day 
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for casual day labourer, varies between six to eight hours, depending on the operation 

being performed. In all six villages, ploughing has strictly been a man's job, whereas 

transplanting, weeding, harvesting are typically performed by both man and woman 

for many years, there existed differential wage rates for genders in some villages. It 

was found that gender based discriminations had disappeared in three villages 

(Delwalpur, Nakol and Dharampur) out of six villages of Uttar Dinajpur district in 

some operations like transplantations and weedings. Jha (1997) showed in his study 

that gender based discrimination were absent in two villages out of five villages. It is 

interesting to note here that in one of Rudra's studies too, in only three out of fifty 

four villages were wage rates for casual female labourers lower than the wage rate for 

male casual labourers (Rudra, 1982). 

Table 4.5 

Par&ulars of Average Daily Wages of Casual Day Agricultural Labourers in 
Different Agricultural Operations Across Surveyed Villages of Uttar Dinajpur 

District 
Villages under Highly 

Villages under 
Villages under Least All 

Moderately 
Operations Developed Blocks 

Developed Blocks 
Developed Blocks Villages 

Delwa/pur Malon Ti/na Nako/ Jaf!;alaf(aon Dharampur 
/District 

Ploughing 
Males 43.25 41 41 38.50 44 40.25 41 
Females ........... .. -.... .. --- .... - .. .. -..... .. -- .. ... .. --
Sowing 
Males 42.5 39.25 39.5 38.00 43.75 39 39.83 
Females 41 36.75 37.25 37.50 40.75 37.75 38.08 
Transplantations 
Males 43.38 43.75 43 39.63 49.25 40.75 43.21 
Females 43.38 41.50 41 39.63 46.75 40.75 42.13 
Weeding 
Males 39.50 38.00 38.00 36.25 43.25 37.25 38.50 
Females 39.50 35.75 35.5 36.25 39.5 37.25 37.08 
Harvesting 
Males 45 44 46.25 43 50 44.25 44.96 
Females 42 41.5 43.75 41 47 41.75 42.43 
Others 
Males 41.50 39.25 41.25 38.90 45 39.25 40.42 
Females 38.75 36.50 39.00 35.25 42.25 36.5 37.63 
All Operations 
Males 41.48 40.88 40.67 38.81 45.88 40.13 41.32 
Females 39.68 38.40 38.70 37.93 43.25 38.80 39.47 
Discrimination 
Coefficient Between .05 .06 .05 .02 .06 .03 .05 
Males and Females 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

Male Wage Rate- Female Wage Rate 

Note: Discrimination Coefficient=-----------------

Female Wage Rate 

The interesting question is: what brought about this change? Most of the 

respondents, from the villages, who were asked these questions, replied that female 

workers are less efficient than male labourers in some agricultural operations like 
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harvesting, leveling and irrigations. More over, they generally come in the work field 

one hour latter after maintaining their household works frequently. According to Kaur 

and Goyal (1996), women wages are lower than men's due to the fact that women are 

less mobile than men. Due to their family responsibilities they try to seek the jobs 

within their village I neighbouring villages. Women's poor bargaining power further 

widens the wage differences. They are much more disadvantaged in their access to 

employment due to more limited access to information on job opportunities due to 

lower literacy level, less access to mass niedia and less interaction with market place. 

As regards the gender-specificity of wage rate, the reason advanced by a majority of 

respondents in most field studies, that 'female workers are less efficient than male 

labourers' is spurious; it may be noted that in most field studies, an overwhelming 

percentage of respondents (employers as well as labourers) are males. The main 

factor, which explains lower wages rates for women, is the traditional lower status of 

women (Jha, 1997). 

The average wage rates for different agricultural operations earned by male 

and female casual day agricultural labourers have been incorporated in Table 4.5. It 

shows marginal differences in wages of males and females in the operations in which 

both are employed in three villages (Malon, Tilna and Jagatagaon) of Uttar Dinajpur 

district. But in the remaining three villages, there was no gender differential in wages 

in some operations like transplantation, weeding and harvesting performed by both 

males and females. Out of six villages, discrimination coefficient between males and 

females is lowest at Nakol (.02)- a village under moderately developed blocks and 

highest at Malon (.06)- a village under highly developed blocks and at Jagatagaon 

(.06) - a village under least developed blocks in all agricultural operations. Among 

the different agricultural operations, weeding was the lowest paid operation and 

harvesting was the highest paid operation for labourers in the study area. In weeding, 

males and females are earning equal wages in three villages (Delwalpur, Nakol and 

Dharampur) of Uttar Dinajpur district. At Delwalpur, males and females are earnings 

Rs. 37.5 per day for weeding, at Nakol Rs. 36.25 per day and at Dharampur Rs, 37.25 

per day for weeding. But in the rest of the villages (Malon, Tilna and Jagatagaon), 

women are earning less than men in all operations. In weeding, women are earnings 

Rs. 35.75 per day at Malon, Rs. 36.25 at Tilna and Rs. 39.25 per day at Jagatagaon 

while men are getting Rs. 38 per day at Malon, Rs 38 per day at Tilna and Rs 43.25 at 

Jagatagaon. In harvesting, women are getting wages less than men in all villages of 
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Uttar Dinajpur district. But in piece rate (share of product) system, men and women 

are getting equal wages in all villages in all agricultural operations. Because under 

this system, they form groups with equal able-bodied persons (men and women), 

bargain with employers and distribute their share equally among them after finishing 

their work. Under time rate system, for harvesting operations Rs. 45, Rs. 44, Rs. 43.5, 

Rs. 43, Rs. 50 and Rs. 4.25 per day are paid to males; Rs. 42, Rs. 41.5, Rs. 41.25, Rs. 

41, Rs. 47 and Rs. 41.75 per day are paid to females at Delwalpur, Malon, Tilna, 

Nakai, Jagatagaon and Dharampur. It is seen from the above that among all the 

villages, the two villages (Delwalpur and Jagatagaon) maintained high average level 

of money wages for different agricultural operations. 

Table 4.6 
Particulars of Average Daily Wages of Casual Day Agricultural Labourers 

Across Surveyed Villages of Uttar Dinajpur District for Different Agricultural 
O{!erations _{_Seasonwise Wa~es in Rs) 
Villages under Highly 

Villages under 
Villages under Least 

Operations I Seasons Developed Blocks 
Moderately Developed 

Developed Blocks 
Blocks 

De/walpur Malon Tilna Nakol }Gf!.Q/Qf!.GOn Dharampur 
Ploughing 
Pre-kharif 42 40 35 35 43 38 

Kharif 45 43 43 42 44 42 
Rabi 42 39 38 35 43 38 
Boro 44 42 44 42 46 43 

Sowing 
Pre-kharif 40 37 35 33.5 41.5 35.5 

Kharif 44.5 38.5 39 41 42.5 39.5 
Rabi 39 37 35 33.5 41.5 37.5 
Boro 43.5 39.5 43 39 43.5 41 

Transplantation 40 
Pre-kharif 41 41 42 37.5 43.5 38 

Kharif 44.5 43.5 41.5 43.5 50 44 
Rabi 41.5 40 43 36.5 45.5 35.5 
Boro 46.5 46 41 53 43 

Weeding 
Pre-kharif 38 33.5 35.5 35 40 35 

Kharif 41 38 38 40 41 38.5 
Rabi 38 37 35 35 41 36.5 
Boro 41 39 41.5 40 43.5 39 

Harvesting 
Pre-kharif 41 40 41 41 43.5 41 

Kharif 45 43.5 44 43 50 44 
Rabi 41.5 41 40 40.5 47 41.5 
Boro 46.5 46.5 44.5 43.5 53.5 45.5 

Others 
Pre-kharif 38 37 35 34 41 34.5 

Kharif 41 38.5 41 39 45.5 39 
Rabi 40 36 39 33.5 43 36.5 
Boro 41.5 40 42.5 40 45 41.5 

Coefficient Variation of 5.77 7.78 8.19 8.78 7.98 7.78 Wages 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 
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4.1.7 Seasonal Variations in Agricultural Wages 

Agricultural season can be divided in to four categories: pre-kharif, kharif, 

rabi and bora. There was variation in wages for different seasons. Wage rates were 

high during kharif season (mid-July to mid-October) and bora season (mid-January to 

mid-April) and comparatively low during the pre-kharif (mid-April to mid-July) and 

rabi season (mid-October to mid-January). This was mainly because the study area 

specializes mainly in kharif crops like aman paddy and bora crops like bora paddy. 

During these crops seasons, the demand for labour is very high for transplantations 

and harvesting of aman and bora paddy. At the time ofharvesting of paddy, no labour 

goes out of their villages in search of employment. At the time of harvesting of bora 

paddy, labourers from Maida district comes in this district to carry out harvesting 

operation. The coefficient of variation of wages was lowest at Delwalpur (5.77)- a 

village under highly developed blocks and was highest at Nakai (8.78) - a village 

under moderately developed blocks. The values of coefficient variation of wages were 

7.98 at Jogatagaon and 7.78 at Dharampur- villages under least developed blocks. 

High value of coefficient variation of wages implies high seasonal fluctuation of 

wages. The seasonal fluctuation of wages was low at the agriculturally developed 

villages. Thus, it transpires that development of agriculture reduces the seasonal 

fluctuation of wages in these villages. Another important factor, which will reduce 

seasonal fluctuation of wages, was occupational diversification in rural employment. 

Occupation diversification may be measured by the share of non-agricultural workers 

to total rural workers. The share of non-agricultural workers to total rural workers was 

higher at Jagatagaon and Dharampur as compared to other villages. As a result, the 

seasonal fluctuation of wages was lower at Jagatagaon and Dharampur as compared 

to some other villages like Nakai, Tilna and Malon. 

4.1.8 Minimum Wages vs Agricultural Wages 

The main objective of the Minimum Wage Act, 1948 was to prevent 

exploitation of labour through the payment of unduly low wages. The original Act has 

been amended from time to time and a number of advisory committees and boards set 

up by the Central and State governments have made recommendations relating to 

various aspects of the Act. For example, the National Commission on Rural Labour 

recommended that there should be uniform minimum wage applicable to all 

employments on the minimum subsistence level of workers and their families. Under 
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this Act, it is the statutory responsibility of the appropriate government to review the 

minimum wage at intervals not exceeding five years and revise them, if necessary. In 

the words of the National Commission for Labour, the Act is meant to ensure that 

market forces, and laws of demand and supply are not allowed to determine the wage 

of workmen in industries where workers are poor, vulnerable, unorganized and 

without bargaining power (GOI, 2002). 

Government of West Bengal has fixed Rs. 62 per day as the minimum wage 

rate of labourer in the agricultural sector in the year 2000. The minimum wages fixed 

by the West Bengal Government are not actually paid to labourer in the agricultural 

sector in different villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. It may be noted that the 

implementation of minimum wages in the agricultural sector is difficult. In the peak 

seasons, wages remain high due to local shortage of labour. But this is only for short 

periods. In the slack season of agricultural activity, wages tend to be too low. 

Season.al variation of wages in agriculture makes more problems regarding 

implementation of minimum wages in agriculture. To overcome these problems and 

to ensure higher wages in agriculture, it is necessary to create certain conditions in 

agriculture. Firstly, formation of trade union among agricultural labourers is essential 

to enhance bargaining power among them. Secondly, the public employment 

programme like National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, 2004 should provide 

alternative adequate employment opportunities in rural areas during slack season in 

agriculture. Other policies such as improved access of consumption credit for the 

labour during slack season, and reduced institutional credit for labour saving 

technology (with no land augmenting effects) provides additional support to the 

maintenance of minimum wages. 

4.1.9 Overall Findings on Agricultural Wages 

The wage determination process in rural labour market is very complex. There 

are several theories about determination of wage rate in the rural labour market. The 

wge rate will depend upon the bargaining power of both employers and labourers. 

Such type of informal bargaining is known as tacit bargaining. Modernization will 

increase the casualisation of agricultural labourers in our study area. Generally casual 

day agricultural labourers or casual group labourers bargain with their employers and 

able to ensure minimum subsistence wage rate for their livelehood after carrying out 

agricultural operations. Wage variations across the villages are found in the study 
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area. Higher occupational diversification will ensure the higher wage rate in the 

sample villages. Gender differential in wage rate are also found in the three villages 

out of six villages because of lower bargaining power of women, traditional lower 

status of women and some agricultural operations like ploughing, harvesting largely 

being male labour specific. At the same time, seasonal variation in wage rate will 

reduce the bargaining power of agricultural labourers in the study areas. Even they did 

not get the minimum wage rate fixed by the West Bengal Government in 2000 under 

the Minimum Wage Act. 
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4.2 Trends and Determinants of Agricultural Wages in West Bengal with Special 

Reference to Uttar Dinajpur District 

4.2.1 Introduction 

The important indicator of level of living of agricultural labourers is their 

wage rates, which is not only low but varies across the regions. Several studies, 

mainly based on data of agricultural wages in India (A WI), have reported rising trend 

of wages up to 1980's but reversed during the 1990's (Parthasarathy, 1996; Bhalla, 

1997; Unni, 1997). Jose (1988) made a comparative study of wage rates over the 

periods 1970-71 to 1984-85 and concluded that real wage rates improved in almost 

every state with two major exceptions namely, Punjab and Haryana. But West Bengal 

shows wide fluctuations in the real wage without there being any perceptible 

increasing during 1970's. Acharya (1989) also made a comparative study of wage 

rates of agricultural labourers over the periods 1970-71 to 1984-85 and found that for 

one or two y~ars in the mid seventies, the real wages reached their low point in all 

regions, though the extent of dip was not the same everywhere. The three years 

average wage figures for the years 1982-83 to 1984-85 show that in almost all areas, 

wages showed a rise. However, some recent studies do not support the trend of 

decelaration in real agricultural wages. Sharma (200 1 ), for instance, using RLE data 

concluded that the agricultural wages did not witness a decline during 1990's contrary 

to the findings of studies based on A WI data. So different economists using different 

secondary data sources on rural wages have provided conflicting trends of real wages. 

In this section, we analyze the trends and determinants of agricultural wages across 

the districts of West Bengal. 

4.2.2 Data Sources 

There are various sources of data on the earnings of agricultural labourers. Out 

of these sources, the main source of data has been Agricultural Wages in India (AWl) 

annually published by the Directorate of Economics and Statistics, Ministry of 

Agriculture, Government of India. A WI is the only source that provides time series 

data on agricultural wages. Apart from A WI, Rural Labour Enquiry (RLE) Reports, 

published by the Labour Bureau are based on the quinquennial NSS surveys, have 

also been used in a number of studies to analyze the trends in wage earnings of 

agricultural labour households. The two sources differ not only in periodicity but also 
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in methodology and coverage (Rao, 1972). RLE is expected to provide a reliable 

estimate of agricultural wage earnings as the data are collected from a sample of 

agricultural labourers (Chavan and Bedamata, 2006). But RLE provides wage data 

only at the state level, so we use A WI data to analyze trends of wage rates of 

agricultural labourers across the districts of West Bengal. 

Both money and real wages of agricultural labourers across the districts of 

West Bengal have been worked out for male and female labourers over the (1980-81 

to 2000-01) twenty years. Wage rates compiled in this study are those of male and 

female workers hired for field labour operations. All wage rates are measured in rupee 

per day. The A WI gives monthly averages of daily wage rates. We have taken 

unweighted averages of these monthly wage rates to obtain the average annual wage 

rates. The real wages of agricultural labourers was calculated by deflating the nominal 

wage figure by the APIAL (Average Price Index of Agricultural Labourers) with 

1960-61 as the base. However, since the APIAL are available only at the state level, 

the districts within each state have been subject to the same deflator. 

4.2.3 Money Wages in Agriculture 

The trends of money wage rates across the districts of West Bengal during the 

periods 1980-81 to 2000-01 has been examined in this section. It is seen from the 

Table 4.7 that there was a steady increase in money wages across the districts of West 

Bengal, though the magnitude of the increase differed from one district to another. 

Among all the districts one northern district of West Bengal mainly Darjeeling and 

three southern districts of West Bengal mainly Hooghly, 24 Parganas (south), and 

Midnapore (east) consistently maintained a high level of average money wages 

throughout the periods under review. During these periods, among all the sample 

districts, average nominal wage of male agricultural labourers was the highest for the 

district of 24 Parganas (south) closely followed by Hooghly, Howrah, Burdwan, 

Darjeeling and Midnapore (East). Relatively low level of money wages have all along 

been reported during these periods - from the districts of Purulia, West (Uttar and 

Dakshin) Dinajpur and Coochbehar. This is due to the fact that Purulia district is 

draught prone area of West Bengal. West Dinajpur and Coochbehar are economically 

backward and the absence of trade union among agricultural labourers in these 

districts put downward pressure on wage rate. Other districts of West Bengal did not 

show any particular trends of money wage rates. The ranking of districts based on 
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female wage was almost similar to that of male labourers. During 1980s, at the top 

was Burdwan district followed by Hooghly, Midnapore (East), 24 Parganas (South) 

and Darjeeling. During 1990s, 24 Parganas (South) recorded the highest average 

money wage rate followed by Hooghly, Midnapore (East), Burdwan and Darjeeling. 

A relatively low wage rate for female labourers was noted for Purulia, West Dinajpur 

and Coochbehar. 

4.2.4 Real Wages in Agriculture 

The constructed real wages of agricultural labourers for different districts of 

West Bengal obtained from NSS data for the periods 1983-84 to 2000-01 are given in 

Table 4.8. The main method of arriving at the real wage was to deflate the nominal 

wage figure by the APIAL with 1960-61 as the base. But APIAL are available only at 

the state level, the different districts of West Bengal have been subject to same 

deflator. First we consider the trends of male real wage rate of agricultural labourers. 

The male real wages show a decline in the mid-1980s but a gradual recovery in the 

latter part of the decade. However, these gradual increases were not sustained in 

subsequent years. In most of the districts of West Bengal, it is found that real wages 

fluctuates during the first half of the decade but increases during the second half of 

the decade. 

In the case of female labourers, we do not find any clear trends of real wages 

during the first half of eighties in West Bengal but increasing trends in the second half 

of eighties. The similar phenomenon observed at the districts level except West 

Dinajpur and Burdwan. In the case of two districts, an increasing trend of real wages 

is observed during 1980's. 

However, increasing trends of male real wages in the latter half of 1980s were 

not sustained in subsequent years. The decline in wage rate was observed in West 

Bengal in the first half of 1990s. This period was one when India faced serious 

economic crisis and adopted the policy of liberalization. After liberalization period 

real wages of agricultural labourers has declined in most of the districts of West 

Bengal. The latter half of the decade started with recovery of the wage rate but again 

found declining trend in the beginning of 2000. This similar trend of wage rate is also 

observed at the district level except Jalpaiguri district. In this district, an increasing 

trend of real wage is observed at the first half of 1990's and declining trend is 
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observed in the second half of 1990's. The data for female wage rate are available up 

to 1997-98. The similar trend is observed for female agricultural labourers. 

The gender differential in agricultural wages is observed in various districts of 

West Bengal during our periods of analysis. The gender-based discrimination is 

arising from gender-based specialization of specific farm operations. Agricultural 

operations like ploughing and also post harvest operations, which may carry higher 

rewards, are generally performed by male workers. On the other hand, women 

workers predominantly perform operations such as sowing and weeding with 

relatively low wages. From the table, it is clear that gender disparities in wages are 

found to be conspicuously large in many districts of West Bengal. As far as up to 

1997-98, female wages stayed at less than 80 percent ofthe male wage rates in some 

districts like Darjeeling, Maida, Murshidabad, North 24 Parganas and south 24 

Parganas while in districts like Coochbehar, West Dinajpur, Jalpaiguri, Nadia, 

Birbhum, Bankura, Purulia, Hooghly, Howra, Burdwan and Midnapore (East and 

West), they tended to remain well above 80 percent levels. Finally the figures also 

show that in rp.ost of the districts there has been a distinct tendency for wage 

disparities to narrow down. 
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A M 
Name of the 1980-81 

Districts M F 

Darjeeling 7.68 6.80 

Coochbihar 6.26 4.90 

West (Uttar 5.05 4.51 

and Dakshin) 

Dinajpur 

Jalpaiguri NA NA 

Maida 4.71 3.56 

Murshidabad 7.75 6.69 

Nadia 5.84 5.62 

Birbhum 6.96 6.05 

Bankura 7.28 6.59 

Purulia NA NA 

24 parganas 

(North) 7.63 6.08 

24 Parganas 

(South) 

Hooghly 8.10 7.88 

Howrah 7.92 5.13 

Burdwan 7.66 7.38 

Midnapore 

(East) 7.58 6.46 

Midnapore 

(West) 

L~v~_Bengal 6.96 5.97 

w Rate Per Field A 
Table 4.7 
ltural Lab 

1981-82 !91!3-84 1984-85 1986-87 

M F M F M F M F 

8.34 6.79 8.63 7.20 9.00 8.00 18.66 13.19 

7.52 7.17 NA NA 8.74 7.81 10.00 7.33 

5.65 4.93 6.79 6.29 NA NA 10.96 8.65 . 

7.61 6.79 8.48 7.77 8.94 8.00 13.24 I 0 02 

5.53 4.18 6.50 5.33 6.00 5.00 NA NA 

7.40 5.80 9.83 7.29 11.46 9.58 13.69 9.10 

6.22 5.57 6.67 5.93 NA NA 15.24 12.20 

7.35 6.69 8.22 7.67 NA NA 11.80 9.66 

7.59 8.36 NA NA NA NA 12.97 12.61 

6.47 6.13 7.00 7.00 NA NA 12.07 I 0.25 

8.00 7.88 9.00 NA 13.98 105-+ 

7.94 6.21 

12.50 10.80 NA NA NA NA 

7.59 8.36 9.65 7.67 11.67 NA 16.20 13.17 

8.67 5.66 NA NA NA NA NA NA 

8.30 8.30 1106 1106 NA NA 15.33 1-+88 

1100 10.00 NA NA 15.59 12.61 

7.27 6.38 

9.21 9 21 NA NA 1101 l) 34 

7.30 6.49 8.82 7.84 9.26 7.68 13.62 ]I) 97 
-----
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A the Districts of West B --- ---

1987-88 1988-89 1989-90 1990-91 

M F M F M F M F 

17.43 11.98 20.79 14.06 13 II NA NA 

11.78 9.47 14.08 10.77 15.72 12.56 16.98 13.38 

10.46 7.74 I 1.78 9.77 14.20 11.23 17.03 12.59 

14.89 12.75 18.38 14.50 16.21 12.96 20 15 

14.67 10.61 17.56 13.48 18.16 14.63 19.84 15.65 

14.17 10.14 18.78 14.25 19.83 16.10 19.9 17.11 

14.96 11.60 17.21 13 02 1906 15.43 21.80 17.75 

14.66 12.45 16.56 14.40 18.11 17.23 18.72 16.49 

14.82 13.81 NA NA 22.08 20.16 24.26 21.50 

14.00 12.00 9.72 8.11 10.51 9.63 16.73 16.53 

16.00 9.35 17.36 12.56 19.00 15 03 2105 15.98 

21.42 11.75 21.52 16.28 27.47 20.58 29.86 21.59 

18.45 15.85 20.30 17.50 23.18 19.03 24.54 21.35 

NA NA 21.25 15.03 22.03 15.75 23.54 15.90 

18.12 17.06 18.17 17.56 18.98 18.32 25.46 23.42 

19.33 17.00 25.35 22.12 23.38 20 44 25.68 22.11 

13 58 13.36 16.19 14.25 20.22 18 75 20.9 19 44 

15.55 12.31 17.81 14.23 18.89 15.81 21.65 17 86 
--



Table 4.7 (continued) 

Name of the Districts 1991-92 1992-93 1993-94 1994-95 1995-96 1996-97 1997-98 1998-99 1999-00 2000-01 

M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F 

Darjeeling 20 15 NA NA 36.68 30.00 37.75 30.5 39.60 31.79 48.12 35.67 49.21 36.99 62.75 NA 63.17 NA 63.67 NA 

Coochbihar 19.57 15.69 23.96 17.06 24.29 17.53 26.47 20.06 28.15 22.09 35.95 29.12 39.21 31.72 46.16 NA 49.48 NA 50.23 NA 

West (Uttar and 19.84 14.75 23.70 14.10 24.15 17.51 24.41 18.96 26.48 20.85 37.32 29.53 40.81 33.15 47.09 NA 49.36 NA 51.60 NA 

Dakshin) Dinajpur 50.37 NA 

Jalpaiguri 23.74 21.31 NA NA 28.13 23.83 29 25 NA NA NA NA 46.06 38.13 51.69 NA 55.09 NA 56.56 NA 

Maida 2327 19.36 23.73 19.51 24.15 19.28 25.94 2036 27.77 21.63 36.32 29.53 NA NA 46.01 NA 49.96 NA 52.02 NA 

Murshidabad 21.67 NA 23.25 NA 25.42 21 00 27.25 21.45 29.27 23.24 39.48 30.20 42 32.59 48.06 NA 53.21 NA 54.46 NA 

Nadia 23.93 19.08 25.23 19.82 25.74 19.89 27.52 20.07 31.04 22.53 38.80 30.30 42.64 33.49 48.71 NA 54.25 NA 56.00 NA 

Birbhum 20.85 18.26 2LIO 19.62 21.49 19.60 24.33 20.50 25.67 22.50 34.07 29.12 38.69 34.13 44.96 NA 50.46 NA 51.79 NA 

Bankura 25.89 22.50 26.33 20.67 26.95 21.18 28.31 22.21 3032 23.93 37.33 30.44 40.30 3444 48.50 NA 53.96 NA 55.02 NA 

Purulia 20.04 20.01 NA NA 22.00 17.00 22.33 16.76 2338 19.33 31.50 22.50 33.16 25.89 39.08 NA 45.52 NA 47.48 NA 

24 parganas (North) 24.79 18.96 29.58 20.00 30.18 20.70 30.16 034 32.93 22.18 38.72 30.28 43.97 34.99 49.90 NA 55.92 NA 57.52 NA 

24 Parganas (South) 29.01 24.26 40.73 31.83 38.60 31.08 40.56 0.50 42.66 3232 45.32 35.28 42.64 33.49 59.93 NA 64.17 NA 64.98 NA 

Hooghly 28.02 24.33 32.28 25.98 32.02 24.48 33.13 24.57 NA NA NA NA 43.43 34.99 50.99 NA 58.77 NA 60.17 NA 

Howrah 25.20 17.00 28.46 19.5 3230 2238 32.92 25.00 34.77 27.59 43.77 33.63 46.16 36.30 54.80 NA 59.21 NA 61.35 NA 

Burdwan NA NA 30.01 24.05 33.57 23.66 33.96 24.33 37.82 27.70 41.13 3234 44.22 36.18 5179 NA 57.44 NA 59.21 NA 

Midnapore (East) 29.80 2633 31.33 26.46 32.04 2638 32.65 7.39 NA NA NA NA 44.44 36.46 51.60 NA 59.94 NA 60.87 NA 

Midnapore (West) 21.00 18.97 2173 18.57 23.22 18.74 24.69 20.05 29.03 22.01 29.03 22.01 38.97 32.53 47.27 NA 52.59 NA 54.10 NA 

West Bengal 23.54 19.72 27.24 2132 28.29 22.01 29.49 22.83 3135 24.22 38.35 30.00 42.24 34.09 49.96 NA 54.86 NA 55.97 NA 
--

Data Source: Different Rounds of A WI 

Note NA =Not Available, M= Male, F=Female 
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Table 4.8 
Average Real Wage Rate Per Field Agricultural Labourers Across the 

District of West Ben!!al - -·~ -- - ~ ~ - -

1980-81 181-82 183-84 1984-85 1986-87 1987-88 1988-89 189-90 1990-91 
Name of the Districts 

M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F 

Darjeeling 1.96 1.73 2.01 1.64 1.64 137 1.74 1.55 3.17 2.24 2. 79 1.92 3.10 2.10 1.82 1.54 NA NA 

Coochbihar 1.60 1.25 181 1.73 NA NA 169 151 1.70 125 1.89 1.52 2.10 1.61 2.20 1.76 2.19 1.73 

West (Uttar and Dakshin) 
129 1.15 1.36 1.19 1.29 1.20 NA NA 186 1.47 1.68 1.24 1.76 1.46 1.99 1.57 2.20 1.63 

Dinajpur 

Jalpaiguri NA NA 1.83 1.64 1.62 148 1.73 1.55 2.55 1.70 2.39 2.04 2.74 2.16 2.27 1.81 2.58 1.94 

Maida 120 .91 1.33 1.01 124 1.02 1.16 .97 NA NA 2.35 1.70 2.62 2.01 2.54 2.05 2.56 2.02 

Murshidabad 1.98 1.71 1.78 140 1.87 1.39 2.22 186 2.33 1.55 2.27 1.63 2.80 2.12 2.77 2.25 2.57 2.21 

Nadia 149 143 1.50 134 1.27 1.13 NA NA 2.59 2.07 2.40 1.86 2.56 1.94 2.67 2.16 2.82 2.29 

Btrbhum 1.78 1.54 177 1.61 1.57 146 NA NA 2.01 164 2.35 2.00 2.47 2.15 2.53 2.41 2.42 2.13 

Bankura 1.86 1.68 1.83 2.01 NA NA NA NA 2.21 2.14 2.38 2.21 NA NA 3.09 2.82 3.13 2.78 

Purulia NA NA 1.56 1.48 1.33 1.33 NA NA 2.05 1.74 2.24 1.92 1.45 1.21 1.47 1.35 2.16 2.14 

24 parganas (North) 1.52 1.50 NA NA 2.38 1.79 2.56 1.50 2.59 1.87 2.66 2.10 2.72 2.06 

24 Parganas (South) 1.95 .55 
1.91 1.50 239 2 06 .NA NA NA NA 2.43 1.88 3.21 2.43 3.84 2.88 3 86 2.79 

llooghly 2.07 2.01 1.83 2 01 1.84 1.46 2.26 NA 2.76 2.2-l 2.96 2.54 3.03 2.61 3.24 2.66 3.17 2.76 

Howrah 2.02 ]J] 2.09 136 NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA 3.17 2.24 3.08 2.20 3 04 2.05 

13urdwan 1.95 1.88 2.00 2.00 2.11 2.11 NA NA 2.61 2.53 2.90 2.73 2.71 2.62 2.65 2.56 3.29 3 03 

Midnapore (East) 2.10 1.90 NA NA 2.65 2.14 3.10 2.72 3.78 3.30 3.27 2.86 3.32 2.86 

Midnapore (West) I 93 165 175 154 175 175 NA NA 1.87 1.58 2.18 2.14 241 2.12 2.83 2.62 2.71 2.51 

West Bengal 178 1.52 1.76 I .56 1.68 151 1.80 149 2.34 1.86 2.43 1.97 2.66 2.12 2.64 2.21 2.80 2.31 
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Table 4.8 (continued) 

Name of the 1991-92 1992.93 193-94 1994-95 1995-96 1996-97 1997-98 1998-99 1999-00 2000-01 

Districts M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F 

Darjeeling 2.19 1.64 NA NA 3.52 2.88 3.29 2.66 3.14 2.52 3.51 2.60 3.46 2.60 3.81 NA 3.57NA 3.24 NA 

Coochbihar 2.14 1.72 2.39 1.70 2.33 1.68 2.31 175 2.23 1.75 2.62 2 13 2.76 2.23 2.81 NA 2.79NA 2.64 NA 

West (Uttar and 2.71 NA 
2.17 1.62 2.37 141 2.32 1.68 2.13 1.65 2.10 1.65 2.72 2 08 2.87 2.33 2.86 NA 2.79 NA 

Dakshin) Dinajpur 2.65 NA 

Jalpaiguri 2.60 2.33 NA NA 2.70 2.29 2.53 2.18 NA NA NA NA 3.24 2.68 3.14 NA 3.11 NA 2.98 NA 

Maida 2.55 2.12 2.37 1.95 2.32 1.85 2.26 178 2.20 1.71 2.65 2.16 NA NA 2.80 NA 2.82 NA 2.74 NA 

Murshidabad 2.37 NA 2.32 NA 2.44 2.02 2.38 1.87 2.32 1.84 2.88 2.20 2.96 2.29 2.92 NA 300NA 2.86 NA 

Nadia 2.62 2 09 2.52 1.98 2.47 1.91 2.40 1.75 2.46 1.79 2.83 2.21 3.00 2.36 2.96 NA 306NA 2.95 NA 

Birbhum 2.28 2.00 2.11 1.96 206 1.88 2.12 1.79 2.03 1.78 2.49 2.13 2.72 2.40 2.73 NA 2.85 NA 2.72 NA 

Bankura 2.84 2.46 2.63 2.06 2.59 2 03 2.4 7 1.94 2.40 1.90 2.72 2.22 2.84 2.42 2.95 NA 3.05 NA 2.89 NA 

Purulia 2.19 2.19 NA NA 2.11 1.63 1.95 1.46 1.85 1.53 2.30 1.64 2.33 1.82 2.38 NA 2.57 NA 2.50 NA 

24 parganas 
2.72 2.08 2.95 2.00 2.90 1.99 2.63 1.77 2.61 1.76 2.83 2.21 3 09 2.46 3 03 NA 3.16NA 3 06 NA 

(North) 

24 Parganas 
3.18 2.66 4 06 3.18 3.71 2.99 3.54 2.66 3.38 2.56 3.31 2 :i8 3.00 2.36 3.64 NA 3.62 NA 3.42 NA 

(South) 

llooghly 3 07 2.66 3.22 2.59 3.08 2.35 2.89 2.14 NA NA NA N.\ 3 06 2.46 3.10 NA 3.32 NA 3.17 NA 

Howrah 2.76 1.86 2.84 1.95 3.10 2.15 2.87 2.18 2.76 2.18 3.19 245 3.25 2.55 3.33 NA 3.34 NA 3.23 NA 

Burdwan NA NA 3.00 2.40 3.22 2.27 2.96 2.12 3.00 2.19 3.00 2.36 3.11 2.55 3.15 NA 3.24 NA 3.11 NA 

Midnapore (East) 3.26 2.88 3.13 2.64 3.08 2.53 2.85 2.39 NA NA NA NA 3.13 2.57 3.14 NA 3.38 NA 3.20 NA 

Midnapore (West) 2.30 2.08 2.17 1.85 2.23 1.80 2.15 175 2.30 1.74 2.50 2 65 2.74 2.29 2.87 NA 2.97NA 2.85 NA 

West Bengal 2.56 2.16 2.72 2.13 2.72 2.11 2.57 1.99 2.48 1.92 2.83 2 26 2.97 2.40 3.04 NA 3.10NA 2.94 NA 

Data Source: Different Rounds of A WI 
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4.2.5 Inter-regional Variation in Real Wages 

Inter-regional variation in real wages of agricultural labourers across the 

districts of West Bengal has been probed further by computing the co-efficient of 

. variation of real wages during the periods 1980-81 to 2000-01 for males and females 

workers separately. This co-efficient expressed in percentage terms (standard 

deviation I mean) x 100 are given in Table 4.9. For male agricultural labourers, there 

appears to have been a further decline in regional wage disparities. The co-efficient 

comes down from 13.48 percent in 1980-81 to 10.88 percent in 2000-01. The 

intervening years do not, however, show any continuous decline of disparities as there 

were number ·of years from 1983-84 onwards during which co-efficient of variation 

fluctuated around the value of 20. In the case of female wage rates, however, there is 

no such downward trend in the measure of disparities. For the period of eighties, some 

distinct patterns emerge: an initial decline in inter-district disparities, followed by an 

increase around the end of the eighties. For both male and female wages, there 

appears a downward trend of inter-districts disparity in the early nineties followed by 

an upward jump. But at the end of nineties, the regional variation of both male and 

female wages declined. For male, co-efficient variation of wages declined from 17.08 

percent in 1995-96 to 7.48 percent in 1997-98. Similarly for females, the movement 

of co-efficient of variation of wages shows a similar trend though it is not so clear. 

Over the whole period, it is noticed that there has been a very gradual movement 

towards equity between the different regions. 

We did not get the clear trend of co-efficient of variation of wages up to 1995-

96. After that year, the co-efficient variation of wages is continuously declining for 

both male and females. 

Table 4.9 
Co-efficient Variation of Wages of Field Agricultural Labourers Across the 

D't't fW tB I IS riC S 0 es eng a 
Year Males Females 
1980-81 13.48 19.74 
1981-82 11.36 19.23 
1983-84 20.83 21.85 
1984-85 20.56 18.79 
1986-87 16.67 19.35 
1987-88 14.81 21.32 
1988-89 19.92 23.11 
1989-90 21.59 21.72 
1990-91 15.71 17.32 
1991-92 12.79 16.67 
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1992-93 18.75 14.08 

1993-94 16.91 19.43 
1994-95 17.51 16.58 

1995-96 18.15 16.67 

1996-97 9.89 10.62 
1997-98 8.75 7.08 
1998-99 9.87 NA 
1999-00 7.10 NA 

2000-01 10.88 NA 
Data Source: Calculated From Table 4.8 

4.2.6 Factors Influencing Wage Trends 

The NSS data for study period show large variations in real wage rates of 

agricultural labourers across the districts of West Bengal. In this study, the variations 

in the male wage rates are sought to be explained by five relevant demands and 

supply variables. These variables are labour productivity, diversification of labour 

into other occupation, gross cropped area per agricultural labourers, cropping intensity 

and literacy rate. Out of five independent variables, variables such as labour 

productivity and cropping intensity are growth related economic variables, which are 

expected to increase demand for labour. Labour productivity may be used as a proxy 

of values of agricultural output per capita per male agricultural labourers. 

Parthasarathy (1996) shows that wage rates are positively related with labour 

productivity. Cropping intensity (CI) explains the intensity of crop cultivation in a 

region. The higher value of CI implies the higher demand for labour, which in turn 

increases the wage rate. So the relationship between CI and wage rate is positive. The 

relationship between VOPMAL and wage rate is also positive. Higher the value of 

VOPMAL is expected to increase the wage rate of agricultural labourers. 

Diversification of labour into other occupations is measured by percentage of male 

nona-gricultural labourers in total rural male labour (PMNAL). The proportion of 

non-agricultural labour in total rural labour force is a measure of the availability of 

jobs outside agriculture. The hypothesis here is that greater diversification of 

occupation raises agricultural wage rate by raising the supply price and bargaining 

power of labour. 

GCAPMAL explains the intensity of supply of labour in each district. Higher 

values of GCAPMAL imply the higher demand for labour in that region. However, 
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the relationship between GCAPMAL and wage rate can also be negative if larger 

proportion of GCA is rain-fed because the requirement of labour per hectare is 

normally less in rain-fed areas, as has been reflected from the data on cost of 

cultivation (CACP, 2002). The rural male literacy rate has been used as a proxy 

variable of literacy rate for male agricultural labourers. The rural literacy rate 

increases the awareness of the people, which helps to increases the bargaining power 

of the labour community, and which ultimately results in higher wage rate. 

Table 4.10 
Determinants of Real Wage Rates of Agricultural Labourers Across the Districts 

0 fW tB I es eng a 
Districts PMNAL VOPMAL Cl GCAPMAL PMLR 

1990-9 2000-0 1990 2000-0 1990- 2000-0 1990-9 2000-0 1990-9 200-01 
91 

Darjee1ing 49.68 77.39 9.64 15.19 125 136 3.32 3.22 67.07 81.28 
Coochbehar 24.77 35.88 15.40 23.95 184 192 2.63 1.78 57.35 76.83 
Uttar Dinajpur 

21.83 
31.87 13.28 18.43 161 183 1.89 1.35 

45.83 
59.27 

Daskhin Dinajpu 32.39 13.28 19.56 !57 1.35 73.30 
Jalpaiguri 49.82 63.91 10.4<.1 19.67 136 167 3.10 2.43 56 73.64 
Maida 27.68 41.92 10.83 26.54 192 206 1.69 1.12 45.61 59.24 

Murshidabad 32.36 42.97 14.70 29.13 183 192 1.78 1.35 46.42 61.40 

Nadia 40.71 51.43 18.94 15.39 230 242 2.16 1.92 60.05 72.67 

Birbhum 28.32 38.97 15.30 21.52 144 136 1.70 1.10 59.26 71.57 

Bankura 28.16 36.21 16.33 19.56 139 145 1.75 .99 66.75 77.21 

Purulia 47.20 40.45 9.06 11.15 106 104 1.78 .80 62.17 74.18 

24 parganas 75.12 22.84 198 1.27 84.35 
(North) 63.81 9.08 145.5 1.21 71.59 
24 Parganas 57.94 15.14 142 .92 79.89 
(South) 
Hooghly 54.10 62.58 16.10 23.05 203 172 1.27 .88 75.77 83.05 

Howrah 74.00 84.17 8.52 20.27 203 190 1.09 1.13 76.11 83.68 

Burdwan 49.68 56.88 14.84 24.12 162 165 1.35 1.07 71.12 79.30 

Midnapore 33.30 40.27 14.40 25.46 150 164 1.98 1.21 81.27 85.25 

Data Source: Various Issues of Statistical Abstract, Government of West Bengal 

We have estimated multiple regressions using the five variables to examine 

the variation of male wage rate across the districts of West Bengal. We are taking log 

value of both independent and dependent variables for our analysis. The study uses 

cross section data of 17 districts of West Bengal covering two time points: 1990-91 

and 2000-01. The results of the multiple regression function are as follows: 

Functional Relation Fitted 

MRWR =a+ b1 PMNAL + b2 VOPMAL +b3 CI + b4 GCAPMAL + b5 PMLR------ (I) 
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Where 

MRWR =Male Real Wage Rate 

PMNAL = Proportion of Rural Male Non-Agricultural Labourers m Total Rural Male 

Workers 

VOPMAL =Value of Output Per Male Agricultural Labourers (In Rs.) 

CI =Cropping Intensity (percent) 

GCAPMAL =Gross Cropped Area Per Male Agricultural Labourers (ha.) 

PMLR =Proportion of Rural Male Literate to Total Rural Male Population 

Estimated Equation for the year 1990-91, 

MRWR= -062447 + 0.168973 PMNAL + 0.213167 VOPMAL +0.055224 CI- 0.16205 

(0.143637) (0.190179) (0.194228) (0.138978) 

GCAPMAL + 0.262417 MLR +U;------ -R2 = .667591 ------- (2) 

(0.262391) 

Estimated Equation for the Year 2000-0 I 

MRWR = -0.25596 + 0.188225*PMNAL + 0.03527 VOPMAL + 0.028577 CI- 0.01511 

(0.0663167) (0.0761 03) (0.1 01552) (0.04468) 

GCAPMAL + 0.262417 MLR + U;-------- -R2 = .667045 -------- (3) 

(0.166258) 

The regression exercise is based on real wages of male agricultural labourers 

at two different points of time. As the results suggest, out of the five variables used in 

equation (1), only one variable namely, occupational diversification has positively and 

significantly influenced the real wage rate of male agricultural labourers in 2000-01 

but in 1990-91, the coefficient of occupational diversification is only positive but not 

significant. The regression co-efficient of occupational diversification pertaining to 

the period 2000-01 suggests that an one unit increase in percentage of non-agricultural 

labourers in total rural workers increased about .19 paise I day in real wage rate of 

male agricultural labourers. This is due to the fact that occupational diversification 

restricts the supply of labour in agriculture and is likely to exert an upward pressure 

on agricultural wages. The value of R2 is around .66 percent in all three times points, 

which is fairly good considering the cross section data used here for the analysis. 

It was expected that the supply of labour (GCAPAL) and CI would positively 

and significantly influence the wage rates of agricultural labourers in two points of 

time. But this has not come out from the analysis. While the co-efficient of CI turned 

out to be positive but insignificant in the two time points, the co-efficient of GCAP AL 
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turned out to be not only insignificant but even negative during two points of time. 

Intensive use of machinery (tractor, harvesters, threshers etc) followed in those areas, 

which have higher CI may have dampened the increase of real wage rates of 

agricultural labourers. The insignificant co-efficient of GCAP AL implies that the 

supply of labour is no longer relevant in determining the wage rate because of the fast 

changes that have been taking place in the rural labour market (Narayana Moorthy 

and Bhattarai, 2004). These results are consistent with the findings of earlier studies 

(Acharya, 1989; Bhalla, 1993 and Sarmah, 2002). The male literacy rate is positively 

correlated with the real wage rate in two time points but not significant. So literacy 

rate is not a good determinant of real wage rate. 

4.2.7 Overall Findings on Trends and Determinants of Agricultural Wages 

The objective of this paper was to examine the trends and determinants of 

wages of agricultural labourers across the districts of West Bengal from 1980-81 to 

1999-00. We have used AWl data to examine the trends of wages of agricultural 

labourers though there are certain limitations of A WI data set. The A WI wage data of 

different years shows that there was a slow down in the growth rate of real daily 

wages of male and female agricultural labourers in more than half of the districts in 

the first half of eighties but gradual recovery in the latter part of the decade. However, 

increasing trends of real wages in the latter half of the eighties were not sustained in 

the subsequent years. The decline in wage rate is observed in the first half of the 

nineties. The latter half of the decade started with recovery of the wage rate but again 

declined in the beginning of the 2000. The gender differential in wage rates of 

agricultural labourers has been found but declined in most of the districts over the 

years. There was a declining trend in the variation of real wages across the districts of 

West Bengal over the years. The variations in the male wage rates are sought to be 

explained by five relevant demands and supply variables. These variables are labour 

productivity, diversification of labour into other occupations, gross cropped area per 

agricultural labourers, cropping intensity and literacy rate. As the results suggest, out 

of the five variables used in equation (1), only one variable, namely, occupational 

diversification has positively and significantly influenced the real wage rate of male 

agricultural labourers in 2000-01. 
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4.3 Wages and Employment Levels of Agricultural Labourers in West Bengal 

with Special Reference to Uttar Dinajpur District 

4.3.1 Introduction 

The wage rates and employment availability per agricultural labourers in West 

Bengal is low as compared to some other states of India. Low wage rates and low 

employment availability per agricultural labourer are the main reasons for poor 

economic conditions of agricultural labourers in West Bengal. There are several 

theories about determination of wages and employment of rural labourers. In 

Libenstein's (1958) and Mazumdar's (1959) theory, given a positive association 

between wages and the efficiency of labour, it would be profitable for the employers 

to pay the workers a higher than the subsistence wage rate. An alternative approach to 

explain the determination of rural wages in terms of demand and supply of labour has 

also been followed by quite a few scholars. For example, Mishra (1970), Bardhan 

(1973), Lal (1974), Bardhan (1979 and 1984), Evanson and Binswanger (1979), 

Rosenweig (1979) and Vaidyanathan (1979) and some of the studies which try to 

explain interregional variations in agricultural wage rates in the conventional supply

demand frame work. Most of the studies shows that agricultural wages are positively 

related with demand factors like irrigation, cropping intensity, use of HYV's and 

average income level of cultivating households (perhaps indicating the agriculturist's 

paying capacity) and negatively related with supply factors such as relative size of 

agricultural labour and production variability index (Sidhu, 1988). On the other hand, 

Bardhan (1978), Mehra (19760) and Raj Krishna (1975) and some other studies which 

try to explain the impact of new agricultural technology on employment in rural areas. 

They explain whether it is positively or negatively related with the employment in 

agriculture. 

Since there is considerable unemployment in rural areas and since wage rates 

and employment are interrelated terms, it is necessary to discuss the relationship 

between wage rates and employment in agriculture. This relationship is quite 

complex. The classical theory shows that the relationship between the money wage 

rate and employment level is negative. Our objective is to discuss the relationship 

between change in money wage rate and rate of employment in West Bengal in the 

context of modernization and commercialization of agriculture. Before discussing this 
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relationship, we discuss the trend of wage rate and trend of employment availability 

per agricultural labour in West Bengal. 

4.3.2 Trends in Money Wage Earnings of Agricultural Labourers 

The daily money wage earnings (Table 1) of both adult male and adult female 

agricultural labourers in West Bengal have been continuously increasing during 

1970's, 1980's and 1990's. Gender differential in agricultural wages were observed in 

West Bengal during our period of analysis. The prevalence of such differentials often 

arises from gender-based specialization of specific farm operations. Agricultural 

operations like ploughing and also post-harvest operations such as sowing, 

transplantation and weeding with low relatively wages are performed by women 

workers. As far as up to 1999-00, female wage constitutes above 80 percent of male 

wages rates in West Bengal. 

Table 4.11 
Trends in the Average Agricultural Daily Money Wage Earnings Per 

Agricultural Labourer in West Bengal (in Rs) 

Year Adult Male Adult female Person 

1974-75 3.49 2.83 3.16 

1977-78 4.24 3.69 3.97 

1983 4.85 4.52 4.67 

1987-88 11.86 10.69 11.28 

1993-94 23.64 20.49 22.07 

1999-00 43.45 37.03 40.24 

Data Source: Rural Labour Enquiry Reports on Wages and Earnings of 1974-75, 
1977-78, 1983, 1987-88, 1993-94 and 1999-00 
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Table 4.12 
Annual Growth Rate of Agricultural Daily Money Wage Earning Per 

Agricultural Labourer in West BenJ al (in Percentage) 

Year Adult Male Adult Female Person 

1974-75 to 1977-78 4.30 6.08 5.13 

1977-78 to 1983 2.88 4.50 3.53 

1983 to 1987-88 28.91 27.30 28.31 

1987-88 to 1993-94 19.87 18.33 19.13 

1983 to 1993-94 38.74 35.33 37.26 

1993-94 to 1999-00 16.75 16.14 16.47 

Data Souree: Rural Labour Enquiry Reports on Wages and Earnings of 1974-75, 
1977-78, 1983, 1987-88, 1993-94 and 1999-00 

Table 4.12 shows the growth rate of money wage earnings of agricultural 

labourers in West Bengal. Growth rates are estimated on the basis of pre and post

reform periods. The pre-reform period includes the years 1983 to 1993-94 and post

reform period includes the years 1993-94 to 1999-00. The annual growth rate of 

money wage earnings during pre-reform period was 3 7.26 percent, which was higher 

than post-reform growth rate (16.75 percent). From the Table it is also clear that the 

annual growth rate of money wage earnings of agricultural labourers declined during 

post-reform period in West Bengal though the money wage earnings of agricultural 

labourers in absolute term increased over the periods. 

Table 4.13 
Agricultural Daily Money Wage Earning Per Agricultural Labourer Across 

Villages of Uttar Dinajpur District (in Rs) 

Name ofThe Villages Adult Adult 
Person 

Male Female 
Villages under Highly Developed Blocks 
Delwalpur 41.48 39.68 40.58 
Malon 40.88 38.40 39.64 
Villages under Moderately developed 
Blocks 40.67 38.70 39.69 
Tilna 38.81 37.93 38.37 
Nakol 
Villages under Least Developed Blocks 
Jagatagaon 45.88 43.25 44.57 
Dharampur 40.13 38.80 39.47 
All Villages I District 41.32 39.47 40.40 
Data Source: Own Field Survey 
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Table 4.13 highlights the average daily money wage earnings of agricultural 

labourers across the villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. From this Table, it is clear that 

the average daily agricultural money wage earnings of agricultural labourers in Uttar 

Dinajpur district was lower than the West Bengal level in different years as stated 

above. The wage rate of agricultural laboureres varies from Rs. 38.37 at Nakol- a 

village under moderately developed blocks to Rs. 44.57 at Jagatagaon - a village 

under least developed blocks. So the money wage earning of agricultural labourers 

was lower in the villages under moderately developed blocks as compared to the 

villages under the least developed and highly developed blocks. Marginal gender 

differential exist in the villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. Female wage rate 

constitutes more than 90 percent of the male wage rate. In our study area, we find that 

the share of non-agricultural workers to total rural workers or occupational 

diversification played an important role in determining the wage rates of agricultural 

labourers in a particular region of this district as compared to development factors. 

4.3.3 Causes of Slow Growth Rate of Money Wage Earnings 

After the introduction of economic reforms in India in 1991, the growth rate of 

money wage earnings of agricultural labourers declined in West Bengal (Table 4.12). 

There are several demand and supply factors, which affect the growth rates of money 

wage rates ofrural workers. Most ofthe earlier studies (Mishra 1970, Bardhan 1973, 

Lal 1974, Bardhan 1979, 1984 and Vaidyanathan, 1980) show that agricultural wages 

are positively related with demand factors like irrigation, labour productivity, 

cropping intensity, use of HYV seeds and negatively related with supply factors such 

as share of agricultural labourers to total rural workers. Occupational diversification 

away from agriculture restricts the supply of agricultural labour and is likely to exert 

an upward pressure on agricultural wages. Diversification to other occupations is 

measured by percentage of non-agricultural labour in total rural labour. According to 

H. S. Sidhu (1988), the new agricultural technology is not only expected to generate 

an increase in the demand for labour but because of the increased importance of 

timeliness of each operation, it is also likely to increase the bargaining power of wage 

labour. As a result agricultural wage rates are likely to be positively related with the 

demand factors. We analyze below the trends of these demand and supply factors 

during pre and post-reforms period in order to explain the reasons behind the slow 
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growth rate of money wage rates in the post-reform period (1991-2001) as compared 

to pre-reform period (1981-1991) in West Bengal. 

Table 4.14 
Annual Growth Rates of Demand Factors Related to Agricultural Daily Money 
Wage Rates and Employment Levels of Agricultural Labourers in West Bengal 

(Percentage) 
I Demand Factors 11981-1991 

1. Value of Agricultural Output Per Worker (taken 13.73 
value of 10 agricultural product) 

,2. Area Under HYV Seeds 19.43 

3. F erti1izers (N.P.K.) Consumption Per Thousand 16.62 
Hectare ofNet Sown Area (in tones) 

I 4. Cropping Intensity I 1.44 
I 5. Irrigated Area Under Canals (in hectares) I .78 

6. Mechanization of Agricultural Technique, i. e., No. 1981-1991 
ofTractors Per thousand hectare ofNet Sown Area 20.14 

11991-2001 
7.54 

,4.86 

4.41 

I .s7 
I .49 

1991-1997 
20.50 

Data Source: Various Issues of the Statistical Abstract, Government of West Bengal 

Table 4.15 
Annual Growth Rate of Supply Factors Related to Agricultural Daily Money 

Wage Rate and Employment Level of Agricultural Labourers in 
West Bengal (In Percentage) 

I Supply Factors 11981-1991 11991-2001 

I Agricultural Labourers 14.15 13.70 

I Non-Agricultural Labourers 16.44 ,8.87 

Data Source: Various Issues of the Statistical Abstract, Government of West Bengal 

Table 4.16 
Share of Supply Factors Related to Agricultural Daily Money Wage Rates and 

Employment Levels of Agricultural Labourers in West Bengal 

Supply Factors I 1981 I 1991 I 2001 

1.Share of Agricultural Labourers 32.95 32.27 33.08 
to Total Rural Workers 

2. Share ofNon-Agriculturallabourers 25.77 29.33 41.40 
to Total Rural Workers 

Data Source: Census 1981, 1991 and 2001 
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From the Table 4.14, it is clear that the growth rate of value of agricultural output per 

worker was 13.73 percent during the pre-reform period, which was higher than the 

post-reform period growth rate (7.54 percent) in West Bengal. Similarly, growth rate 

of area under HYV seeds was 9.43 percent during pre reform period; it declined to 

4.86 percent during the post-reform period. The annual growth rates of all demand 

factors like cropping intensity, fertilizers consumption per thousand hectares of net 

sown area, irrigated area under canals and number of tractors used per thousand 

hectare of net sown area in West Bengal declined during the post-reform period. Now 

we consider the supply factors, i. e., the share of agricultural labourers to total 

workers and share of non-agricultural workers to total rural workers. From the Table 

4.16, it is clear that the share of agricultural labourers to total rural workers increased 

from 32.27 percent during 1991 to 33.08 percent during 2001. It creates downward 

pressure in the rural money wage rates. Similarly, the share of non-agricultural 

workers to total rural workers also increased from 29.3 3 percent during 1991 to 41.40 

percent during 2001. It creates upward pressure on the money wage rates of 

agricultural labourers. So both demand and supply factors are responsible for low 

growth rates of money wage rates in West Bengal during the post-reform period. 

4.3.4 Trends of Employment Days Available Per Agricultural Labourers in 

West Bengal 

The employment days available per agricultural labourer were 242 man days in 

1977-78, which was higher than 80's and 90's level in West Bengal. The employment 

days available per male agricultural labourer was higher than the female agricultural 

labourer. The employment days available per agricultural labourer were lower in 

1993-94 as compared to 1987-88 in West Bengal. The decline in employment days pe 

ragricultural labourers in West Bengal are likely due to the adoption of labour 

displacing technology. Ishikawa's well known observation on the 'path of change' in 

labour intensity in rice cultivation in Japan and Taiwan is illustrated by his invented 

'U' shaped curves. The rising phase of this curve is a consequence of labour using, 

yield-enhancing technological factors: mainly HYV-water-fertilizer package and the 

improved cultivation practices. After a point, the introductions of labour saving 

technological factors (mechanization, improved implements etc.) begin to outweigh 

the impact of labour using factors, and consequently the labour absorption trend line 

falls (Jha, 1997). 
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Table 4.17 
Trends of Employment Days (Annual) Available Per Agricultural Labourer in 

A . It I A f "t" • W t B I "gr1cu ura C lVI leS lD es eng a 

Year Adult Male Adult Female Person 

1974-75 223 158 190 

1977-78 270 215 242 

1983 236 201 218 

1987-88 265 193 229 

1993-94 260 178 219 

Source: Rural Labour Enqmry Reports on Employment and Unemployment for 1974-
75, 1977-78, 1983, 1987-88 and 1993-94 

Table 4.18 
row a eo mp1oymen m ,griCU G tb R t f E I t . A . It ure m es . W tB eng a I 

Year Adult Male Adult female Person 

198311993-94 1.15 -0.64 .71 

1993-9411999-00 1.12 -.2.54 .30 

Data Source: Chadha and Sahu (2004). 

Table 4.18 gives a synoptic view of agricultural employment growth across 

sex in West Bengal. Growth rates are estimated for two sub-periods: 198311993-94 

and 1993-9411999-00. We take these as pre and post-reform periods. The rate of 

growth of employment in agriculture declined from .71 percent in 1983 I 1993-94 to 

.30 percent in West Bengal in 1993-94 I 1999-00 (post-reform period). The rate of 

growth of employment of male agricultural labourers also declined but positive during 

pre and post-reform period. For female workers, the rate of-growth of employment is 

negative during pre and post-reform period. 
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Table 4.19 
Average Number of Employment Days (Annual) Available Per Agricultural 

Labourer in Agriculture Across Surveyed Villages of Uttar Dinajpur District. 
(8 Hours Man-Day) 

Name ofthe Villages 
Adult Adult 

Person 
Male Female 

Villages under Highly 
Developed Blocks 
Delwalpur 171.63 157.30 164.28 
Malon 198.47 176.06 189.12 
Villages under Moderately 
Developed Blocks 
Tilna 145.21 133.02 138.18 
Nakol 201.23 172.66 189.02 
Villages under Least 
Developed Blocks 
Jagatagaon 182.67 143.86 160.53 
Dharampur 181.95 157.56 168.75 
All Villages I Uttar Dinajpur 180.98 157.15 169.71 
District 
Data Source: Own Field Survey 

The employment days available per agricultural labourer in agriculture across 

the villages of Uttar Dinajpur district (Table 4.19) was lower than the West Bengal 

level in different years as stated above. The employment days available per 

agricultural labourer varied from 13 8.18 days at Tilna - a village under moderately 

developed blocks to 189.12 days at Malon- a village under highly developed blocks. 

Gender differential exists in employment days available per agricultural labourers. 

The employment days available per male agricultural labourer was higher than per 

female agricultural labourer in Uttar Dinajpur district. The employment days available 

per female agricultural labourer constitutes 86.83 percent of the man days available 

per male agricultural labourer. 

4.3.5 Causes of Slow Growth Rate of Employment 

The new agricultural technology can be divided into two categories, i. e. water 

fertilizer technology (commonly known as HYV technology) and agro-mechanic 

technology, which is often equated in the literature within mechanization especially 

tractorisation. The HYV technology can increase the demand for labour if irrigation 

facilities are available and when fertilizer responsive varieties are used, which in turn 

increases the work associated with improved agricultural practices. Application of all 
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the inputs like water, fertilizer, pesticides require the use of more labour. The yield of 

HYV seeds is higher as compared to traditional varieties and therefore the use of more 

labour is also required for harvesting and threshing of crops. On the other hand, 

mechanization especially tractorisation reduces the demand for labour. 

Several studies have shown that HYV technology has increased the demand 

for labour in agriculture. For example, Bardhan ( 1978) shows an increase in labour 

use per hectare with increasing technological improvement as irrigation, HYV, 

fertilizers, plant protection chemicals and multiple cropping in Hooghly district of 

West Bengal between 1956-57 and 1970-71, input of human labour per year per acre 

of cultivated area doubled. This phenomenal increase was associated with irrigation 

extension in their survey areas from 15 percent of net sown area to 55 percent, 

diversification in cropping pattern in the crops of potato, wheat and summer paddy, as 

increase in the cropping intensity from 1.23 to 1.53. Bardhan's regression results 

confirmed the influence ofHYV technology on employment (Basant, 1987). 

Mehra (1976) concludes that like irrigation, the seed-water fertilizer 

technology also increases labour use indirectly through an increase in the cropping 

intensity and even more importantly via changes in the cropping pattern in favour of 

more labour intensive crops. But since its spread was accompanied by mechanization, 

the substitution of capital for labour had led to a reduction rather than an increase in 

the labour input per hectare on individual crops (Basant, 1987). 

Raj Krishna's (1975) decomposition analysis for Punjab as a whole (wheat 

and rice combined) substantiates Mehra's conclusion about mechanization. In his 

model negative employment effect of tractor technology (-95 man hours per hecare) 

set against the positive effect ( + 64 man hours per hectare) arising from other 

elements of change (including those in the pattern and intensity of cropping associated 

with factors other than tractor use) is only reason for negative direct employment 

effect of technological change (K. Bardhan, 1977). 

The HYV technology has a positive effect on employment in agriculture. The 

growth rate of fertilizer used per thousand per hectare of net sown areas, growth rate 

of irrigated area under canals, growth rate of area under HYV seeds declined during 

the post-reform period as compared to pre-reform period in West Bengal. But the 

mechanization technique especially tractorisation increased during the post-reform 

period in West Bengal. The growth rate of number of agricultural tractor per thousand 

hectare of net sown area during pre-reform period was 20.14 percent but it increased 
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to 20.50 percent during the post-reform period in West Bengal. So annual growth rate 

of adoption of seed fertilizer technology or HYV technology declined during the post

reform period but tractorisation increased during the post-reform period in West 

Bengal. These are the reasons of slow growth rate of employment in agriculture 

during the post-reform period as compared to pre-reform period growth rates. 

4.3.6 Regression Analysis 

Regression technique has been adopted to understand the relationship between 

employment days available per agricultural labourer and money wage earning per 

agricultural labourer both in West Bengal and across the villages of Uttar Dinajpur 

district. Here we assume employment days available per agricultural labourer as 

dependent variable and money wage earning as independent variable. The results of 

regression exercises are presented in the form of estimated equations both for West 

Bengal and across the villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. From the Tables 4.11 and 

4.17, the following function has been fitted for male agricultural labourer in West 

Bengal: 

Y= a+ bx + Ui 

Where Y = Agricultural Employment Days Available Per Male Agricultural Labourer 

x =Money Wage Earning Per Male Agricultural Labourer 

Thus estimated equation at the state level for male agricultural labourer: 

Y =- 35.845 + .18126 X 

(8.8834) (.2189) 

R2 = .186034 

N=5 

The fitted function for female agricultural labourer: 

Y=a+bx+ui 

Where Y = Agricultural Employment Days Available Per Female Agricultural 

Labourer 

x =Agricultural Money Wage Earning Per Female Agricultural Labourer 

The estimated equation for female agricultural labourer at state level: 

Y = 20.286 - .06266x 

(8.4090) (.1920) 

R2 = .034281 

N=5 

126 



From the tables 4.13 and 4.19, we have fitted the following function for male 

agricultural labourer at the district level: 

Y= a+ bx +ui 

Where Y = Agricultural Employment Days Available Per Male Agricultural Labourer 

x =Agricultural Money Wage Earning Per Male Agricultural labourer 

The estimated equation for male agricultural labourer: 

Y == 43.92707- .01453 X 

(2.679121) (.0582702) 

R2 = .015092 

N=6 

The fitted function for female agricultural labourer: 

Y=a+bx+ui 

Where Y = Agricultural Employment Days Available Per Female Agricultural 

Labourer 

x =Agricultural Money Wage Earning Per Female Agricultural Labourer 

The estimated equation for female agricultural labourer: 

Y = 48.2485 - .05607x 

(1.912232) (.051925) 

R2 = .225708 

N=6 

The regression analysis shows that there exists no systematic relationship 

between the dependent and independent variables both at the state level and district 

level. The co-efficient include variables like money wage rate of male and female 

agricultural labourers are found to be insignificant. Given other things, a one percent 

change in male money wage rate leads to a .181 percentage point positive change in 

the employment for male agricultural labourers and a one percentage change in 

female money wage rate leads to .063 percentage point negative in the employment 

for female agricultural labourers at the state level, which are not significant in 

statistical analysis. Similarly given other things at the district level, a one percent 

change in male money wage rate leads to a .015 percentage point negative change in 

the employment for male agricultural labourers and a one percent change in female 

money wage rate leads to a .056 percentage point negative change in the employment 

for female agricultural labourers, which are also not significant in statistical analysis. 

The values of all variance are very negligible both at the state level and at the district 
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level. So there is no systematic relationship between wage rates and employment in 

rural labour market. Mukherji (2006) shows that the relationship between wage and 

employment levels is indeterminate, when market imperfections exist in the labour 

market. The classical connections between wage rate and employment level are thus 

only in the case of perfect competition and monopoly. However, oligopsonistic 

situation exists in the village labour market. Therefore, the inverse relationship 

between wage rate and employment level did not exist in the rural labour market. 

4.3.7 Overall Findings on Wages and Employment Level 

The growth rate of both wage rates and employment rates in agriculture 

declined during the post-reform periods. It is also found that the inverse relationship 

between wage rates and employment did not exist in the rural labour market. Various 

studies as stated above shows that new HYV technology increased the demand for 

labour in the rural labour market which inturn increased the wage rates of agricultural 

labourers. On the other hand, tractorisation reduces the demand for labour, which put 

downward pressure on the wage rates. As a result we did not get any systematic 

relationship between wages and employment in agriculture 

4.4 Summary 

There are several theories regarding wage determination in the rural labour 

markets. For example, the subsistence or institutional wage theories, the efficiency 

wage models, the labour turns over models, the supply-demand models and the 

interlinked markets theories. Out of these models, the demand-supply model is the 

most appropriate model in determination of wages in rural labour markets. 

Theoretically, demand and supply of labour determine the wage rates. However, 

regional agricultural wages are determined by many other factors such as level of 

economic development, previous year's wage rate, productivity of land, intensity of 

cropping, level of irrigation use and use of modem inputs like chemical fertilizers, 

pestisides, high yielding varieties seed and machinery and implements. Seasonality 

may have another factor, which affects the wages of labourers. 

Our analysis is mainly confined to wage determination of casual agricultural 

labourers due to non availability of annual farm servant in the study area. Casual day 

labourers work time rate basis and casual group labourers work piece rate basis. In the 

case of group labourers, there is no fixed working hours. An average working day for 
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casual day labourer, varies between six to eight hours, depending on the operation 

being performed. daily wage payment in the form of purely cash constitutes 46.83 

percent in the district. Monetization of wage payments seems to increase with the 

development of agriculture. There is no remarkable difference in the wage rate 

received by daily casual labourers within the village. Most of the casual labourers 

reported about uniformity of wage rate within the village for a given agricultural 

operation. The variation of the daily wage rate from the market rate arises due to the 

difference of skills of labourers. Gender differential in wage rates existed in some 

villages. The minimum wages fixed by the West Bengal Government are not paid to 

labourer in the agricultural sector in different villages of the district. 

The trends and determinants of agricultural wages across the districts of West 

Bengal have also been discussed. Both money and real wages of agricultural labourers 

have been worked out for male and female labourers over the periods 1980-81 to 

2000-01. For this purpose, we use AWl data. There was a steady increase in money 

wages across districts of West Bengal, though the magnitude of the increase differed 

from one district to another over the years. The constructed real wages of agricultural 

labourers for different districts of West Bengal obtained from NSS data for the 

periods 1983-84 to 2000-01. In most of the districts of West Bengal, it is found that 

real wages fluctuates during the first half of eighties but increases during the second 

half of the decade. The decline in wage rate is observed in West Bengal in the first 

half of 1990's. This period was one when India faced serious economic crisis and 

adopted the policy of liberalization. After liberalization period real wages of 

agricultural labourers has declined in most of the districts of West Bengal. The latter 

half of the decade started with recovery of the wage rate but again found declining 

trend in the beginning of 2000. The data for female wage rate are available up to 

1997-98. The gender differential in agricultural wages is also observed in various 

districts of West Bengal during our periods of analysis. The gender-based 

discrimination is arising from gender-based specialization of specific farm operations. 

Inter-regional variation in real wages of agricultural labourers across districts 

of West Bengal has been probed further by computing the co-efficient variation of 

real wages during the periods 1980-81 to 2000-01 for males and females workers 

separately. For both male and female wages, there appears a downward trend of inter

districts disparity in the early nineties followed by an upward jump. But at the end of 

nineties, the regional variation of both male and female wages declined. Over the 
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whole period, it is noticed that there has been a very gradual movement towards 

equity between the different regions. The NSS data for study period show large 

variations in real wage rates of agricultural labourers across the districts of West 

Bengal. In this study, the variations in the male wage rates are sought to be explained 

by five relevant demands and supply variables. These variables are labour 

productivity, diversification of labour in to other occupation, gross cropped area per 

agricultural labourers, cropping intensity and literacy rate. As the results suggest, out 

of the five variables, only one variable namely, occupational diversification has 

positively and significantly influenced the real wage rate of male agricultural 

labourers in 2000-01. 

Since there is considerable unemployment in rural areas and since wage rates 

and employment are interrelated terms, it is necessary to discuss the relationship 

between wage rates and employment in agriculture. This relationship is quite 

complex. The classical theory shows that money wage rate is inversely related to 

employment. But in the case of West Bengal, both growth rate of money wage rate 

and employment declined during the post economic reform period. We did not find 

any systematic relationship between wage rate and employment level both in at the 

state level and district level. 

130 



I I, ,.,: 

1!11''' ',,' ' 

'iii' 

'!li I 

1·11 
CHAPTER V 

::'11 



CHAPTERV 

NON-FARM EMPLOYMENT PATTERN OF AGRICULTURAL 

LABOURERS 

5.1 Inter-Regional Variation of Rural Non-Agricultural Employment in Uttar 

Dinajpur District of West Bengal 

5.1.1 Introduction 

It is well recognized fact that agriculture sector alone have not been able to 

generate needed employment opportunities in rural areas due to high population 

pressure, an ever declining Iand-man ratio, small and fragmented holdings, high 

inequalities in land distribution, increasing application of labour saving farm 

production technologies etc. As a long-term strategy, non-farm avenues of 

employment and earnings are must for rural households (Chadha, 1993). The level 

and growth of non-agricultural sector is associated with explanatory variables such as 

land productivity, crop diversification, rural inequalities pertaining to land, asset, and 

literacy and so on. Various studies, following an important contribution by 

Vaidyanathan (1986), have tried to understand the nature of emerging non

agricultural sector; that is whether it is due to 'distress diversification' or due to the 

emergence of a dynamic and viable non-agricultural sector (or relative importance of 

push and pull factors). It must, however, be stated that research in this AREA is 

constrained by limitation of data, conceptual ambiguities and often proxy variables 

are substituted for want of information on relevant categories (Basu and Kashyap, 

1992). 

In West Bengal, nearly seven-tenth ofthe population is rural and 58.6 percent 

mainly depend on agriculture. The growth of agricultural production in West Bengal 

declined over the decades because of heavy pressure of population on land, small and 

fragmented holdings, inadequate irrigation facilities, low input use, severity of climate 

etc. The annual compound growth rates of food grains in West Bengal between 1980-

81 and 1989-90 was 6.46 percent, which declined to 2.52 percent between 1990-91 

and 1999-00, indicating a clear reduction of about 4.00 percent. Hence, people 

supplement their meager income through non-farm activities. Rural non-farm sector 

has thus attracted attention of policymakers and academicians in recent years because 

131 



of its potential role in employment and income generation in rural areas. This section 

explores the factors, which affect the inter-blocks variation in the percentage of non

agricultural workers in rural areas of Uttar Dinajpur district. 

5.1.2 Worker Population Ratio 

The analysis of worker population ratio (WPR) or the workforce participation 

rate is essential to understand the changes in the size of both farm and non-farm 

employment in the rural economy. Table 5.1 shows the changes in the worker 

population ratio of West Bengal and different blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district during 

1971 to 2001. It is clear from the Table 5.1 that worker population ratio in West 

Bengal has been near stagnant as between 1971 and 2001 although the census 1991 

provides significant departure from the trend accounting for WPRs 30.61 percent as 

against the figure of27.19 percent for 1971. The ratio, however, varied across gender. 

For rural males, the ratio increased from 48.48 percent in 1971 to 51.18 percent in 

1991 but declined to 45.76 percent in 2001 and for rural females WPRs increased 

from 4.58 percent in 1971 to 8.74 percent in 1991 and then further rose to 9.08 

percent in 2001. Thus work force participation rate of females rose continuously over 

time in rural West Bengal. The work force participation for rural females of Uttar 

Dinajpur district has also been increasing over time from 2.21 percent in 1971 to 9.43 

percent in 1991 and then further rose to 11.3 8 percent in 2001. For rural males, the 

ratio has been continuously increased up to 1991 from 53.03 percent in 1971 to 55.25 

percent in 1991 but it declined in 2001 to 46.35 percent. The overall worker 

population ratio of Uttar Dinajpur district has also been increased from 28.75 percent 

in 1971 to 33.19 perce'nt in 1991 but in 2001, it marginally declined to 29.36 percent. 

Development of economy generally ensures higher work force participation rate. 

From the macro level data, we know that the WPRs for highly developed countries 

are higher as compared to less developed countries. In our block level analysis during 

the periods of 1991 and 2001, we find that WPRs for highly developed blocks is 

higher as compared to moderately and least developed blocks but during the periods 

of 1971 and 1981 the ratio has shown no clear trend for highly, moderately and least 

developed blocks. 
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5.1.3 Sectorwise Distribution of Rural Workers 

Tables 5.2 and 5.3 show the sector wise distribution of rural workforce by sex 

of West Bengal and Uttar Dinajpur district over the decades. It is important to note 

that the share of agriculture in rural employment declined during the period 1971-

2001, the rate of decline being sharp between 1991-01, both in West Bengal and Uttar 

Dinajpur district. It was primarily on account of cultivator category; the proportion of 

agricultural labourer has remained almost constant, as also of agriculture related 

activities in West Bengal but in Uttar Dinajpur district, the proportion of agricultural 

labourers has increased as also of agriculture related activities. Across males and 

females, it was quite sharp for the latter. At the same time, the proportion of non

agriculture sector in the rural employment has increased in both West Bengal and 

Uttar Dinajpur district. Here again, the growth rate was sharp for female workers. 

Within the rural non-agriculture sector, the share of tertiary sector was higher 

than that of the secondary sector in both West Bengal and Uttar Dinajpur district. 

Manufacturing household and non-household, accounts for larger share in the 

secondary sector. In the tertiary sector, other services constituted major share 

followed by trade and commerce. 

Among the non-agriculture activities, manufacturing constituted major share 

followed by other services and trade and commerce. All these are clear from 1991 

census data. As per 1991 census, the proportion of workforce engaged in 

manufacturing activities accounted for 10.44 percent followed by other services 6.23 

percent and trade and commerce 5.98 percent in West Bengal. Similarly in Uttar 

Dinajpur district in 1991, the share of manufacturing activities accounted for 4.19 

percent followed by trade and commerce 3.07 percent. Across the sexes, the share of 

females accounted for 18.7 5 percent in manufacturing sector as against the 

corresponding figure of 9.11 percent for males in West Bengal. However, in other 

services, the share of males was 13.95 percent followed by female share of 5.96 

percent. Similarly in Uttar Dinajpur district, the share of females constituted 11.98 

percent in manufacturing as against the corresponding figure of 2.95 percent for 

males. For males, other services constituted major share (3.56 percent) in terms of 

non-agriculture employment, followed by manufacturing (2.95 percent) and trade and 

commerce (3.07 percent). 

In West Bengal non-agriculture sector increased 8.27 percentage points during 

1971-1991 and 14.92 percentage points during 1991-2001. Tertiary sector which 
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accounted for the maJor non-agriculture sector recorded an increase of 4.19 

percentage points during 1971-1991 and secondary sector increased by 4.07 

percentage points during the same period. Within the tertiary sector, trade and 

commerce recorded highest growth of 2.97 percentage points followed by transport 

and communication (. 78 percentage points). Manufacturing the single largest non

agricultural activity recorded an increase of 4.14 percentage points during the same 

period. At the district level (Uttar Dinajpur), non-agricultural sector has grown 3.88 

percentage points during 1971-91 and 11.36 percentage points during 1991-2001. 

Within non-agriculture sector, secondary sector recorded highest growth by 2.58 

percentage points followed by tertiary sector ( 1.3 percentage points) during 1971-91. 

Again within tertiary sector, trade and commerce recorded highest growth of 1.46 

percentage points followed by transport and communication (.64 percentage points). 

Other services recorded negative growth (by - .8 percentage points) during the same 

period. Manufacturing, single largest non-agriculture activity recorded an increase of 

2.25 percentage points during the same period. 
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Table 5.1 
Worker Population Ratio Across the Blocks of Uttar Dinajpur District and in West Bengal (In Percentage) 

1971 1981 1991 2001 

Blocks I District Person Male Female Person Male Female Person Male Female Person Male Female 
Kaliyaganj 29.59 53.81 3.13 31.37 55.22 5.76 35.43 56.71 12.45 34.01 52.08 14.85 

Raiganj 28.94 52.15 3.02 29.62 51.16 6.39 35.24 54.39 14.40 30.77 47.71 12.74 
Hemtabad 29.01 52.62 3.19 30.58 53.09 6.10 33.88 55.02 11.11 29.50 47.53 10.37 

Highly Developed Blocks 29.18 52.86 3 .II 30.52 53.16 6.08 34.85 55.37 12.65 31.43 49.11 12.65 
ltahar 27.00 50.65 2.18 28.19 51.59 3.84 34.82 56.68 12.20 30.32 48.07 11.83 

Karandighi 27.60 51.63 1.77 30.43 53.34 6.18 33.20 54.15 10.79 28.60 43.20 13.22 
Chopra 29.32 54.07 1.63 30.10 54.58 3.45 31.07 54.47 5.75 27.02 44.48 8.40 

Moderately Developed 
Blocks 27.97 52.12 1.86 29.57 53.17 4.49 33.03 54.77 9.58 28.65 45.25 11.15 

Goalpukhar-1 29.52 54.71 1.79 31.79 58.04 3.75 32.78 57.25 6.29 31.66 47.43 14.91 
Goa1pukhar-II 29.54 54.24 2.82 30.10 54.95 3.45 32.38 56.17 6.86 25.62 43.85 6.23 

Islampur 28.98 54.42 .68 29.05 54.38 1.88 29.01 53.01 3.28 26.95 44.52 8.40 
Least Developed Blocks 29.35 54.46 1.76 30.31 55.79 3.03 31.39 55.48 5.48 28.08 45.27 9.85 

District 28.75 53.03 2.21 30.06 53.91 4.54 33.19 55.25 9.43 29.36 46.35 11.38 

West Bengal 27.19 48.48 4.58 28.04 48.12 6.19 30.61 51.18 8.74 27.89 45.76 9.08 

Data Source: Census Reports 1971, 19811991 and 2001 
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Table 5.2 
:osectorw1se Uistrlbution ot Koral worKers by :osex m west Hengat (In rercentageJ 

Industry Group 1971 1981 1991 2001 
Person Male Female Person Male Female Person Male Female Person Male Female 

I Agriculture 81.79 81.60 83.99 73.79 74.65 66.54 73.52 73.64 72.85 58.60 59.83 55.24 
!.Cultivators 43.07 45.57 14.93 40.20 42.87 18.09 37.97 40.88 19.86 25.52 28.71 16.81 

2 .Agricultural 34.99 33.26 54.51 33.58 31.79 48.44 32.24 30.04 45.89 33.08 31.12 38.43 
Labourers 
3.Live stock, 3.73 2.76 14.55 -- - - - --- ---- 3.31 2.71 7.09 - - - - - - - - - - -
Forestry, Fishing 
II Non- 18.21 18.40 16.01 26.21 25.35 33.46 26.48 26.36 27.15 41.40 40.17 44.76 
Agriculture 
Activities 
4.Mining and 1.20 1.23 .81 -- - - - - -- -- -- .43 .47 .21 - - - - - - - - - - -
Quarrying 
5.All 6.30 6.21 7.33 - - - - - - - - ---- 10.44 9.11 18.75 - - - - - - - - - - - -
Manufacturing 
I. Household 
Manufacturing 2.64 2.44 4.89 3.55 3.02 7.89 4.22 3.00 11.84 7.85 4.15 17.94 
ii. Non-
Household 3.66 3.77 2.44 - - - - - - - - - - - - 6.22 6.11 6.91 - - - - - - - - - - -
Manufacturing 
6.Contruction .54 .56 .21 - - - - - - - - - - - - 1.24 1.41 .19 - - - - - - - - - - -
7.Trade and 
Commerce 3.01 3.17 1.24 - - - - - - - - - - - - 5.98 6.63 1.92 - - - - - - - - - - -
8.Transport and 1.46 .38 - - - - - - - - - - - - 2.15 2.48 .12 - - - - - - - - - - - -
Communication 1.37 
9. Other Services 5.79 5.76 6.03 - - - - - - - - - - - - 6.23 13.95 5.96 - - - - - - - - - - -
10. Other - - - - - - - - - - - 22.67 22.32 25.56 - - - - - - - - - - - - 33.55 36.02 26.82 
Workers 

--'-----

Data Source: Census Reports: 1971,1981,1991 and 2001. 
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5.1.4 Growth of Non-Agricultural Workers 

By non-agricultural worker, we mean a person who is engaged in different 

non-agricultural activities like mining and quarrying, household and non-household 

manufacturing, processing, repairs, construction, trade and commerce, transport and 

other services in rural and urban areas. Though there is no major contention on the 

categorization of rural activities into farm and non-farm, there are significant 

differences in the ways researchers and policy-makers define the non-farm sector. In 

fact, NABARD is the first agency to use the term 'non-farm sector.' It defined the 

term rural non-farm sector encompassing all rural industries and services. For the 

purpose of our study, we define non-agricultural activities covering all those 

activities, which are undertaken outside agriculture. Table 5.4 presents data on the 

percentage of non-agricultural workers in the rural workforce at blocks level, which 

have been arranged in to highly developed blocks- Kaliyaganj, Raiganj, Hemtabad; 

moderately developed blocks- ltahar, Karandighi, Chopra and least developed blocks 

- Goalpukhar -I, Goalpukhar -II and Islampur. The share of non-agricultural 

employment in total employment is larger in highly developed blocks as compared to 

moderately developed and least developed blocks in 1971, 1981, and 1991. The share 

of non-agricultural workers in highly developed blocks increased from 9.71 percent in 

1971 to 19.07 percent in 2001. In the case of males, it increased from 9.4 percent in 

1971 to 21.55 percent in 2001. In the case of females, it declined from 15.47 percent 

in 1971 to 13.83 percent in 2001. In the case of moderately developed and least 

developed blocks, the share of females in non-agricultural employment shows no 

clear trend over the decades, but the share of males in non- agricultural employment 

increased over the decades. In 1971, the share of non-agricultural workers varies from 

5.19 percent in Hemtabad block to 15.85 percent in Raignaj block. In 1981, the share 

varies from 9.80 percent in Islampur block to 13.20 percent in Raiganj block. In 1991, 

it varies from 7.22 percent in Goalpukhar- II block to 20.09 percent in Chopra block. 

In 2001, it varies from 17.02 percent in Kaliayaganj to 44.86 percent in Chopra block. 

Therefore, Raiganj block continue to occupy the top rank in terms of the share of rural 

non-agricultural employment during 1971 and 1981 but Chopra block occupies the 

top ranks during 1991 and 2001. This share also rose significantly; in fact, it more 

than doubled, over the period of four decades from 8.30 percent in 1971 to 23.53 

percent in 2001 in Uttar Dinajpur district. The share of non-agricultural workers in 

total workers increased over the decades in both West Bengal and Uttar Dinajpur 
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district but the share of non-agricultural workers in total workers of Uttar Dinajpur 

district is lower than the West Bengal level in all decades. 

5.1.5 Determinants of Non-Agricultural Employment 

The share of non-agricultural activities in the total labour force has been 

increasing over the census period. The shift of workforce from agriculture to non

agriculture sector gives rise to many questions: whether the development factors 

transmitted workforce from the agriculture sector to non-agriculture sector or whether 

it is an outcome of excessive demographic pressure coupled with growing inability of 

agriculture to further absorb the expanding labour force. More over, there are 

considerable variations in the incidence of non-agricultural employment across the 

blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district as observed earlier. As a researcher, we are interested 

to identify the factors responsible for observed variations in the share of non

agricultural employment across the blocks of this district. Scholars have identified 

large number of factors in the literature to explain inter-regional variations in the non

agricultural employment. Such factors included both developmental and distress 

factors which sometimes operate in a mutually reinforcing way (Vaidyanathan, 1986). 

The developmental factors like agricultural modernization and commercialization, 

urbanization, growing literacy have tried to pull the rural households to go in search 

of various non-agricultural activities (Hazell and Aggblade 1991, Dev 1990, Unni 

1991, 1992a, 1992b, Eapen 1995). At the same time, distress factors like poverty, 

unemployment I underemployment due to the inability of agriculture to absorb the 

surplus labour have tried to push the rural households to go in search of various non

agricultural activities and thus tended to act as a sponage for the surplus labour. This 

has been termed as the residual sector hypothesis and suggests a distressed-induced 

growth ofthe non-farm sector (Vaidyanathan, 1986; Dev, 1990). 

5.1.6 Development Factors 

5.1.6.1 Agriculture Related 

Generally development of agriculture and commercialization will encourage 

rural industrial activity by supplying more raw materials, creating demand for inputs 

and allied services, raising demand for consumption goods and generating surplus for 

investment. Growth of agricultur.al production and productivity leads to generation of 
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surplus, which may be invested in non-agricultural activities. At the same time, 

agricultural growth raises the income of the rural people, which may also increase the 

demand for goods and services. Both the generation of agricultural surplus and 

changing pattern of consumption demand could lead to an increase in demand for 

labour in the non-agricultural sector (Unni, 1991 ). In order to study the relationship 

between agricultural growth and percentage of non-agricultural workers, the present 

paper specifies some indicators of agricultural prosperity in a region: the value of 

agricultural output per hectare of gross cropped area as a proxy for level of 

agricultural productivity, the value of agricultural output per hectare of net sown area 

as a proxy for land productivity generating production linkage, the value of 

agricultural output per head of agricultural population, i. e. agricultural workers as 

proxy for per capita income of agricultural classes, net sown area per agricultural 

worker as a proxy of average farm income in the district and percentage of area under 

non-food grains as an index of commercialization in the agriculture. 

Papola (1987) examines both direct and indirect effects of agriculture on the 

level, structure and growth of industries. The direct impact of rapid agricultural 

growth on industrial activity was by supplying more raw materials (backward 

linkages) and creating demand for inputs and allied services (forward linkages). The 

indirect impact was through raising consumption demand and generating surplus for 

investment. He, however, found that the direct relationship in terms of input 

supplying and output using linkages were limited. The relationship appeared to be 

more indirect as indicated earlier. 

Similarly some important studies (Vaidyanthan 1986, Unni 1991, Dev 1990) 

observed significant positive relationship between agricultural productivity and non

agricultural employment across regions of the country and within states across 

districts and talukas (Singh, 1989; Jayraj, 1989; Shukla and Shukla, 1989; Basanta 

Partha Sarathy, 1991). But the positive relation between agricultural and non

agricultural employment does not always hold true. Papola (1987) shows that 

agricultural development may improve the efficiency of rural non-agricultural 

enterprises without necessarily increasing their number. This may reduce the need for 

non-agricultural workers to undertake different activities in the industries. So the 

relationship is quite complex. 

In order to explain the roles of different factors in determining the availability 

of non-agricultural employment across the blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district, the 
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incidence of non-agricultural employment is taken from 2001 census and figures of 

development and distress factors also taken for the year of 2001. Agricultural 

development related factors like value of agricultural output per hectare of gross 

cropped area, value of agricultural output per hectare of net sown area, value of 

agricultural output per head of agricultural population, percentage of area under non

food grains and cropping intensity have varied across the blocks of Uttar Dinajpur 

district in 2001. Out of these factors, value of agricultural output per agricultural 

population has become significantly correlated with non-agricultural employment 

followed by net sown area per worker and cropping intensity. The estimated values of 

correlation co-efficient in 2001 are .9034 for the value of agriculture output per 

worker, .6395 for the net sown area per worker and .6035 for cropping intensity. So 

higher incomes of rural people, higher cropping intensity and more net sown area per 

worker ensures higher availability of non-agricultural employment in the blocks of 

Uttar Dinajpur district. From the discussion it is revealed that demand-led growth of 

non-agricultural employment has taken place in the blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district 

operating both production and consumption linkages of agriculture with non

agriculture sector. 

Another important factor facilitating non-agricultural employment may be 

percentage of area devoted to non-food grains in relation to total cropped area. The 

degree of commercialization as measured by percentage of area under non-food grains 

crops would have a direct impact on non-agricultural activity by supplying raw 

materials for processing and other industrial activity and thus stimulates forward 

production linkages. Moreover, with the spread of commercialization, agriculture gets 

more specialized and volume of trade and trade related activities expanded. Across 

the blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district, the percentage of areas under the non-food grains 

is estimated to be highest in Chopra Blocks (11.03). Accordingly, the incidence of 

non-agricultural employment is highest in this block. So commercialization has 

positive relation with non-agricultural employment. The estimated value of 

correlation is .86, which is statistically significant. 
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Table 5.3 
-------------Sectorwise Distrib · · fRural Workers bv Sex of Uttar D' · o· 

Industry Group 1971 1981 1991 2001 
Person Males Females Persons Males Females Persons Males Females Persons Males Females 
s 

I. Agriculture 91.71 92.01 83.86 89.43 90.33 77.90 87.82 88.35 84.49 76.47 76.87 75.59 
!.Cultivators 60.60 62.12 20.81 50.46 53.31 14.22 45.92 50.55 16.60 32.70 37.87 21.52 
2.Agricultural 30.53 29.43 59.41 38.97 37.02 63.68 40.89 36.84 66.57 43.77 39.00 54.07 
Labourers 
3.Livestock, .58 .46 3.64 - - - - --- - -- - - 1.01 .96 1.32 -- - - - - - - - - - -
Forestry, Fishing 
II. Non- 8.30 8.01 17.14 10.58 9.67 22.09 12.18 11.65 15.49 23.53 23.13 24.41 
Agriculture 
4. Mining and .01 .02 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - .01 .01 .01 - - - - - - - - - - - -
Quarrying 
5.All 1.94 1.68 8.68 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 4.19 2.95 11.98 - - - - - - - - - - - -
Manufacturing 
I. Household .97 .77 6.32 1.81 1.00 12.10 1.60 .90 6.01 3.70 1.51 8.43 
Manufacturing 
ii. Non-household .97 .91 2.36 - - - - - - - -- - - -- 2.59 2.05 5.97 - - - - - - - - - - - -
Manufacturing 
6.Construction .11 .11 .09 - - - - - - - - - - - - - .44 .49 .10 - - - - - - - - - - - -
?.Trade and 
Commerce 1.61 1.63 1.09 - - - - - - - - - - - - 3.07 3.41 .93 - - - - - - - - - - - -
8. Transport and 
Communication .42 .43 1.17 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1.06 1.23 .03 - - - - - - - - - - - -
9. Other Services 4.21 4.14 6.11 - - - - - - - - - - - - 3.41 3.56 2.44 - - - - - - - - - - - - -
10. Other Workers - - - - - - - - - - - - 8.77 8.67 9.99 - - - - - - - - - - - - 19.84 21.63 15.98 

-- -----

Data Source: Census Reports 1971, 1981, 1991, and 2001. 
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p t f Rural Non-F 
Table 5.4 

Workers in the Rural Workforce A 
1971 1981 

Blocks I District Persons Males Females Persons Males 
Kaliyaganj 8.08 7.52 18.61 9.25 8.74 
Raiganj 15.85 15.62 20.19 13.19 13.20 
Hemtabad 5.19 5.06 7.62 9.87 9.35 
Highly Developed Blocks 9.71 9.40 15.47 10.77 10.43 

Itahar 7.44 7.11 15.55 9.74 8.88 
Karandighi 7.50 7.15 19.94 9.24 7.86 
Chopra 10.55 9.33 55.97 12.92 12.19 

Moderately Developed 8.50 7.86 30.49 10.63 9.64 
Blocks 
Goalpukhar-1 7.64 7.08 26.51 10.24 7.88 
Goal pukhar-II 6.49 6.38 8.75 9.98 9.77 
Islam pur 6.36 6.26 69.21 9.80 8.73 

Least Developed Blocks 6.83 6.57 34.82 10.01 8.79 

Uttar Dinajpur District 8.30 8.01 17.14 10.58 9.67 
West Bengal 18.21 18.40 16.01 26.21 25.35 

Data Source: Census Reports 1971, 1981, 1991 and 2001. 
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he Blocks of Uttar D' · District and West B ~-- ~--

1991 2001 
Females Persons Males Females Persons Males Females 
14.51 14.31 13.52 18.18 17.02 19.26 12.75 I 
13.10 16.00 17.82 8.49 21.76 25.05 14.74 
14.86 15.75 15.30 18.15 18.43 20.34 13.97 
14.16 15.35 15.55 14.94 19.07 21.55 13.83 

21.81 9.98 10.22 8.73 18.36 20.27 15.33 
21.82 12.35 9.29 28.78 31.93 21.81 50.30 
25.52 20.09 18.52 36.20 44.86 42.24 54.60 

23.05 14.14 12.68 24.57 31.72 28.11 40.08 

49.24 12.25 10.61 28.36 18.71 18.68 21.18 
13.44 7.22 7.47 5.06 18.30 17.13 22.09 
42.88 11.95 11.44 20.75 24.32 23.68 26.43 

35.19 10.47 9.84 18.06 20.44 19.83 23.23 

22.09 12.18 11.65 15.49 23.53 23.13 24.40 
33.46 26.48 26.36 27.15 41.40 40.17 44.76 
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Table 5.5 

Correlates of Non-agricultural Employment by Blocks of Uttar Dinajpur District 

Agriculture related 
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Kaliyaganj 39989.52 
18300.02 

12879.43 ~'") 118.52 58.61 48.06 6.24 
29336.47 ·-'-

Raiganj 58656.26 
18021.76 

18898.51 .32 99.94 78.35 68.83 7.44 
Hemtabad 30442.08 12939.05 .43 68.92 32.11 29.36 5.46 

Itahar 41857.42 25642.13 14009.01 .33 63.24 60.05 45.87 5.79 
Karandighi 56810.18 25879.28 19696.46 .35 119.52 44.72 42.38 6.07 

Chopra 50215.8 22396.49 28867.13 .57 124.13 18.59 11.56 11.03 
16143.36 8365.32 .33 54.95 36.00 33.28 5.28 

Goalpukhar - I 25014 
Goalpukhar - II 33350.9 25660.5 15813.66 .47 29.97 80.19 77.65 5.37 

lslampur 40319.48 
24504.59 17514.10 .43 64.54 18.61 9 7.02 

Data Source: District Statistical Hand Book, 2002 
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Table 5.5 (Continued) 

Urbanization, Infrastructure and Distress Related Factors 
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Kaliyaganj 20.05 90.05 45.77 32 54.13 29.58 73.33 

Raiganj 31.32 89.55 28.50 40 50.30 NA NA 

Hemtabad Nil 71.68 31.37 30 56.72 21.96 76.67 

ltahar Nil 92.68 39.65 28 47.37 33.79 83.33 

Karandighi Nil 85.24 39.23 35 36.01 23.76 90.00 

Chopra Nil 80.51 28.69 28 43.29 NA NA 

Goa1pukhar - I 17.91 68.75 48.82 31 31.60 16.89 70.00 

Goalpukhar- II Nil 72.02 46.17 32 34.11 NA NA 

lslampur Nil 93.07 54.94 48 38.39 33.79 73.33 

Data Source: District Statistical Hand Book 2002 and Data on Poverty and Unemployment data obtained from Own Field Survey, 2002-03 
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5.1.6.2 Rural Literacy 

Rural literacy rate is another important factor outside agriculture, which 

influences the non-agricultural employment. A strong positive relationship between 

literacy rate and non-agricultural employment has been observed for Kerala (Eapen, 

1994), for Gujrat (Basant, 1993), Tamil Nadu (Jayaraj, 1994) and Orissa (Sarna}, 

1997). The level of education is expected to facilitate and enable shifts of the work 

force from agriculture to non-agriculture sector. In our study, we find no significant 

association between literacy rate and non-agricultural employment. Considering all 

the blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district, the literacy rate among rural people is highest in 

Hemtabad block (56.72 percent) followed by Kaliyagnaj block (54.13 percent) in 

2001. It is negatively correlated with non-agricultural employment. The estimated 

value of correlation co-efficient is -.2002 but not significant. Thus level of literacy 

does not seem to have been associated with higher incidence of non-agricultural 

employment in Uttar Dinajpur district. 

Table 5.6 
Simple Correlation Analysis to Explain the Association with the Incidence of 
Rural Non-Agricultural Employment (Share of Non-Agricultural Workers in 

Total Workers) 
Correlation T-Test 

Value of Agricultural Output Per Hactare ofNet .5523 1.74 
Sown Area 
(2001) 
Value of Agricultural Output Per Hectare of Gross .1924 .51 
Cropped Area 
(2001) 
Value of Agricultural Output Per Head of .9034 5.42 
Agricultural Worker (200 1) 
Net Sown Area Per Agricultural Worker (ha.) .6395 2.21 
(2001) 
Intensity of Cropping .6035 1.99 
(2001) 
Percentage of Area Under Non-Food Grains .8585 4.47 

Percentage of Net Irrigated Area of Net Sown Area -.5206 1.62 
(2001) 

Percentage of Irrigated Area Under Ground Water -0.5042 1.59 
ofNet Sown Area 
Urbanization .0217 .053 
Lengths of Rural Roads Per '00 sq. KM of -.4095 1.19 
Geographical Area (200 1) 
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Rural Population Served Per Bank Office -.0615 .16 
(Commercial+Gramin) (in 000) (2001) 

Percentage of Village Electrified .0713 .19 
(2001) 

Rural 
Literacy Rate (200 1) -.2002 .54 
Unemployment (2002) -.0200 .05 

Poverty -.4074 1.34 
Data Source: Calculated from Tables 5.4 and 5.5 

5.1.6.3 UrbanizatWn and Infrastructure Facilities 

Urbanization and development of infrastructure, which emanate outside 

agriculture, can also lead to the growth of non-agricultural activity within rural areas. 

The proximity to urban centres or urbanization has an important influence on the 

growth of non-farm employment, which has been noted by a number of studies (e. g. 

Unni 1991, Eapen 1995, Papola 1992). Besides urbanization, the importance of rural 

infrastructure in expanding non-farm sector has been highlighted in some studies (e. 

g., Hazell and Haggblade, 1991 ). Rural infrastructures include roads, rural 

electrification, irrigation which encourages the growth of the non-agricultural 

activities through fostering agricultural growth performances. Other infrastructures 

include marketing facilities and banks, which strengthen the foundation of agriculture 

and thus influence non-agricultural activity. Banks provides credit for purchasing 

agricultural inputs like ploughs, pump sets, sprayers and equipments which are either 

produced or distributed by non-agricultural enterprises and thus in the process 

establishes inter sectoral linkages between farm and non-farm sectors. The index of 

urbanization as captured by the percentages of urban population to total population 

varied across the blocks of the district. 

The level of urbanization has been captured by the percentage of urban 

population to total population of the district. Out of the nine blocks of this district, 

only three blocks have urban areas. Raiganj block is more urbanized where persons 

living in urban areas accounted for 31.32 percent of total population against the 

figures of 20.05 percent in Kaliyaganj block and 17.91 percent in Islampur block. The 

association between urbanization and non-agricultural employment across the blocks 

of this district is positive but not significant. The estimated correlation co-efficient is 

.0217. In respect of infrastructure, viz lengths of roads per hundred sq. km of 

geographical areas, Islampur block displays the higher figure of 54.94 km per hundred 
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sq. km of geographical areas as compared to other blocks of this district. It is 

negatively correlated with non-agricultural employment but not significant. Similarly, 

in respect of other rural infrastructures like village electrification rate and banking 

services facilities, Islampur block ahead of other blocks of this district. These are 

positively correlated with non-agricultural employment but not significant. So the 

association of non-agricultural employment with urbanization and rural infrastructures 

has been weakened across the blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district in 2001. 

5.1.6.4 Irrigation 

Development of irrigation facilities in rural areas helps to increase agricultural 

production by increasing cropping intensity and production yield per hectare. The 

increase in agricultural production leads to increase in income of rural farmers. The 

increase in rural incomes may alter the pattern of consumption demand towards non

food items leading to the emergence of non-agricultural activities. It is observed from 

Table 5.5 that Goal Pukhar-11 block enjoys better irrigational facilities. The 

percentage of area under irrigation accounts for 80.19 percent for Goal Pukhar -II 

block of Uttar Dinajpur district. It is positively correlated with non-agricultural 

employment. The estimated value of correlation co-efficient is .461081 but not 

significant. 

5.1.6.5 Distress Factors 

Another hypothesis regarding non-agricultural activities in rural areas can be 

termed as 'distress diversification' into unproductive or low paid non-agricultural 

jobs. This occurs when rural workers are not absorbed in agriculture and they spill 

over into non-agricultural activities. Such a spill off excess labour from the 

agriculture to the non-agriculture sector has been put forward as the residual sector 

hypothesis (Vaidyanathan, 1986). Vaidyanathan (1986) observed a strong positive 

relation between unemployment rate and proportion of non-agricultural workers 

across states and attributed this to an imbalance between demand and supply. Verma 

and Verma also show weak production linkages between two sectors in a labour 

surplus economy like India and suggest strong association between unemployment 

and non-agricultural employment. According to them, none of the proxies of distress 

factors except the current daily unemployment rate (NSS 43rd Round) shows a 

significant association with rural male non-farm employment. They explain that the 
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incidence of poverty (head-count ratio for 1987 -88) is found to be negatively though 

insignificantly associated with non-farm employment. The negative relationship may 

be due to lack of demand and absence of infrastructure facilities in the region of high 

incidence of poverty. An increasing larger part of the rural labour force has to seek 

non-farm job due to casualisation and seasonal variation of employment in 

agriculture, which may be the cause of strong association between unemployment rate 

and rural male non-farm employment. 

Unni (1991) used two other proxies for 'distress diversification': percentage of 

landless labour households and incidence of poverty of the regions, both of which 

were not associated with non-farm employment. The hypothesis is that distress 

conditions perhaps do lead to the growth of non-agricultural activity due to lack of 

demand for such goods in such regions. When these regions were disaggregated by 

the level of development it was observed that in the developed regions the percentage 

of landless households and non-agricultural employment was positively associated 

(Unni, 1998). In different districts of Kerala, Eapen (1995) uses land man ratio and 

percentages of marginal holding to total holdings as a proxy for push factors out of 

agriculture and found that both factors were positively related to non-farm 

employment in 1981 and 1991. She also observed that in 1981 while both demand 

related and distress factors were important for growth of non-agricultural 

employment, in 1991 only distress related factors and urbanization were important. 

Regarding distress factors, none of the proxies shows a significant association 

with non-agricultural employment in this district. The incidence of per capita person 

day unemployment rate is found to be negatively though insignificantly associated 

with non-agricultural employment. For measuring unemployment rate, we assume 

305 days out of 365 days in a year as actual days available for employment of an 

agricultural labourer of this district after excluding time devoted for consumption and 

leisure purposes. Higher unemployment implies lower availability of employment in 

non-agriculture sector in this district. The second phase of green revolution has been 

marked by falling labour absorptive capacity of agriculture, rising landlessness, 

falling incidence of tenancy and rising wage based production. In addition, an 

increasing by greater part of agricultural labourer is being hired casually, with peak 

demand expressly directed towards some specified crop operation. Given these 

situations, due to non-availability of non-agricultural employment in rural areas, the 

agricultural labourers and rural workers of this district remain unemployed. 
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The incidence of poverty in a region could also lead to distress diversification 

into non-agricultural activities. Poverty among agricultural labourers has been found 

due to low level of agricultural development which led to low demand and inhibit 

rather facilitate non-agricultural employment. The incidence of poverty is captured by 

the variable percentage of population below poverty line. We measure poverty among 

agricultural labourers of this district on the basis of NSS estimate of Rs. 327 per 

capita per month in rural areas at 1999-00 prices. The incidence of poverty among 

agricultural labourers varied from 70.00 percent in Goalpukhar-1 block to 90.00 

percent block of Uttar Dinajpur district. The incidence of poverty among agricultural 

labourers is found to be positively though insignificantly associated with non

agricultural employment. Poverty forces them to adopt low paid non-agricultural job 

in this district. 

5.1.7 Overall Findings on Inter-regional Variation of Non-agricultural 

Employment 

The role of pull and push factors in generating non-agricultural employment 

across the blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district has been widely discussed in our study. 

Pull factors relating to agricultural prosperity like value of agricultural output per 

head of agricultural population approximating per capita income of agricultural 

classes, net sown area per agricultural worker as proxy for average farm income in the 

district, cropping intensity and commercialization, i. e. percentage of area under non

food grains have played an important role in generating non-agricultural employment 

in different blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district. Increased incomes of farm workers and 

commercialization have resulted in a demand led growth of the non-farm sector. This 

has occurred through multiple linkages of agriculture with non-agricultural sector 

including both consumption and production linkages. Here it should be emphasized 

that the impact of consumption linkages on the size of non-farm employment appears 

to hold good more than that of production linkages. That is, the relative importance of 

rural well being reflected in the demand for goods and services appears to be the 

major determinant. The consumption linkages (rendering demand for goods and 

services) have operated through increase in income of farmers and are reflected in 

both the correlates namely, value of agricultural output per head of agricultural 

worker, net sown area per agricultural worker and commercialization of agriculture 

(AERC, Santiniketan, 2004). So rural prosperity have played important roles in 
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generating non-agricultural employment more through generating consumption 

linkages in this district. The roles of other important factors outside agriculture like 

urbanization and infrastructures are not significant. The factors for distress 

diversification like poverty and unemployment among agricultural labourers did not 

appear as the factors influencing the growth of non-agricultural sectors. 
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5.2 Occupational Diversification and Non-Farm Employment of Agricultural 

Labourers in West Bengal with Special Reference to Uttar Dinajpur 

District 

5.2.1 Introduction 

Agricultural labourers generally accept hiring out their labour in agriculture as 

their main occupation in terms of major source of income and I or major time criterion 

and non-agriculture work as secondary activity. They accept the second activity 

because of uncertainty and insufficiency of employment and income streams from the 

first activity. Our agricultural operations are highly seasonal and limited to certain 

months and cannot provide continuous year round employment. They suffer from 

poverty, unemployment, illiteracy and poor health. To solve the problems of poverty, 

unemployment and disguised unemployment created within the agrarian system, 

development of non-agriculture sector is essential to generate additional employment 

opportunities in rural areas. The present study is an attempt to understand the nature 

and extent of occupational diversification with level and pattern of non-farm 

employment of agricultural labourers of different selected villages of Uttar Dinajpur 

district. 

5.2.2 Work Participation and Diversification of Economic Activities 

The diversification of economic activities may happen by two processes: (i) by 

increasing the number of workers in the household engaged in diflerent economic 

activities or by the participation of each member in more than one economic activity 

participation. Consequently, the present section analyses data on work participation 

ratios (WPRs ), distribution of agricultural labourers according to the sources of non

agricultural activities and number of activities undertaken per worker. Given the 

importance of gender as a determinant of work participation, the analysis is attempted 

separately for males and females. 

5.2.2.1 Worker Population Ratio 

The WPRs for agricultural labourers has been discussed to understand the 

nature and extent of occupational diversification at the household level and individual 

level. The Table 5.7 presents the worker population ratios (WPR) of the agricultural 

labour households on the basis of development of blocks. The WPR for agricultural 
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labourer households ranged from 41.10 percent at Dharampur - a village under least 

developed blocks to 53.52 percent at Malon - a village under highly developed 

blocks. Table also reflects gender discrimination in the worker population ratio. The 

female WPRs are lower than the male as expected. The WPR for male agricultural 

labourers range from 51.32 percent at Dharampur -a village under least developed 

blocks to 64.29 percent at Delwalpur - a village under highly devlpoped blocks. But 

in the case of female, the WPR range from 30 percent at Dharampur to 51.95 percent 

at Tilna - a village under moderately developed blocks. So the WPR is higher in the 

villages of highly developed blocks as compared to the villages of moderately 

developed blocks and least developed blocks. 

Table 5.7 
w k p or er opu laf R tio A JOD a cross s d v·n urveye I a2es 0 fUtt D. ar maJpur D. t · t IS riC 

ViiJages/ District 
Landless Agricultural Marginal Farmer-Cum-

All Categories 
Labourers Agricultural Labourers 

., ., ., ., ., 0 <;! 5 <;! 5 <;! 
~ <;! E <;! E <;! E :::; 0 :::; 0 :::; ., E- ., E- 0 E-.... .... .... 

Villages under 
Highly Developed 
Blocks 
Delwalpur 70.83 30.43 51.06 60.87 45.65 53.26 64.29 40.58 52.52 
Malon 53.49 52.27 52.87 62.07 46.15 54.55 56.94 50.00 53.52 
Villages under 
Moderately 
Developed Blocks 
Nakol 53.19 38.78 45.83 65.38 44.00 54.90 57.53 40.54 48.98 
Tilna 52.94 48.65 50.70 55.26 55.00 55.13 54.17 51.95 53 02 
Villages under 
Least Developed 
Blocks 
Jagtagaon 47.30 38.71 46.83 66.67 57.14 61.54 55.71 40.58 48.20 
Dharampur 56.52 25.53 40.86 43.33 39.13 41.51 51.32 30.00 41 10 
District 55.71 39.06 48.03 58.93 47.85 53.48 56.66 42.28 49.56 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

5.2.2.2 Distribution of Agricultural labourers According to the Sources of Non

Agricultural Activities 

The agricultural labourers accept non-agricultural activities as a subsidiary 

activity. Table 5.8 shows the number and percentage of households without and with 

subsidiary sources of income across the village of Uttar Dinajpur district. The 

percentage of agricultural labour households reporting subsidiary source of income 

was higher in all the villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. Only 27.40 percent 

agricultural labour households have no subsidiary source of income in this district. 

The percentage of agricultural labour households with subsidiary source of income 

range from 61.12 percent at Jagatagaon - a village under least developed blocks to 
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76.72 percent at Delwalpur - a village under highly developed blocks. So with the 

development of blocks the agricultural labourers have diversified their economic 

activities. This validates the fact that the size of pure agricultural labourers declined 

over the periods because of uncertainty of employment in agriculture, better work 

opportunity in other sector and growing consciousness among the agricultural 

labourers. 

Table 5.8 
Proportion of Agricultural Labourer without and With Subsidiary Sources of 

1 A s d v·n r u n· n· · nco me cross urveye I ages o ttar maJpur 1stnct 
Blocks I Villages 

Numberand Percentage of Agricultural Number and Percentage of Agricultural 
Laboures Without Subsidiary Sources of Labourers With Subsidiary Sources of income 

/District 
Income 
Male Female Total Male Female Total 

Villages under Highly 
Developed Bloeks 
De/wa/pur 8 (10.%) 9 (12.33) 17 (23.29) 36 (49.32) 20 (27.40) 56 (76 72) 
Malon 9 (4.84) 9 (11.84) 18 (23 68) 30 (39.47) 28 (36.84) 58 (76.31) 
Villages under 
Moderately 
Developed Blocks 
Na/co/ II (15.28) 7 (9.72) 18 (25) 30 (41.67) 24 (33.33) 54 (75.00) 
Tilna 11 (13.92) 12(15.19) 23 (29.11) 29 (36.71) 27 (34.18) 56 (70 89) 

Villages under Least 
Developed Blocks 
Jagatagaon 14 (20.90) 12(17.91) 26 (38.81) 26 (38 81) 15 (22.39) 41 (6112) 
Dharampur 7 (11.67) 8 (13.33) 15 (25.00) 30 (500 15 (25) 45 (75) 

District 60 (14.05) 57 (1335) 117 (27.40) 181 (42.39) 129(3021) 310 (72.60) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

Non-agricultural activities can include all those activities, which are 

undertaken outside agriculture. In this sense, rural non-agricultural activity is 

essentially residual category (Basant and Kumar, 1989). Rural non-agricultural 

activities consist of manufacturing- mainly agro-processing and the production, repair 

and supply of farm inputs, construction, rural crafts, trade, transport and services that 

cater largely to rural consumer demand. Rural non-agricultural activities have to 

emerge partly through the growth process and partly through conscious policy 

interventions. Viadyanathan (1986) shows that it is either due to 'distress 

diversification' or due to the emergence of a dynamic and viable non-agriculture 

sector (or relative importance of 'push' and 'pull' factors). The data presented in the 

Tables 5.9 and 5.10 show the various non-agricultural activities in which the 

agricultural labour households were engaged and accepted these activities as a 

subsidiary source of income. The proportion of agricultural labourers engaged in non-
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agricultural activities as a subsidiary occupation or main occupation was observed to 

be highest at Dharampur (48.33)- a village under least developed blocks followed by 

Delwalpur (41.10 percent) and Malon (40.79percent) - villages under highly 

developed blocks. The participation of female agricultural labourers in non

agricultural activities is lower as compared to male agricultural labourers in all 

villages of this district. In this district, the proportion of agricultural labourers 

engaged in non-agricultural activities was 39.35 percent and the share of female 

agricultural labourers in the non-agricultural activities (27.47 percent) was lower than 

male agricultural labourers (48.15 percent). Thatching activities, mud wall 

construction, rural crafts like basket making, dhokra weaving, transport and trade, 

manufacturing industries outside the state are the main non-farm activities of the 

agricultural labourers of this district. Among the different non-agricultural activities, 

thatching activity was the principle non-agricultural activity of agricultural labourers 

of this district followed by manufacturing industries outside the state. Accordingly, 

highest proportions of agricultural labourers are engaged in thatching activities (9.60 

percent) followed manufacturing industry (5.85 percent) outside the state and 

transport (4.92 percent). In all villages except Dharampur, the largest proportion of 

agricultural labourers accepted thatching activities as a main non-agricultural activity. 

The next highest rate of growth of employment is seen in construction activities. In all 

villages except Dharampur, the largest proportion of agricultural labourers accepted 

thatching activities as a main non-agricultural activity. The next highest rate of 

growth of employment is seen in construction activities. Other sectors with relatively 

high rate of growth of employment have been transport, storage and communications, 

trade and commerce, mining and quarrying. At Dharampur, maximum proportion of 

agricultural labourers engaged in manufacturing industries located outside the state 

followed by thatching activities. We also discuss the shares of different sectors of 

non-agricultural activities on the basis of development of blocks. Villages under 

highly developed blocks, the share of tertiary sector was 6.09 percent, which is lower 

than the villages under moderately developed blocks (9 .11 percent) and villages under 

least developed blocks (10.58 percent). So the share of secondary sector is higher in 

the villages under highly developed blocks as compared to villages under moderately 

developed blocks and villages under least developed blocks. 
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Table 5.9 
Proportion of Agricultural Labourers Engaged in Different Non-Agricultural Activities Across Surveyed Villages 

- - --- --- -- --- - - -Under Hie:hlv Develooed Blocks and Moderatelv Develooed Blocks of Uttar Dinaiour D' · · 
Villages Under Highly Developed Blocks Villages Under Moderately Developed Blocks 

Types of Non- Delwalpur Malon Nakai Tilna 
Agricultura!Activities 

M F T M F T M F T M F T 

!.Manufacturing 3 (6.67) - 3(4.11) 7(17.07) -.. -- 7(9.21) ... --- --- ----- 2(5 13) ---- 2(2.53) 

Industry Outside the 
State 

2.Manufacturing 1(222) ----- I ( 1.37) 1(244) 1(2 86) 2(2.63) 1(2 38) --- 1(139) - ... - ... - ---- ----
Industry Within the 
District 

3.Rural Crafts 1(222) 5( 17 86) 6(822) 1(244) 2(5 71) 3(3.95) --- - 1(333) I(IJ9) ----- 4(10 00) 4(5 06) 

4.Biri Binding 
---- ---- --- - 2(6 67) 2(2 78) -- --- ----- -------- ---- --- -- -----

5.Mashion 1(222) 1(3 57) 2(2 74) ---- - ... - -- ----- 1(238) ---- 1(139) 1(2 56) -- --- 1(127) 

6.Road Construction ---- ---- --- ... - 1(244) 1(2 86) 2(263) 1(238) 1(333) 2(2.78) ----- ----- -----

7.Mud House 
Construction 4(8 89) 1(3 57) 5(6 85) 4(9 76) 2(5 71) 6(7 89) 2(4 76) 1(333) 3(4 17) 1(256) 1(2 50) 2(253) 

8.Thatching 
5(1111) 2(7 14) 7(959) 6(14 63) 2(5 71) 8(1053 6(14 29 3( 10 0) 9(12 5) 4(1026) 1(2 50) 5(6 33) 

9.Trade 2(444) 2(3 57) 4(548) ---- - ----- ----- 2(2 76) 1(333) 3(4 17) 2(513) 4( 10 0) 6(7 59 

I O.Transport 1(222) ----- l(IJ7) - ...... -- - ---- ----- 1(238) --- ... - 1(1.39) 3(7 69) ----- 3(3 80) 

II. Hotel ---- ---- ----- 2(4 88) --- -- 2(2 63) --- - - -- ... ---- ... ---- ---- ---- -

12.Services 
1(222) ----- 1(137) 1(244) ---- I (I 32 --- - - ---- ---- 1(256) ----- 1(127) 

rota I 19 (4221) 11(39 28) 30(41.10) 23(56.10) 8(22 86) 31(40.79) 14(3333) 9(30) 23(31.95) 14(35 90) 10(25) 24(3038) 
--

Data Source: Own Field Survey 
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Table 5.10 
Proportion of Agricultural labourers Engaged in Different Non-Agricultural Activities Across Surveyed Villages of 

-- ~~- ~ - - --- -- ~-- ----- ~~---- -- --- - ----- ---- - --------Least Develooed Blocks and Uttar Dinaiour District 
Villa2es under Least Developed Blocks 

District 
Types of Non-Agricultural Activities Jagatagaon Dharampur 

M F T M F T M F T 

I . Manufacturing Industry Outside the State 4(1026) .. -.... - 4(5 97) 9(23.08) --- 9(15) 25(10.20) .. -- -- .. 25(5 85) 

2.Manufacturing Industry Within the 1(2 56) ----- 1(149) 1(2.56) 1(4 76) 2(3.33) 5(2 04) 2( 1.1 0) 7(164) 
District 

1(2 56) 4(1429) 5(746) ------ 1(4 76) 1(1.67) 3(122) 17(934) 20(4 68) 
3 Rural Crafts 

------ 2(7 14) 2(2 99) ---- .. 2(9 52) 2(3.33) --- .. -- 6(3.30) 6(141) 
4 lltn Btnding 

1(256) ------ I( I 49) 1(256 1(4 76) 2(333) 5(2 04) 2(110) 7(164) 
S.Mashion 

----- ----- ------ ----- --- -- -- .. -- 2(.82) 2(110) 4(94) 
6.Road Construction 

?.Mud House Construction ----- - .......... ------ -.... -- ---- -- .. - 11(4.49) 5(2 75) 16(3 75) 

S.Thatching 
7(17 95) 2(714) 9(1343) 3(7.69) ---- 3(5.00) 31(1265) 10(5 49) 41(9 60) 

9.Trade 
1(2 56) 1(3.57) 2(2 99) 2(513) 2(952) 4(667) 9(3 67) 10(549) 19(445) 

I 0 Transport 
1(2 56) ------ 1(149) 5(12 82) - -- -- 5(8.33) 11(8 57) ----- - 11(2 58) 

II Hotel 
------ ---- -- -- - - -- ---- ---- ----- 2(82) ------ 2(47) 

12 Services 
------ ----- ------ 1(2.56) ----- 1(167) 4(163) ------ 4( 94) 

Total 16(4102) 9(3214) 25(373 I) 22(56.41) 7(33.33) 29(48.33) 108(44.08) 54(29 67) 162(37.94) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 
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Table 5.11 
Proportion of Agricultural Labourers Work Within the Village, Outside the Village and Outside the State Across 

Surveyed Villages of Uttar Dinajpur District 

Within the Village Outside the Village Outside the state 
Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total 

Villages under Highly 
Developed Blocks 
De/wa/pur 9(20.00) 10(35.71) 19(26.03) 7( 15.56) I (3.57) 8(10.96) 3(6.67) --- - 3(4.11) 
Malon 13(31.71) 7(20.00) 20(26.32) 3(7.32) 1(2.86) 4(5.26) 7(20.00) - - -- 7(9.21) 

Villages under 
Moderately developed -
blocks 
Nakai 9(21.43) 7(23.33) 16(22.22) 5(11.90) 2(6.67) 7(9.72) - .. - ... ------- ........... 
Tilna 7(17 .95) 7(17.5) 14(17.72) 5(12.82) 3(7.5) 8(10.13) 2(5.13) -------- 2(2.53) 
Villages under Least 
Developed Blocks 
Jagatagaon 10(25.64) 7(25.00) 17(25.37) 2(5.13) 2(7.14) 4(5.97) 4(10.26) -------- 4(5.97) 
Dharampur 7(17.95) 7(33.33) 14(23.33) 6(15.38) -------- 6(10.00) 9(23.08) -------- 9(15.00) 
All Villages I District 55(22.45) 45(24.73) 100(23.42) 28(11.43) 9(4.95) 37(8.67) 25(10.20) ------ 25(5.85) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 
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It is very important to note that all non-agricultural activities are not carried on 

in the rural areas. All data on agriculture and non-agricultural activities of agricultural 

labourers are collected on the basis of residence of respondents, and not according to 

the place of work or location of economic activity. The 43rd Round of the N S S, 

conducted during 1987-88, estimated that almost 2.5 million male workers and 

151,000 female workers residing in rural areas of our country had a reported place of 

work in a neighbouring town or city. The larger the nearby towns, shorter the 

commuting distance and cheaper the cost, the larger is the likely to be the incidence of 

this phenomenon. In our study area, non-agricultural activities pursued by the 

agricultural labour households are on seasonal basis within the village or outside the 

village or outside the state. Out of the 427 agricultural labourers, only 162 (37.94 

percent) agricultural labourers reportedly work in various non-agricultural activities 

as subsidiary source of income. Non-agricultural activities generated within the 

villages are mostly seasonal. They got non-agricultural employment during March

July from non-agricultural activities like thatching, road construction, mud well 

construction in the rural areas etc. Some of them also engage themselves in building 

construction work, agro-processing industries and as a rickshaw pullers in urban 

areas. Out of 37.94 percent agricultural labourers, 23.42 percent reportedly engaged 

themselves in non-agricultural activities within the village, 8.67 percent outside the 

village, i. e. in nearby towns and 5.85 percent outside the state, i. e. in Punjab, 

Haryana, Uttar Pradesh and Delhi. In our study area, non-agricultural activities 

pursued by the agricultural labour households are on seasonal basis within the village 

or outside the village or outside the state. Out of the 427 agricultural labourers, only 

162 (37.94 percent) agricultural labourers reportedly work various non-agricultural 

activities as subsidiary source of income. Non-agricultural activities generated within 

the villages are mostly seasonal. Such seasonal migration in the urban areas or even in 

the outside the state is largely the result of distress factors like underemployment and 

compulsion to supplement the meager farm income to meet both food and non-food 

needs. However, the easily availability unskilled jobs on a large scale in the towns and 

cities and also the developed transport facilities have motivated large numbers of 

agricultural labourers to migrate from villages to town or even outside the state. 

Another reason is that agricultural labourers now prefer to engage themselves in non

agricultural activities as compared to agricultural activities. They feel that non

agricultural activities are more comfortable than agricultural activities and also 
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ensures higher income if they migrated in town or outside the state. They are also able 

to maintain cleanliness and standard of life through participation in the non

agricultural activities. 

5.2.2.3 Average Number of Economic Activities Per Household and Per Worker 

Table 5.6 shows average number sources of income reported by landless and 

marginal farmer-cum-agricultural labourer households of different selected villages of 

Uttar Dinajpur district. On an average, the surveyed households had 2. 7 4 sources of 

income in this district. The marginal farmer-cum-agricultural labour households had 

3.30 sources of income, which is higher than the sources of income of landless 

agricultural labour household (2.1 0). In the case of landless agricultural labour 

household, the number ranged from 1.87 at Jagatagaon - a village under least 

developed blocks to 2.33 at Delwalpur - a village under highly developed block. But 

in the case of marginal farmer-cum-agriculturallabour households, the number ranged 

from 3.07 at Nakol- a village under moderately developed block to 3.83 at Delwalpur 

- a village under highly developed block. So the same village recorded the highest 

number of sources of income per agricultural labour household. 

Occupational diversification of agricultural labour household also occurs with 

the participation of each member of the household in more than one economic 

activity. Table 5.7 shows the average number of economic activities per agricultural 

labourer. On an average, an agricultural labourer had 2.03 sources of income; of 

which landless agricultural labourer had 1.86 sources of income and marginal farmer

cum-agricultural labourer had 2.22 sources of income. Male agricultural labourers 

were found to participate in more economic activities as compared to female 

agricultural labourers. The number of economic activities per agricultural labourer 

was higher among landed than landless agricultural labour households. So access to 

land provided more possibilities for diversification to the household (Unni, 1996). 

The average number of activities per worker, both males and females, was higher in 

the relatively developed villages. 
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Table 5.12 
Average Number of Sources of Income Per Agricultural Labour Household 

A s d v·n f Utt D. D" t · t cross urveye 1 ages o ar maJpur IS riC 

Villages I Blocks I Landless Marginal Farmer- All Categories 
District Agricultural cum-Agricultural 

Labourers Labourers 
Villages under 
Highly Developed 
Blocks 
Delwalpur 2.33 3.83 3.53 
Malon 2.00 3.41 2.80 
Villages under 
Moderately 
Developed Blocks 
Nakol 2.13 3.07 2.56 
Tilna 2.13 2.95 2.73 
Villages under Least 
Developed Blocks 
Jagatagaon 1.87 3.14 2.17 
Dharampur 2.12 3.38 2.67 
District 2.10 3.30 2.74 
Data Source: Own Field Survey 

Table 5.13 
Average Number of Economic Activities Per Worker Across Surveyed Villages 

0 fU D. D. ttar maJpur Istnct 
Villages I Blocks I Landless Agricultural Marginal Farmer-cum-

All Categories 
District Labourers Agricultural Labourers 

Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total 
Villages under Highly 
Developed Blocks 
Delwalpur 1.89 1.43 1.76 2.48 2.38 2.44 2.24 2.14 2.21 
Malon 1.92 1.86 1.89 2.35 2.31 2.33 2.10 2.03 2 07 
Villages under 
Moderately Developed 
Blocks 
Nakai 2.04 1.88 1.98 2.21 2.15 2.19 2.12 2.00 2.07 
Tilna 1.94 1.95 1.94 2.19 2.14 2.16 2.08 2.05 2.06 
Villages under Least 
Developed Blocks 
Jagatagaon 1.77 1.71 1.75 2.25 2.00 2.13 1.82 1.75 1.71 
Dharampur 1.88 1.75 1.84 2.23 1.88 2.09 2.00 1.81 1.93 
District 1.91 1.76 1.86 2.29 2.14 2.22 2.06 1.97 2.03 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

5.2.3 Factors Affecting Occupational Diversification 

There are some exogenous factors, which affect the extent of occupational 

diversification both at the household level and individual level. These are literacy rate, 

density of population, land ownership and distance of village from town. Education 

will increase the skill of an individual worker and ensure higher returns through, 

higher productivity levels. Higher income accruing to such better-educated work~rs ',, 
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may reduce the need for a second activity and encourage specialization. In our study, 

we find from Table 5.8 that literacy rate among agricultural labourers range from 

25.85 percent at Nakai - a village under moderately developed blocks to 43.88 

percent at Malon - a village under highly developed blocks. The estimated value of 

correlation coefficient is .169079 but not significant. Literacy rate among agricultural 

labourers implies the ability to read and write. So it is expected that this level of 

education will just increase the consciousness among agricultural labourers and help 

them to diversify their economic activities instead of specialization in a particular 

work. 

Another important variable is land, which is the source of diversification of 

economic activities among agricultural labourers. A landed agricultural labour 

households necessarily undertakes large number of diverse activities in the course of 

his operation to his own farm and hiring out his labour in other farms and non-farm 

activities . The percentage of landed agricultural labour households is highest at 

Delwalpur (80 percent) - a village under highly developed blocks and lowest at 

Jagatagaon (43.33 percent)- a village under least developed blocks. The estimated 

value of correlation coefficient is .9214 and significant. Other correlates like distance 

of village from nearby town, percentage of unemployment man-days and poverty 

among agricultural labourers are positively correlated with average number of 

economic activities per worker but not significant. 
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Table 5.14 
Correlates or Variables Affecting Average Number of Activities Per Agricultural 

L b A s d v·n f Utt D. n· t · t a ourer cross urveye I ages o ar maJpur IS ric 
Villages I Percentage Percentage Density of Distance of Percentage of Proportion of 
Blocks I of Literacy of Landed Population Village Unemployment Agricultural Labour 
District Rate Agricultural Per Square From Near Days Among Households Living 

Among Labour KM By Town Agricultural Bellow the Poverty Line 
Agricultural Households (inKM) Labourers 
Labourers 

Villages under -Highly 
Developed 
Blocks 
Delwalpur 39.7 80 581.28 15 29.58 73.33 
Malon 43.88 56.67 627.2 24 21.96 76.67 

Villages under 
Moderately 
Developed 
Blocks 
Nakai 25.85 46.67 675.38 17 33.79 90.00 
Tilna 36.24 43.33 487.5 21 23.76 83.33 

Villages under 
Least 
Developed 
Blocks 
Jagatagaon 36.43 23.33 568.85 13 16.89 73.33 
Dharampur 26.03 43.33 1337.32 7 33.79 70.00 

Data Source: Own Field Survey and Census Report 2001 

Table 5.15 
Simple Correlation Analysis to Explain the Association with Average Number of 

A f ·r P A . It I L b C lVI IeS er .gncu ura a ourer 
Correlates or Variables Correlation 
Literacy Rate Among .1691 
Agricultural Labourers 
Percentage of Landed .9214 
Agricultural Labourer 
Households 
Density of Rural - .1672 
Population Per Square KM 
Distance of Village From .3683 
Nearest Town (In Km) 
Percentage of .5422 
Unemployment Man Days 
Per Agricultural Labourer 
Proportion of Agricultural .5860 
Labourers Living Below 
Poverty Line 
Data Source: Calculated From Tables 5.13 and 5.14 
* Significant at 5% level 

T- Test 
.35 

4.72* 

.80 

1.29 

1.46 

5.2.4 Trends in Employment of Agricultural labourers 

Table 5.16 shows the trend in the total number of employment days available 

to adult male and adult female agricultural labourer in agricultural and non-
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agricultural activities and the changing importance of different sources of 

employment like wage paid employment and self-employment in West Bengal since 

1974-75. In the case of agricultural activities, the total number of employment days 

available to an adult male and female agricultural labourer declined and the share of 

wage paid employment in total employment for both male and female agricultural 

labourer declined to the extent of around 5 percentage points or even less. In the case 

of non-agricultural activities, the total number of days available for both male and 

female agricultural labourer increased and the relative importance of wage paid 

employment in total employment for male agricultural labourer declined to the extent 

of 3 percentage points and increased for female agricultural labourer to the extent of 

10 percentage points during 1974-75 to 1993-94. From the Table, it is clear that both 

male and female agricultural labourers spent the major proportion of their time on 

wage paid agricultural employment; the share of self-employment in agriculture is 

very marginal. In the case of non-agricultural activities, the share of wage 

employment in total employment exceeds the share of self-employment in some years 

or lower in some years. 

Table 5.16 
Employment Days (Annual) Available Per Agricultural Labourer in West 

B 1 eng a 
1974-75 1977-78 1987-88 1993-94 

A. Agriculture Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 
I. Wage 
Employment 210 149 242 203 241 187 222 160 

(82.68) (8142) (8345) (83 88) (83 10) (93 03) (7735) (76 92) 
2.Self- 13 (5.12) II (6.01) 28 (9 65) 15 (620) 2 (8 28) 5 (2.49) 30(1045) 7 (337) 
Employment 
Sub-Total 223 160 270 218 265 192 252 167 

(87.80) (8743) (93.10) (90.08) (9138) (95.52) (87.80) (80.29) 

B.Non-
agriculture 

I. Wage 
Employment 23 (9.05) 9 (492) 12 (4 14) 20 (8.26) 12 (414) 8 (3.98) 17 (5 92) 32( 1538) 

2.Self- 8 (3.15) 14 (7.65) 8 (2.76) 4 ( 1.65) 13 (4 48) I (50) 18 (627) 9 (432) 
Employment 

Sub-Total 31 23( 20 24 25 9 35 41 
(1220) 12.57) (6 90) (9.90) (8.62) (4 48) (12.19) (19 71) 

Total 254 183 290 242 290 201 287 208 
(100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) 

Data Source: Rural Labour Enquiry Reports on Employment and Unemployment: 
1974-75, 1977-78, 1987-88 and 1993-94. 
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5.2.5 Employment Days Available Per Agricultural Labourer in Uttar 

Dinajpur District 

Information on non-agricultural employment undertaken by agricultural 

labourers in wage employment and self-employment is available across surveyed 

blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district. Agricultural labourers got about 30 percent of their 

annual employment from non-agricultural activities. Out of this, the share of self

employment is 11.43 percent and the share of hired out employment is 18.04 percent. 

In the case of male agricultural labourers, the share of self-employment (1 0.40 

percent) is lower than the wage employment (20.06 percent). But in the case of female 

agricultural labourers, the share of self-employment is higher than the share of wage 

employment. Availability of employment from non-agricultural activities has also 

been discussed on the basis of development of blocks. In the highly developed blocks, 

an average agricultural labourer is employed 70.42 days in non-agricultural activities 

in a year, which is higher than the moderately developed blocks (60.62 days) but less 

than the least developed blocks (78.94 days). There are some reasons for observed 

variations. Firstly, developed infrastructures facilities of the least developed blocks as 

compared to moderately and highly developed blocks increase the participation of the 

rural agricultural labourers in the non-agricultural activities. Infrastructures include 

roads, electricity, telephone etc. Another reason is location of the blocks. The two 

least developed blocks are located near Siliguri town and near the two big railway 

stations like New Jalpaiguri and Aluabari. Generally, rural agricultural labourers of 

two blocks migrated to Siliguri town to work as a rickshaw puller and sometimes 

migrated out side the state like Punjab, Haryana and Delhi to work in the plywood 

industries and glass factories etc. Thirdly, most of the rural houses oftwo blocks were 

made by bamboo and naturally durability period of these houses is lower as compared 

to mud houses. It is necessary to repair or reconstruct these houses at every one or 

two-year interval. As a result, the scope of non-agricultural activities in the least 

developed blocks is higher as compared to moderately and highly developed blocks. 

On the other hand, most of the mud walls made rural houses in the highly and 

moderately developed blocks are more durable as compared to bamboo made houses. 
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Table 5.17 
Employment Days (Annual) Avaialble Per Agricultural Labourers in Surveyed 

Villages (Delwalpur and Malon) under Highly Developed Blocks (Kaliyaganj and 
Hemtabad) of Uttar Dinajpur District 

Nature of Employment Males Females Total 
1. Non-Agricultural 

Employment 
a. Self-employment 22.69 32.19 27.93 

(8.82) (14.67) (11.30) 

b. Hired out Employment 49.63 20.54 42.49 
(19.28), (9.36) (17.19) 

Sub-total 72.32 52.73 70.42 
(28.09) (24.03) (28.50) 

2. Agricultural Employment 185.05 166.68 176.70 
(71.90) (75.97) (71.50) 

Total 257.37 219.41 247.12 
(100) (100) (100) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

Table 5.18 
Employment Days (Annual) Avaiable Per Agricultural Labourers in Surveyed 

Villages (Tilna and Nakol) under Moderately Developed Blocks (Itahar and 
Karandighi) of Uttar Dinajpur District 

Nature ofEmployment Males Females Total 
1. Non-Agricultural 

Employment 
a. Self-Employment 18.24 22.90 20.57 

(7.50) (11.90) (9.17) 

b. Hired out Employment 51.73 16.69 40.05 
(21.27) (8.67) (17.86) 

Sub-total 69.97 39.59 60.62 
(28.77) (20.57) (27.04) 

2. Agricultural Employment 173.22 152.84 163.60 
(71.23) (79.43) (72.96) 

Total 243.19 192.43 224.22 
(100) (100) 

Data Source: Own F1eld Survey 
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Table: 5.19 
Employment Days (Annual) Available Per Agricultural Labourers in Surveyed 
Villages (Jagatagaon and Dharampur) under Least Developed Blocks (lslampur 

and Goalpukhar -1) of Uttar Dinajpur District 
Nature ofEmployment Male Female Total 
1. Non-Agricultural 

Employment 
a. Self-Employment 36.56 29.83 33 

(13.40) (14.15) (13.55) 

b. Hired out 54 30.28 45.94 
Employment (19.79) (14.36) (18.86) 

Sub-total 90.56 60.11 78.94 
(33.19) (28.51) (32.41) 

Agricultural Employment 182.31 150.71 164.64 
(66.81) (71.49) (67.59) 

Total 272.87 210.82 243.58 
(100) (100) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

Table 5.20 
Employment Days (Annual) Avaiable Per Agricultural Labourers in All 

S d v·n I Bl ks f Utt D' . D' t . t urveye 1 ages oc 0 ar ma]pur IS riC 

Nature of Employment Male Female Total 
1. Non-Agricultural 

Employment 
a. Self-Employment 27.06 27.87 27.49 

( 1 0.40) (13.37) (11.43) 

b. Hired out Employment 52.20 23.39 43.40 
(20.06) (11.22) (18.04) 

Sub-total 79.26 51.26 70.89 
(30.46) (24.60) (29.46) 

Agricultural Employment 180.98 157.15 169.71 
(69.54) (75.40) (70.54) 

Total 260.24 208.41 240.60 
(100) (100) (100) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

From the above Table, we find that the majority of agricultural labourers were 

under-employed since an average agricultural labourer got annual employment of 

240.60 days, which is less than full employment (305 days). Among the agricultural 

labourers, male agricultural labourers were employed 260.24 days, which is (24.87 

percent) higher than the female employment. The unemployment rate among female 
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worker is lower in the highly developed blocks as compared to the moderately and 

least developed blocks. 

5.2.6 Overall Findings on Occupational Diversifications and Non-Farm 

Employment 

Agricultural labourers now participated in more than one economic activity in 

order to meet their minimum basic needs. They participated not only in agricultural 

activities but also in allied activities to agriculture and non-agricultural activities. Due 

to low availability of non-agricultural activities in rural areas of the district under 

study, they lived in their villages, but sometimes they commuted to their nearby towns 

through bicycles or by bus to perform non-agricultural activities. Some times, they 

migrated to the nearby towns for few months to work as rickshaw pullers or for other 

works. Recently there is some tendency among them to migrate outside the state like 

Punjab, Haryana and Delhi for few months to work as a day labourers in various 

manufacturing industries as it ensures higher return to them. To stop such seasonal 

migration of agricultural labourers in the nearby town or even outside the state, 

development of non-agricultural sector in rural areas of the district is essential by 

setting up of agro-processing industries, agricultural machinery repairing industries 

and other handicrafts industries. In this respect, it may be suggested that the 

government should implement the 'PURA' model of development in rural areas as 

prescribed by Dr.A P J Abdul Kalam, ex-hounrable President of India, which will 

esure all urban facilities to the rural people and will stop such seasonal migration in 

the urban areas. 

5.3 Summary 

Non-farm sector has now played important roles in providing employment and 

income generation in rural areas. The share of non-agricultural workers in total 

workers increased over the decades both in West Bengal and Uttar Dinajpur district. 

In this district, the share also rose significantly; in fact, it more than doubled, over the 

period of four decades from 8.30 percent in 1971 to 23.53 percent in 2001. There are 

considerable variations in the incidence of non-agricultural employment across the 

blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district. As a researcher, we are interested to identify the 

factors responsible for observed variations in the share of non-agricultural 

employment across the blocks of this district. Scholars have been identified large 
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number of factors in the literature to explain inter regional variations in the non

agricultural employment. Such factors included both developmental and distress 

factors which sometimes operate in a mutually reinforcing way. In order to study the 

relationship between agricultural growth and percentage of non-agricultural workers, 

the present study specifies some indicators of agricultural prosperity in a region: the 

value of agricultural output per hectare of gross cropped area as a proxy for level of 

agricultural productivity, the value of agricultural output per hectare of net sown area 

as a proxy for land productivity generating production linkage, the value of 

agricultural output per head of agricultural population i. e. agricultural workers as 

proxy for per capita income of agricultural classes, net sown area per agricultural 

worker as a proxy of average farm income in the district and percentage of area under 

non-food grains as an index of commercialization in the agriculture. Out of these 

factors, value of agricultural output per agricultural population has become stronger 

significant positive relation with non-agricultural employment followed by net sown 

area per worker and cropping intensity. Another important factor facilitating non

agricultural employment may be percentage of area devoted to non-food grains in 

relation to total cropped area e. g. commercialization. Commercialization has positive 

relation with non-agricultural employment. The estimated value of correlation is .86, 

which is statistically significant. In our study area, we find no significant association 

between literacy rate and non-agricultural employment. The association of non

agricultural employment with urbanization and rural infrastructures has been 

weakened across the blocks of the district. Regarding distress factors, none of the 

proxies shows a significant association with non-agricultural employment in this 

district. 

The nature and extent of occupational diversification with level and pattern of 

non-farm employment of agricultural labourers has also been discussed at the district 

level. The diversification of economic activities may be happened by two processes: 

(i) by increasing the number of workers in the household engaged in different 

economic activities or by the participation of each member in more than one 

economic activity. In the study area, with the development of blocks the agricultural 

labourers have diversified their economic activities. This validates the fact that the 

size of pure agricultural labourers declined over the periods because of uncertainty of 

employment in agriculture, better work opportunity in other sector and growing 

consciousness among the agricultural labourers. 
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Rural non-agricultural activities have to emerge partly through the growth 

process and partly through conscious policy interventions. Viadyanathan (1986) 

shows that it is either due to 'distress diversification' or due to the emergence of a 

dynamic and viable non-agriculture sector (or relative importance of 'push' and 'pull' 

factors). The data presented in the tables 5. 9 and 5.1 0 shows the various non

agricultural activities in which the agricultural labour households were engaged and 

accepted these activities as a subsidiary source of income. In our study area, non

agricultural activities pursued by the agricultural labour households are seasonal basis 

within the village or outside the village or outside the state. 

The seasonal migration in the urban areas or even in the outside the state is 

largely the result of distress factors like under employment and compulsion to 

supplement the meager farm income to meet both food and non-food needs. However, 

the easily availability unskilled jobs on a large scale in the towns and cities and also 

the developed transport facilities have motivated large numbers of agricultural 

labourers to migrate from villages to town or even outside the state. 

There are some exogenous factors, which affect the extent of occupational 

diversification at both the household level and individual level. These are literacy rate, 

density of population, land ownership and distance of village from town. Out of these 

factors, land ownership is positively correlated with occupational diversification and 

significant. Other correlates like distance of village from nearby town, percentage of 

unemployment man-days and poverty among agricultural labourers are positively 

correlated but not significant. 
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CHAPTER VI 



CHAPTER VI 

INDEBTEDNESS AMONG AAGRICUL TURAL LABOUR HOUSEHOLDS IN 
WEST BENGAL WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO UTTAR DINAJPUR 

DISTRICT 

6.1 Introduction 

Agricultural labourers are the poorest of the poor and deprived section of the 

rural society in our country. Low wages, unemployment, assetlessness and social 

backwardness constitute the poverty syndrome among agricultural labourers, which 

again compels them to borrow for consumption, house construction and repairs, 

health care, marriage and other social ceremony purposes. However, as these loans 

are not economically productive in that they do not help in the creation of additional 

incomes. They are bound to borrow money from non-institutional as well as 

institutional sources year after year. The indebtedness may be defined as the amount 

of outstanding debt principal as well as interest accrued there on as on the date of 

enquiry (R L E - 1987-88). The average amount of outstanding borrowing comprises 

the previous outstanding plus current year's borrowing minus repayment made during 

the current year by the same household. Our objective is to discuss the incidence and 

extent of indebtedness among agricultural labourer households, sources of debt, 

purposes of debt and, terms and conditions of debt taken by agricultural labourer 

households in West Bengal as well as in Uttar Dinajpur district. 

6.2 Incidence and Extent of Indebtedness in West Bengal 

The different rounds of Rural Labour Enquiry Reports show that the incidence 

of indebtedness among agricultural labour households though fluctuates over the 

years but declined in 1999-00 in West Bengal. In 1977-78, 40.2 percent of agricultural 

labour households were in debt and in 1999-00; it declined to 36.40 percent in West 

Bengal (Table 6.1 ). The rapid spread of new techniques (HYV seeds, fertilizers and 

pesticides) of production and multi-copping system in agriculture reduces the seasonal 

variation of employment in agriculture to some extent as compared to earlier periods 

in West Bengal. Availability of employment in agriculture in most part of the year 

will increase the income of labourers, which will in tum reduce the incidence of 

indebtedness in West Bengal. 

The average debt per indebted agricultural labour household in West Bengal 

has increased over the years except 1993-94. The average debt per indebted 



household in 1977-78 was Rs. 244, which increased to Rs. 1527 per household in 

1999-00 (Table 6.1) in West Bengal. This is due to better access to credit in rural 

areas as compared to earlier periods. Absence of repayment culture is also 

contributing to the increase in the size of indebtedness. 

At the village level, the situation is worse. The incidence of indebtedness in all 

villages of Uttar Dinajpur district is 71.11 percent, which is higher than the state level 

(Table 6.2). From the Table it is clear that the incidence of indebtedness among 

agricultural labourers is highest (83.33 percent) at Jagatagaon- a village under least 

developed blocks followed by Tilna (80 percent) - a village under moderately 

developed blocks and Malon (76.67 percent) - a village under highly developed 

blocks. The average debt per agricultural labourer in all villages of Uttar Dinajpur 

district was Rs. 3614.79 which was more than double of the state level figure in 1999-

00.The average debt per agricultural labour household was highest at Dharampur (Rs. 

5345) a village under least developed blocks followed by Nakol (Rs. 3889.46) - a 

village under moderately developed blocks. 

The question of indebtedness among agricultural labour households has 

always been viewed as a problem rather than a harbinger of prosperity. This has been 

so primarily due to the preponderance of the deficit nature of their family budgets due 

to low wages, low employment availability and seasonal variations of employment 

opportunities in agriculture. As indebtedness among agricultural labour households is 

incurred only to meet the deficit in family budget rather than to create additional 

productive facilities, the quantum of indebtedness will go on accumulating beyond 

one's repaying capacity. 

Table 6.1 
Incidence (Percentage Number of Indebted Agricultural Labour Households) 
and Extent of Indebtedness (Average Debt Per Indebted Agricultural Labour 

H h ld) fA . It I L b H h ld . W t B I ouse o 0 ~.griCU ura a our ouse o SID es enga 
1977-78 1983 1987-88 1993-94 1999-00 

Percentage Number of Indebted 
Agricultural Labour Household 40.2 49.01 39.40 43.20 36.40 

Average Debt Per Indebted 
Agricultural Labour Household (In 
Rs.) 244 679 1725 1410 1527 

Data Source: Rural Labour Enqmry Reports on Indebtedness for the years 1977-78, 
1983, 1987-88, 1993-94 and 1999-00 
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Table 6.2 
Incidence of Indebtedness Among Agricultural Labour Households Across 

s d v·n fUtt D. D" t · urveye I ages o ar maJpur IS net 
All 

Particulars Delwalpur Malon Tilna Nakol Dharampur Jagatagaon Villages/ 
District 

Families 17 23 24 19 20 25 128 
With Debt (56.67) (76.67) (80.00) (63.33) (66.67) (83.33) (71.11) 
Families 13 67 6 II 10 5 52 
Without (43.33) (23.33) (20.00) (36.67) (33.33) (16.67) (28.89) 
Debt 
Total 30 30 30 30 30 30 180 

(100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) 

Data Source: Own Fteld Survey 

Table 6.3 
Percentage of Indebted Agricultural Labour Households According to 

ources cross urveye I ages o ar maJpur IS riC s A s d v·n f utt D" D. t · t 

Sources Delwalpur Malon Ti/na Nakol Dharampur Jagatagaon 
All Villages/ 
District 

Government 36.00 38.89 28.57 25.00 21.43 28.13 30.16 
Bank ------- ------- ------ ------ ------- 3.12 .58 
Co-operative ---------- ------- 7.14 ------ ------- -------- 1.16 
Society 
Money lender 8.00 16.67 14.29 20.83 46.43 25.00 21.97 
Employers 12.00 5.56 7.14 8.33 7.14 9.38 8.09 
Friends and 32.00 25.00 32.14 37.5 14.29 28.12 27.74 
Relatives 
ShopKeepers 12.00 13.89 10.71 8.33 10.71 6.25 10.40 
Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

6.3 Sources of Debt 

The sources of debt may be broadly classified into two categories -

institutional and non-institutional sources. Institutional sources include government, 

banking institutions and co-operative societies. Non-institutional sources include 

moneylenders, employers, shopkeepers, and friends and relatives. From the Table 6.4, 

it is clear that the share of institutional sources in supplying rural credit has increased 

over the years in West Bengal. In 1977-78, the share of institutional sources was 

16.81 percent, which increased to 27.28 percent in 1999-00. On the other hand, the 

share of non-institutional sources decreased from 83.19 percent to 72.72 percent in 

1999-00 in West Bengal. Out of different sources, the share of friends and relatives 

was highest (30.45 percent) followed by shopkeepers (23.90 percent) during 1999-00. 
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But the share of money lenders in supplying rural credit declined from 26.64 percent 

in 1977-78 to 13.49 percent in 1999-00. 

Table 6.4 
Average Amount of Debt Per Indebted Agricultural Labour Household by 

S fD bt. W t B I ources o e lD es eng a 
Sources 1977-78 1983 1987-88 1993-94 1999-00 

13 50 106 313 146 
Government (5.33) (8.50) (6.14) (22.20) (9.56) 

21 44 151 43 68 
Co-operatives (8.61) (7.48) (8.75) (3.05) (4.45) 

7 88 313 207 203 
Banks (2.87) (14.97) (18.13) (14.68) (13.29) 

25 131 146 78 36 
Employers (10.25) (22.28) (8.46) (5.53) (2.36) 

65 90 221 267 206 
Moneylenders (26.64) (15.31) (12.80) (18.94) (13.49) 

32 42 191 219 365 
Shopkeepers (13.11) (7.14) (11.07) (15.53) (23.90) 

Friends and Relatives 61(25) 111(18.88) 236(13.67) 242(17.16) 465(30.45) 

19 33 362 41 38 
Others (7.79) (5.61) (20.97) (2.91) (2.49) 

244 588 1726 1410 1527 
Total (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) 

Data Source: Rural Labour Enquiry Reports on Indebtedness for the years of 1977-
78, 1983, 1987-88, 1993-94 and 1999-00 

Table 6.5 
Average Amount of Debt Per Indebted Agricultural Labour Household 

Acoording to Sources Across Surveyed Villages of Uttar DinaJpur District 
Sources Delwa/pur Malon Tilna Nakai Dharampur Jagatagaon All Villages/ 

District 
Government 

Bank 

Co-operative 

1376.47 
(51.80) 

Society ---

Money lende 138.24 
(5.20) 

Employers 36.40 
(1.37) 

Relatives I 041.18 
(39.19) 

Shop Keeper 64.71 
(2.44) 

Total 2657.07 
(100.00) 

1747.39 
(53.81) 

452.17 
(13.92) 
37.48 
(1.07) 
739.13 
(22.73) 
273.91 
(8.43) 
3247.38 
(100.00) 

1062.50 
(38.94) 

75(2.69) 

270.83 
(9.72) 
187 
(6.73) 
985.83 
(35.39) 
204.17 
(7.33) 
2785.83 
(100.00) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

1421.05 
(36.45) 

836.84 
(21.52) 
57.89 
( 1.49) 
1205.26 
(30.99) 
368.42 
(9.47) 
3889.46 
(100.00) 
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775 
(14.10) 

1625 
(30.40) 
350 
(6.55) 
2250 
(42.10) 
345 
(6.45) 
5345 
(100.00) 

1128 
(29.97) 
100 
(2.65) 

1108 
(29.44) 
20 
(.53) 
1280 
(34.0 1) 
128 
(3.40) 
3764 
(100.00) 

1268.40 
(35.09) 
16.66 
(.46) 

12.5(.35) 

738.51 
(20.43) 
114.44 
(3.17) 
1250.24 
(34.59) 
238.70 
(6.38) 
36\4.79 
(100.00) 



At the village level, the source wise distribution of indebted agricultural labour 

households is sown in Table 6.3. The data have been presented separately for each 

type of sources to bring out their relative positions in indebtedness. It is a matter of 

concern that 68.2 percent of the indebted households of Uttar Dinajpur district had 

borrowed money from non-institutional sources like part time money lenders, 

landlords, friends and relatives, and shop keepers as against a mere 31.80 percent 

households which went to institutional agencies like government, banks and co

operatives. At highly developed villages of Uttar Dinajpur district, the higher 

proportion of indebted agricultural labour households depends on institutional sources 

as compared to villages under moderately developed and least developed blocks. 

From the Table it is clear that out of non-institutional sources, friends and 

relatives emerged as a major source of rural credit in Uttar Dinajpur district. It may be 

noted that 27.74 percent households depend on friends and relatives for their 

borrowing. The next important source is part time money lenders. Except Dharampur 

-a village under least developed blocks, in all villages, friends and relatives played an 

important role in supplying rural credit in the district. At Dharampur, 46.63 percent 

households depend on money lenders. The role of money lenders is more important in 

villages under least developed blocks. These money lenders are not professional 

money lenders. They are rich cultivators or service man in rural areas. They lend 

money to agricultural labourers or other rural people on part time basis. Apart from 

maintaining agricultural activities or other activities, they provide money to the poor 

people on the basis of mortgage of land or other valuable articles. 

Table 6.5 gives the average amount of debt per indebted agricultural labour 

households by source of debt across villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. Observation 

shows that the share of institutional sources was found to be considerably low at 

35.44 percent of total borrowing in the district. Out of intuitional sources, the share of 

government is highest (35.09 percent) and the share of co-operatives (.35 percent) and 

banks (.46 percent) were very negligible. Out of non-institutional sources, friends and 

relatives emerged as the major sources of credit for the agricultural labour households 

at the district level. It is a matter of concern that friends and part time money lenders 

jointly contributed more than half of the total rural borrowings. But it is true that these 

two sources provide loans to the villagers (sometimes without bothering much about 

security of loans) during their hard times - ill health, natural calamities, death, 

accidents etc. 
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On a close look at the sources of credit according to the development of 

villages, we find a considerably high share of institutional sources at highly developed 

villages as compared to moderately developed and least developed villages. The 

institutional sources at highly developed villages supplied more than 50 percent of 

total borrowings by agricultural labourers. This is due to the fact that the number of 

beneficiaries under anti-poverty programmes at the highly developed villages was 

higher as compared to moderately developed and least developed villages. Subsidized 

loans under anti-poverty programmes since 20 years increased the shares of 

institutional sources at highly developed villages. Out of non-institutional sources, 

friends and relatives is the important source of credit providing 3 9.19 percent of total 

borrowings at Delwalpur and 22.76 percent of total borrowing at Malon followed by 

money lenders, shopkeepers and employers. In contrast, for the moderately developed 

and least developed blocks, the share of institutional sources was found to be 

considerably low as compared to non-institutional sources. Villages under these 

blocks, friends and relatives emerged as the major source of credit followed by money 

lenders, shop keepers and employers. 

6.4 Purposes of Debt 

Agricultural labourers take loans for both productive and unproductive 

purposes. The productive purposes include buying or improvement of land, animals, 

improved seeds, fertilizers, agricultural implements, digging of wells, construction of 

minor canals for irrigation, fencing and banking of fields; or setting up of small 

business like dairy farming through milch animals, rearing of livestock, development 

of horticulture, cultivation of cash crops, i.e. vegetables and fruits, poultry farming, 

bee keeping, basket or rope making etc. Loans taken and utilized for these purposes 

usually generate additional income thereby enhancing the repaying capacity to a large 

extent. The share of productive purposes in total borrowing was very much marginal 

in West Bengal. During 1977-78, only 15.57 percent borrowings were productive 

purposes. But in 1999-00, the share of productive purpose loan in total borrowing 

increased to 33.4 percent, while 66.60 percent (Table 6.6) loans were used for 

unproductive purposes. The loans taken for unproductive purposes result in debt 

burden as they do not generate income and are raised generally to fulfill household 

consumption needs, performance of religious or I and social functions like marriages, 

births and deaths, meeting the need of obligations like litigation or settling disputes, 
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buying of jewellary etc. As these loans generally do not help in creating economic 

assets, it, therefore, becomes very difficult for the borrowers to repay such loans. It is 

basically this form of debt, which perpetuates the miseries of a sizable population of 

agricultural and rural labour households (RLE Indebtedness, 1983). 

The field level study shows that sample agricultural labour households were 

indebted on an average amount of Rs. 2584.97 for unproductive purposes and this 

constituted about 71.51 percent of the total indebtedness in all villages of Uttar 

Dinajpur district. Marriages and other ceremonies is evidently the main cause of 

largest amount of borrowing, as it constitutes 19.98 percent of their total borrowing 

(Table 6.7). The marriage of a daughter is now much more expensive than the 

marriage of a son because large portion of expenditure for marriage is incurred for 

paying dowry and money also used for entertaining the neighbours. The marriage of a 

daughter of an agricultural labourer costs in the range of Rs. 20,000 to Rs. 35,000. 

The other important cause of indebtedness is expenditure on medical purpose, as it 

constitutes 19.55 percent of their total borrowing followed by household consumption 

(18.67 percent) and business activities (13.90 percent). Agricultural labourers suffer 

from malnutrition, ill health and poverty. Poverty forces them to borrow money for 

medical purposes and consumption purposes from moneylenders and friends and 

relatives at high rate of interest rate. A part of borrowing under consumption purposes 

was taken by them in the form of paddy known as 'dehri loans' and genuine 

borrowing to keep going over the difficult days before the harvest. This indebtedness 

is confined to a small number of individuals. Out of 180 families, only 15 families 

(8.33 percent) borrowed 32 maunds odd of paddy in the year of 2004-05 stipulating to 

repay 52 maunds paddy after six months. The month of borrowing was Asharh and 

Sraban; Magh and Phalgun were the months of repayment. The normal stipulation is 

that 1.25 mounds should be repaid for every mound borrowed after six months. 

Only 28.49 percent of debt was incurred for productive purposes in the 

district. Here productive purposes include a debt for agricultural production, small 

business and purchase of milch animals. The share of debt for productive purpose was 

the highest (61.54 percent) at Delwalpur- a village under highly developed blocks. At 

Delwalpur, we found that more than 50 percent of their debts were supplied by the 

government under different anti-poverty programmes for running small business, 

agricultural production and for purchasing milch cow. In this village, most of the 

labourers engaged in the business of paddy husking apart from hiring out labour. They 
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purchase paddy from the market and converted into rice, and sell into market and earn 

some money. But all labourers of this district are not able to utilize these subsidized 

loans properly for business purposes or purchasing milch animals; they also used 

some part of subsidized loans for consumption purposes or other unproductive 

purposes. This will reduce their repaying capacity. At Jagatagaon - a village under 

least developed blocks, labourers get loans for bamboo basket making or for small 

shopping under various anti-poverty programmes. But 50 percent (Table 6.9) of the 

agricultural labourers beneficiaries in this village reported that they are not able to 

utilize this loan properly. In the district whole of 30 percent (Table 6. 9) of agricultural 

labourer beneficiaries under different anti-poverty programmes, reported that they 

were not able to utilize their subsidized loans due to acute poverty. 

On the other hand, the amount of debt for productive purpose was the lowest 

(15.43 percent) at Dharampur- a village under least developed blocks. So with the 

development of villages, the amount of debt incurred for productive purposes 

declined. Out of unproductive purposes, the average amount of debt for household 

consumption was the highest (29.38 percent and 30 percent) at Delwalpur and Malon 

- villages under highly developed blocks followed by house construction (2.66 

percent) at Delwalpur and, marriage and social ceremonies (20.22 percent) at Malon. 

At moderately developed villages, out of unproductive purposes, the amount of debt 

for household consumption was highest (20.66 percent) at Tilna followed by debt for 

medical expenditure ( 16.38 percent). At Nakol, the amount of debt for medical 

purposes formed 34.24 percent followed by house construction (18.94 percent). At 

Dharampur - a village under least developed blocks, the amount of debt per 

household was the highest (34.61 percent) for medical purposes followed by marriage 

and other ceremonies (29.65 percent). The amount of debt incurred for medical 

purposes was the highest at Nakol and Dharmpur because most of them reported that 

they generally go outside the state for doing work in various industries in Delhi, 

Haryana and Punjab for few months when there is scarcity of work in their villages. 

Due to excessive pressure of work and unhealthy and unhygienic conditions of living 

in the slum areas of work sites, they fell into ill and returned home. After returning 

home, they take loans for treatment from relatives, money lenders at high rate of 

interest. On the other hand, at Jagatagaon, the average amount of debt per household 

was the highest ( 44.85 percent) for marriage and other ceremonies followed by 

household consumption (17.75 percent). At Jagatagaon, the amount of debt per 
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household was the highest for marriage and other ceremonies because of prevalence 

of dowry system at a higher rate as compared to other villages of this district. 

Table 6.6 
Average Amount of Debt Per Indebted Agricultural Labour Household by 

P fD bt. W t B I urpose o e lD es enga 
Purposes 1977-78 1983 1987-88 1993-94 1999-00 

Household 162(66.39) 312(53.15) 799(46.32) 507(35.93) 741(48.53) 
Consumption 

Marriage and 
Other Social 21(8.61) 42(7.16) 32(1.86) 174(12.33) 96(6.23) 
Ceremonial 
Occasions 
Productive 

38(15.57) 174(29.64) 469(27.19) I 0 1(7.16) 169(11.07) 
Purposes 

Purchase of 
Land and 33(5.62) 40(2.32) 347(24.59) 341(22.33) 

Construction -------
of Buildings 

Repayment of ------- ----- 2(.12) 2(.14) 8(.52) 
Old Debt 

Others 23 (9.43) 26(4.43) 383(22.20) 280(19.84) 172(11.26) 

Total 244(100.00) 588( I 00.00) 1725( I 00.00) 1410(100.00) 1527( I 00.00) 

Data Source: Rural Labour Enquiry Reports on Indebtedness for the years of 1977-
78, 1983, 1987-88, 19993-94 and 1999-00. 

Table 6.7 
Average Amount of Debt Per Agricultural Labour Households According to 

P A s d v·n r utt D. · o· · t ur [lOSeS cross urveye 1 ag es o ar maJpur Istnc 
All 

Purposes Delwalpur Malon Ti/na Nakai Dharampur Jagatagaon Villages/ 
District 

Household 780.59 991.30 575.42 600 435 668 675.05 
Consumption (29.38) (30.53) (20.66) (15.43) (8.14) (17.75) (18.67) 
Medical 58.82 334.78 456.25 1331.58 1850 208 706.57 

(2.21) (10.31) (16.38) (34.24) (34.61) (5.53) (19.55) 
Marriage and 47.06 656.52 241.67 115.79 1585 1688 722.34 
Other (1.27) (20.22) (8.67) (2.98) (29.65) (44.85) (19.98) 
Ceremonies 
Production 676.47 56.09 208.33 315.79 100 120 246.11 
Activities (25.46) (1.73) (7 .48) (8.12) (1.87) (3.19) (6.81) 
House 70.59 195.65 429.17 736.84 650 380 410.38 
Construction (2.66) (6.02) (15.41) (18.94) (12.16) (10.10) (11.35) 
Business 594.12 878.26 375 142.11 525 500 502.41 
Activities (22.36) (27.05) (13.46) (3.65) (9.82) (13.28) (13.90) 
Purchase of 364.71 65.21 500 357.89 200 200 281.30 
Milch Animal (13.73) (2.01) (17.95) (9.20) (3.74) (5.31) (7.78) 
or Cow 
Repayment of 64.71 69.57 --- -- 289.47 -- - -- ------- 70.63 
Old Debt (2.43) (2.14) (7.44) (1.95) 
Total 2657.07 3247.38 2785.83 3889.46 5345 3764 3614.79 

(100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (1 00.00) (100.00) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 
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6.5 Outstanding Loans According to Terms and Conditions 

Access to institutional credit of agricultural labour households is very much 

limited due to lack of adequate and proper assets, illiteracy and ignorance of 

agricultural labourers, and unwillingness to go through the complex procedure of 

borrowing from the commercial banks and other financial institutions. As a result, 

they are forced to go to non-institutional agencies like money lenders, friends and 

relatives, employers and shop keepers for getting credit against unfavourable terms 

and conditions like mortgaging of land, gold, silver and other valuable assets, hand 

notes etc. On the basis of available data in the study area, the term and conditions 

under which credit is available by the sample agricultural labour households are 

grouped under two broad categories: (1) favourable/normal terms and conditions with 

nominal or zero interest rate; (2) unfavourable /abnormal terms and conditions with 

abnormal rate of interest. 

Borrowing under favourable I normal terms and conditions refers to the loan 

available by the sample households at a very low rate of interest from the institutional 

agencies and from the very close friends and relatives, and employers. Jt includes 

financial assistance received under different anti-poverty programmes and also loans 

obtained from close relative and employers at zero interest rates. The beneficiaries of 

such government loans pay nominal rate of interest and security received here 

includes third party guarantee over and above personal loans. The agricultural labour 

households are given loans by the government with a maximum of 4 percent rate of 

interest. These loans are given to agricultural labour households for their economic 

development after deducting subsidy and no security is needed for sanctioning these 

loans. Sometimes agricultural labourers also get loans from very close friends and 

relatives without any security with zero interest to meet productive and unproductive 

purposes. Employers also provide loans or wage advances to the labourers against 

their labour with zero interest rate. They provide loans to the labourers to secure 

labour service during peak agricultural seasons at prevailing wage rates due to 

scarcity of labour. But this percentage is negligible. 

The loans under unfavourable I abnormal terms and conditions includes loans 

obtained from money lenders, friends and relatives who charge exorbitant I arbitrary 

rate of interest and provide loans against mortgage of land, gold and silver etc. The 

abnormal terms and conditions are further classified into three sub-heads like (I) 
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loans against mortgage of land with abnormal rate of interest known as 'sudvarna'; 

(ii) loans against mortgage of gold, silver with interest rate of Rs. 24 - Rs. 60 per 

annum; (iii) loans without mortgaging any assets with high rate of interest of Rs. 60 -

Rs. 180 per annum. 

It is observed that 66.66 percent (Table 6.8) of the total outstanding debt 

incurred by the agricultural labourers have been borrowed at high rate of interest 

under abnormal terms and conditions and the share of borrowing under normal terms 

and conditions is only 33.33 percent in the study area of Uttar Dinajpur district. But it 

is true that most of the agricultural labourers have no proper assets I or property for 

borrowing. As a result, they are bound to take loans without mortgaging any assets 

from non-institutional sources. Loans without mortgaging any assets entails higher 

interest rate (Rs. 60- Rs. 180 per annum) as compared to the interest rate (Rs. 24-

Rs. 60 per annum) charged for loans against mortgaging gold, silver. Agricultural 

labourers have borrowed 36.27 percent of their total borrowing without mortgaging 

any assets at high rate of interest. Loans against mortgaging land constitute 22.32 

percent of the total borrowing. 

Some agricultural labourers possess some amount of cultivable land. They 

borrow money against mortgaging land from money lenders or friends and relatives. 

All crops of mortgaged land is taken away by money lenders as interest rate year after 

year until the agricultural labourer is able to repay the principal amount. This system 

is known as 'Sudvarna '. Another exploitative practice that prevails in this district is in 

the form of 'khaikhalasi '. Under this system, borrowers take loans against mortgaging 

land from money lenders for certain periods. In this case, there is no need to repay 

loans in cash to money lenders. In exchange, the crop of the land is consumed by 

money lenders for the stipulated period. Land will be returned by money lenders after 

the stipulated period. This system is rarely found in this district. Loan against 

mortgaging silver and gold constitutes 8.07 percent of the total borrowing. 

Sometimes, labourers get loans without any interest rate. This type of loans is 

provided by very close relatives and employers. This constitutes 3.19 percent of the 

total borrowing. 

The share of loans under normal terms and conditions is higher in the highly 

developed villages as compared to moderately developed and least developed 

villages. The share of loans against mortgaging of land is highest at Dharampur 

180 



(32.74 percent) - a village under least developed blocks followed by Nakol (27.06 

percent)- a village under moderately developed blocks of the district. 

Table 6.8 
Average Outstanding Loans Per Agricultural Labourers According to Terms 

and Conditions Across Surveyed Villages of Uttar Dinajpur District 

Term and All 
Conditions of Delwalpur Malon Tilna Nakol Dharampur Jagatagaon Villages/ 

Loans District 
A. Loans Under 
Normal Terms and 
Conditions 
!.Loans Under 147.06 252.17 83.33 78.94 50 80 115.25 
Zero Interest Rate (5.53) (7.77) (2.99) (2.03) (.94) (213) (3.19) 
2.Loans Under 
Nominal Rate of 1376.47 1608.25 645.84 1026.32 975 908 1089.98 
Interest (51.80) (49.52) (23.18) (26.39) (18.24) (24.12) (30.15) 
(4 percent Per 
Annum) 
B. Loans Under 
Abnormal Terms 
and Conditions 
!.Loans Against 
Mortgage of Land 
With Abnormal 570.59 573.91 472.92 1052.63 1750 420 806.68 
Rate of Interest ( (21.47) (17.67) (16.98) (27.06) (32.74) (11.16) (22.32) 
Known as 
Sudvama) 
2.Loans Against 
Mortgage of Gold, 195 
Silver With 200 125 (7 00) 263.16 475 492 291.69 
Abnormal Rate of (7.52) (3.85) (6 77) (8 89) (1307) (8 07) 
Interest Rate ( Rs. 
24 to Rs.60 Per 
Annum) 
3.Loans Without 1388.74 
Mortgaging of Any 362.95 688.05 (49.85) 1468.41 2095 1864 1311.19 
assets with (13.66) (21.91) (37.75) (39.20) (49 52) (3627) 
Abnormal Rate of 
Interest ( Rs. 60 to 
Rs. 180 per annum) 
Total 2657.07 3247.38 2785.83 3889.46 5345 3764 3614.79 

(I 00 00) (100.00) (100 00) (100.00) (100 00) (10000) (100 00) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 
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Table 6.9 
Utilization of Loans by Indebted Agricultural Labour Households under 

Different Anti-Poverty Programmes Across Surveyed Villages of Uttar Dinajpur 
District 

Villages Number of Indebted Number of Indebted Number of Indebted 
Agricultural Labour Agricultural Labour Agricultural Labour 
Households Households Households 
(Beneficiaries) Taken (Beneficiaries) Not (Beneficiaries) Utilized 
Loan For Small Business utilized Properly Loans Properly Loans Taken 
or For Purchasing Milch Taken Under Different Under different Anti-
Cow Under Different Anti-Poverty Programmes Poverty Programmes For 
Anti-poverty programmes for the Said Purposes the Said Purposes 

De/wa/pur 9 (100.00) 3 (33.33) 6 (66.67) 
Malon I4 (100.00) 3 (21.43) I I (78.57) 
Tilna 8 (100.00) 2 (25.00) 6 (75.00) 
Nako/ 6 (100.00) 2 (33.33) 4 (66.67) 
Dharampur 6 (I 00.00) I (16.67) 5 (83.33) 
Jagatagaon 10 (100.00) 5 (50.00) 5 (50.00) 
All 53 (100.00) 16(30.19) 37 (69.81) 
Villages 

Data Source: Own F1eld Survey 

6.6 Overall Findings on Indebtedness of Agricultural Labourers 

The different rounds of Rural Labour Enquiry Reports show that the incidence 

of indebtedness among agricultural labour households declined in 1999-00 in West 

Bengalas compared to earlier periods. However, average debt per indebted 

agricultural labour household in West Bengal has increased over the years. At the 

district level, the average debt per indebted agricultural labour household is also very 

high. This is due to better access to credit in rural areas as compared to earlier periods. 

Absence of repayment culture is also contributing to the increase in the size of 

indebtedness. From the Table 6.4, it is clear that the share of institutional sources in 

supplying rural credit has increased over the years in West Bengal. But it is a matter 

of concern that 72.2 percent indebted agricultural labour households depended on 

non-institutional sources in 1999-00 and in Uttar Dinajpur district, 68.2 percent of the 

indebted agricultural labour households had borrowed money from non-institutional 

sources. Agricultural labourers take loans for both productive and unproductive 

purposes. The share of productive purposes in total borrowing was very much 

marginal in West Bengal. In 1999-00, the share of productive purpose loan in total 

borrowing was 33.4 percent, while 66.60 percent (Table 6.6) loans were used for 

unproductive purposes. The loans taken for unproductive purposes result in debt 

burden as they do not generate income. It is observed that 66.66 percent (Table 6.8) of 

the total outstanding debt incurred by the agricultural labourers have been borrowed at 
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high rate of interest under abnormal terms and conditions in the study area of Uttar 

Dinajpur district 

6.7 Summary 

Agricultural labourers are the poorest of the poor and deprived section of the 

rural society in our country. Low wages, unemployment, asset-less-ness and social 

backwardness constitute the poverty syndrome among agricultural labourers, which 

again compels them to borrow for consumption, house construction and repairs, 

health care, marriage and other social ceremony purposes. Our objective is to discuss 

the incidence and extent of indebtedness among agricultural labourer's households, 

sources of debt, purposes of debt and, terms and conditions of debt taken by 

agricultural labourer households in West Bengal as well as in Uttar Dinajpur district. 

The incidence and extent of indebtedness of the district at the village level is higher 

than the state level figures. The main cause of indebtedness is the borrowing for 

marriage and social ceremonies followed by medical purposes and household 

consumptions at the village level of the district. But at the state level, the main cause 

of indebtedness is the borrowing for household consumption followed by purchase of 

land and construction of building and productive purposes. However, as these loans 

are not only economically productive in that they do not help in the creation of 

additional incomes .. They are bound to borrow money from non-institutional as well 

as institutional sources years after years. At the state level, the main source of rural 

credit is friends and relatives followed by shopkeepers and money lenders. But at the 

village level, the share of subsidized loans provided by the government under 

different anti-poverty programmes in total borrowing is higher than the shares of 

friends and relatives and money lenders. Out of non-institutional sources, friends and 

relatives emerged as the main source of rural credit at the village level of the district. 

The role of financial institutions is not sufficient in supplying rural credit. In this 

context, the role of the Bangladesh Grameen Bank Model of micro- financing turned 

out to be an extremely effective tool in supplying rural credit. This innovation of self

help groups and the micro credit has helped the poor, especially women to gain better 

access to credit facilities. But the progress of formation of SHGs is not expected rate 

in this district. As a result poor people of this district deprived from the institutional 

finance. Agricultural labourers mainly get institutional finance from the Government 

under different anti-poverty programmes. 
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CHAPTER VII 

LEVEL OF LIVING OF AGRICULTURAL LABOURERS IN WEST BENGAL 

WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO UTTAR DINAJPUR DISTRICT 

7.1 Introduction 

The agricultural labourers have been leading a very poor economic life. They 

have small incomes, even not sufficient to meet their basic civic amenities. In virtual 

sense, their incomes are so meager that they can provide for only a part of minimum 

subsistence living. They do not have even the minimum clothing, education and 

medical facilities. Basic needs (BN) include two elements (ILO, 1976). First, they 

include certain minimum requirements of a household for private consumption: 

adequate food, shelter and clothing, as well as household equipment and furniture. 

Second, they include essential services provided by and for the community at large, 

such as safe drinking water, sanitation, health and education facilities. Our study 

indicated that the agricultural labourers far below the poverty line in extreme poverty 

were incapable of buying or producing the minimum food requirements of the basket 

because of two reasons: low employment availability and low wages, far below the 

minimum wages prescribed by the government. 

Our objective is to study the sources, composition and pattern of income and 

consumption of agricultural labourers across surveyed villages of Uttar Dinajpur 

district in West Bengal. In addition, an attempt has been made to study the housing 

conditions and possession of consumer durables by the agricultural labour 

households. 

7.2 Pattern of Income 

The total income of agricultural labour households is a function of the wage 

rate and number of days of employment. In the prevailing situation of wide spread 

unemployment and underemployment, the total incomes of agricultural labourers is 

bound to be low. The Table 7.1 shows that an average agricultural labour household 

earns annually about Rs. 14235.77 in Uttar Dinajpur district. However, there are 

considerable variations in the income levels of agricultural labour households across 

surveyed villages of the district. For example, at Dharampur and Jagatagaon -

villages under least developed blocks, agricultural labourers have recorded highest 
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annual average income of about Rs. 15520.37 and ' . 

sources of livelihood. The average annual income of l'll.o1'11t11tt~l!t 

Delwalpur and Malon - villages under highly developed blocks 

and Rs. 12 773.68. Similarly, the average annual income of a2IiC'Witurl 
. i.··:, l:.·i1f.i.i, 

Tilna and Nakai - villages under moderately developed blocks are Rs • t3' 

13355.42 from different sources of livelihood. The per capita income :of: an 
agricultural labourer is worked out to be Rs. 3324.69 atJagatagaon and Rs 3189.12 at 

Dharampur- villages under least developed blocks, Rs. 3235.55 at Delwalpur and 

Rs. 2756.90 at Malon- villages under highly developed blocks and Rs. 13581.99 at 

Tilna and Rs.2725.59 at Nakai - villages under moderately developed blocks. The 

average annual income and per capita income is found to be higher in least developed 

blocks as compared to highly developed blocks and moderately developed blocks. 

There are some reasons for such variations. At Dharampur, about 50 percent of 

agricultural labourers reported that they migrated to outside state mainly Punjab, 

Haryana, and Delhi for hiring out their labour in various industries. They stayed there 

for 5-6 months and earned some money. After 5-6 months, they returned home and 

again engaged in agriculture. Some labourers reported that they migrated to nearby 

towns of Dalkhola and Siliguri to work as rickshaw puller and as day labourer in 

towns and various factories for 5-6 months. The wage rate in non-agricultural 

activities is higher than the agricultural activities. This has helped to increase the 

annual income of agricultural labourers in this village. At Jagatagaon, 50 percent of 

the agricultural labourers are engaged in tea garden works for 5-6 months. The wage 

rate of a tea garden worker is little higher than the wage rate of crop cultivation 

labourer and did not vary with the seasonal change. The tea garden work also ensures 

regularity of employment of agricultural labourers for 5-6 months in this village. 

Some workers also reported that they went outside the state to get the work in various 

manufacturing industries for 5-6 months. These have helped to increase the average 

annual income of agricultural labourers of these villages. 

The relative shares of individual components of income are given in Table 7 .1. 

It is clear from the Table that the main source of income in the case of an average 

agricultural labour household is hiring out labour in agricultural sector. As already 

observed, an average agricultural labour household earns 65.10 percent of the total 

income from this source in this district. The second important source of income is 

hiring out labour in non-agricultural sector. About 14.31 percent of the total income is 
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earned from hiring out labour from non-agricultural sector in this district. The third 

important source is cultivation (12.75 percent) followed by business and household 

enterprises (4.36 percent). However, there are some differences in the relative shares 

of income across surveyed villages ofUttar Dinajpur district. For example, an average 

agricultural labour household at Jagatagaon earns more than 73 percent of total 

income from hiring out labour in agriculture, more than 16 percent from hiring out 

labour from non-agriculture sector and only 2. 78 percent from self-cultivation. At 

Dharampur, the share of wage income from hiring out labour in agriculture in total 

income is 51.84 percent, which is lower than all other villages but the share of wage 

income from hiring out labour from non-agriculture sector in total income is 23.70 

percent, which is higher than all other villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. This is due 

to the fact that 50 percent of agricultural labourers of this village went outside the 

state for work and engaged in different non-agricultural activities, which ensures 

higher wage rates. And this village is also located near the Kishanganj town of Bihar 

state and location of the village increases the scopes of non-agricultural activities, 

which increases the share of non-agricultural wage income in total income. The share 

of income from business and household enterprises is recorded highest i. e. 6.31 

percent and 6.85 percent at Delwalpur and Nakol. At these villages, agricultural 

labourers are engaged in various business activities like the business of rice husking. 

They purchase paddy from the market and convert it into rice, sale these in the market 

and earn some profit. At the same time, women labourers supplement their income by 

producing village hand made goods such as basket or jhuri and Dhokra or mat etc. 

The share of income from cultivation in total income is the highest (16.58 percent) at 

Tilna followed by Delwalpur (16.25 percent), Dhararnpur (15.22 percent) and Malon 

(14.25 percent). This is due to the fact that the share of landed labour households at 

Tilna (60 percent) is higher than other villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. It is clear 

from the Table that the share of income from self-cultivation is second important 

source of income at highly developed villages (Delwalpur and Malon) and moderately 

villages (Tilna and" Nakol). Though most of the agricultural labourers are landless 

(table 7.9) in the sample villages of the District, they are now leasing-in land for one 

crop season from the landlords or employers under fixed rate tenancy system. This 

enhances the share of income from cultivation in total income of labourers. The 

system of cultivation under fixed rate tenancy rather than share cropping system is 

widely prevalent in different villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. Under the share 

186 



cropping system, there is risk of recording the name of sharecroppers moreover and 

the risk of production is borne both by the landowner and sharecroppers. Under such a 

situation, the landowners are interested to keep their land lying vacant instead of 

leasing out their land to landless labourers and marginal farmers. But under fixed rate 

tenancy system, both landowner and agricultural labourers reported that they have 

benefited under the system. Their income increases, which improves their standard of 

living. Under this system, the risk of recording the name of agricultural labourers as 

sharecroppers is less because the landowner lease out their land only for one crop and 

risk of production is not borne by landowner. This system is more prevalent for bora 

paddy cultivation. The agricultural labourers increase their income by leasing-in land 

from their employers or from other landowners. 

Table-7.1 
Average Annual Household Income Received From Different Sources in Rupees 

Across Surveyed Villages of Uttar Dinajpur District 
Sources De/wa/pur Malon Ti/na Nako/ Dharampur 

Jagatagao All Villages 
n I District 

I. From Hiring Out 9132 811.50 8981 9185.50 8045.67 11446.50 9267.03 
Labour in (6226) (6898) (6612) (68.78) (5184) (73 78) (65.10) 
Agriculture 
2 From Self- 2383.33 1820.67 2251.33 1640 2362.67 431.67 1814.95 
Cultivation (16.25) (14.25) (16.58) (12.28) (15 22) (2.78) (12.75) 
3. From Hiring Out 

1748.84 1448.67 1774 1042.83 3678.33 2528 2036.78 
Labour in Non-

(11.92) (11.34) (13.06) (781) (23.70) (16.29) (14.31) 
Agriculture 
4 Business and 

925.33 383.67 250.66 914.96 820.20 429.14 620.66 
Household 
Enterprises 

(6.31) (3 00) (1.85) (685) (5 28) (277) (436) 

5. Others 
47833 309.17 325 572.13 613.50 680 49636 
(3.26) (242) (239) (4.28) (3 95) (438) (3490 

Total 
14667.83 12773.68 13581.99 13355.42 15520.37 15515.31 14235.77 
(I 00.00) (I 00.00) (100.00) (I 00.00) (100.00) (I 00 00) (10000) 

Per Capita Income 3235.55 2756.90 287735 2725.59 3189.12 3324.69 3018.20 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

7.3 Poverty among Agricultural Labourers 

The term poverty may be defined as inability of an individual to meet certain 

minimum desirable level of living. All those people who live below this minimum 

desirable level of living are said to living below the poverty line. The poverty line 

worked out by Dandekar and Rath was Rs. 180 per capita per annum at 1960-61 

prices for the rural areas (Dandekar and Rath, 1971 ). The planning Commission 

estimated Rs. 327.56 per capita per month as the basic minimum needs for the year 

1999-00 for the rural poor. On the basis of estimation, the minimum level of income 

for an average household with five members at the state level is worked out to Rs. 
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19653.6 per annum for the year 1999-00 for the rural areas. Households below this 

floor level of income are treated as families living Below Poverty Line (BPL). 

Households above this income level are called as Above Poverty Line (APL) 

households. It is observed from the Table 7.2 that 77.78 percent of the sample 

agricultural labourers households of this district are seen in BPL category. However, 

there are considerable variations in the percentage of households living below poverty 

line across the selected villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. It is found that a higher 

percentage of sample households in villages under moderately developed blocks are 

BPL as compared to that in villages under highly developed and least developed 

blocks. In percentage terms, it comes to 83.33 and 90 at Tilna and Nakai- villages 

under moderately developed blocks. At villages under highly developed blocks 

mainly Delwalpur and Malon, the figures are 73.33 percent and 76.67 percent where 

as villages mainly at Jagatagaon and Dharampur under least developed blocks, it 

becomes 73.33 percent and 70 percent. So labourers lived in villages under least 

developed blocks are better off than the moderately developed blocks and highly 

developed blocks. 

Table 7.2 
Proportion of Agricultural Labour Households Living Below Poverty Line 
A s d v·n r Utt n· n· t · t cross urveye 1 ages o ar ma.Jpur IS riC 

Delwalpur Malon Tilna Nakol Dharampur Jagatagaon 
All 

Villaj!es 
Proportion of Labour 

22 
23 

25 27 21 22 140 
Households Living 

(73.33) 
(76.67 

(83.33) (90.00) (70.00) (73.33) (77.78) 
Below Poverty Line 
Proportion of Labour 

8 7 5 3 9 8 40 
Households Living 

(26.67) (23.33) ( 16.67) ( 10.00) (30.00) (26.67) (22.22) 
Above Poverty Line 

Total 
30 30 30 30 30 30 180 

(100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

7.4 Food Consumption 

The per capita availability of food determines the working capacity and 

efficiency of agricultural labourers. It is an established fact that deficiency in food 

availability retards the physical, social and economic growth of people. Per capita 

availability of food among sample labour households varied on seasonal and even 

day-to-day basis due to uncertainty in income and employment of labourers. But in 

our study areas, most of the sample households maintain a uniformly good diet from 

day to day. The food intake of agricultural labour households was measured in two 

ways. Firstly, the number of times a particular food item consumed by a household 
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during the month prior to interview. This is shown in Table 7.3. From this Table, it is 

clear that an average agricultural labourer did not get two square meals in a day 

throughout the year. In some months, some agricultural labourers take one principal 

meal and labourers in an average have taken pulses 9.69 times in a month. The 

average number of times of pulse consumption was highest at Dharampur (15.9 times 

per month) because this village is located near Bihar. There is some tendency among 

Biharees to consume more amounts of pulses. The average number of times of pulse 

consumption was the lowest at Malon (6.9 times per month)- a village under highly 

developed blocks due to low level of incomes. The average number of times of 

consumption of meat was also highest at Dharampur (1.62 times per month) because 

of high average income level and may be because of the fact that this village is 

Muslim dominated village. The price of beef meat is less than half of the goat meat. 

As a result, they are able to eat meat every month of a year. In other villages, 

labourers are not able to purchase meat in every month. They eat goat meat two or 

three times in a year because of high prices of goat meat. The average number of 

times of fish consumption is 4.53 times in a month in all villages of Utar Dinajpur 

district. Here labourers consume fish by both buying and catching fish. The average 

number of times of fish consumption is highest at Nakol (5.03 times) in a month 

because this village is having comparatively larger amount of marshy land as 

compared to other villages. As a result, the labourers consume fish mostly by catching 

instead of buying. 

Table 7.3 
Average Number of Times a Particular Item Consumed Per Capita Per Month 

A s d v·n r u n· · n· · cross urveye 1 ages o ttar maJpur 1stnct 
Items Delwalpur Malon Tilna Nakol Dharampur Jagatagaon All Villages 
Cereals 59.25 55.83 58.30 57.75 59.30 58.85 58.22 
Pulses 10.13 6.9 8.6 7.02 15.9 9.6 9.69 
Edible Oil 59.25 55.83 58.33 57.75 59.30 58.85 58.22 
Vegetables 57.30 50.54 56.40 54.45 58.75 57.10 55.76 
Milk 1.48 .78 .8 1.27 .79 .77 .98 
Meat .58 .27 .44 .38 1.62 .36 .61 
Sugar 7.83 3.63 7.76 5.68 9.6 8.4 8.82 
Fish 4.75 4.5 3.9 5.03 5 3.5 4.45 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

Secondly, in order to get an idea about availability of food to agricultural 

labourers, we examined the per capita per day food availability to agricultural 

labourers. The daily diet of the majority of the population is mainly based on cereals, 

pulses, vegetables, milk, sugar, fats and oils and flesh food. The main cereals in the 
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study areas are rice and wheat but they reported that they consumed wheat 
• 

occasionally mainly during harvesting periods of wheat. Most of the agricultural 

labourer reported that they consume sugar and jagary during festivals I occasions. 

Only few labourers reported that they use sugar in tea, in milk for feeding children. In 

Table 7.4, the others item include spices, fruits and eggs. The commonly used spices 

were red and green chilies, cumin, turmeric, coriander seeds, mustard seeds, garlic 

and ginger and black pepper. The commonly consumed fruits were mango, jackfruits, 

banana, litchi, dates, guava, orange etc. 

The per capita per day cereals intake is 462.50 grams in all villages of Uttar 

Dinajpur district, which is slightly higher than the intake of 460 grams per capita per 

day recommended by ICMR (1989). Increasing areas under boro production (HYV 

seeds) in the study areas increases the per capita per day availability of cereals intake 

of agricultural labourers. But this figure varies across the villages of the district. The 

per capita per day cereals intake was highest at Dharampur ( 483.70 grams) - a village 

under least developed blocks followed by Delwalpur (480.47 grams) and Jagatagaon 

(470.14 grams). In the case ofvillages under least developed blocks mainly Tilna and 

Nakol, the per capita per day cereals intake is less than the figure recommended by 

ICMR (1989). Pulses are important sources of proteins. Bengal gram (chana), green 

gram (moong), lentil (masoor) and red gram (arhar) are the main pulses available to 

the people of this district. But high prices of pulses are beyond the purchasing power 

of agricultural labourers. The result has been a sharp decline in quality and quantity of 

the protein diet of the labourers. The per capita per day availability of pulses to the 

agricultural labourers in this district is very low; therefore, pulses have little share in 

the daily available food. Pulses (6.39 grams) have contributed onlyl.01 percent of the 

total food availability. The per capita per day availability of pulses is higher at 

Dharampur (8.82 grams) and Jagatagaon (8.20 grams) - villages under least 

developed blocks and Delwalpur (8.27 grams) - village under highly developed 

blocks as compared to other villages of this districts. The per capita per day 

consumption of pulses (6.39 grams) in this district is only 15.98 percent of the 

recommended minimum requirement (40 grams). The common vegetables found in 

the study villages found were leafy vegetable~, brinjal, ladies finger, tomato, 

cauliflower, potato, carrot, pumpkin, papya, jackfruits etc. Per capita per day 

availability of vegetables (127.79 grams) have contributed 20.12 percent of the total 

daily food availability. The diet is highly deficient in milk (96.17 percent), meat 
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(91.67 percent), pulses (84.03 percent), edible oil (80.28 percent), sugar (80.07 

percent) and fish (72.60 percent). A moderate deficiency is found in vegetables (20.13 

percent). However Table7.4 shows that the per capita availability of cereals is surplus 

(.54 percent) in Uttar Dinajpur district. 

The intakes of two principal nutrients, viz, calories and protein have been 

examined across the villages of the district. The per capita per day intake of calories 

and protein are presented in Table 7.5. The average calories intake of agricultural 

labourers is far short of the requirement judged by any norms. The minimum calorie 

requirement per capita per day depends upon a number of variables like age, sex, 

body weight, occupations etc. To determine calorie requirement, different individual 

economists, committee and commissions provides different figures. Dandekar and 

Rath had taken 2,250 calories per capita per day as the minimum requirement. The 

Planning Commission has now defined a 'poverty line' based on recommended 

nutritional requirements of 2400 calories per capita per day for rural areas and 2, 100 

calories per capita per day in urban areas. 

As against this minimum requirement, the actual intake is 1, 798.83 calories 

per capita per day; the deficiency works out to be more than 25 percent in the district. 

This calorie deficiency varies across the villages. The average daily intake of calories 

among agricultural labourers is highest at Dharampur (1913.30 calories) followed by 

Delwalpur (1884.56 calories), Jagatagaon (1839.86 calories), Malon (1752.97 

calories), Nakol (1697.11 calories) and Tilna (1677.31 calories). The deficiency in 

calorie requirement works out to be 20.28 percent at Dharampur, 21.48 percent at 

Delwalpur, 23.34 percent at Jagatagaon, 26.96 percent at Malon, 29.98 percent at 

Nakol and 30.11 percent at Tilna. The deficient in calorie requirement is lowest at 

Dharampur because of high per capita consumption of cereals, pulses, meat, and 

sugar. 

Therefore, the calorie intake is very much below our modest norms in our 

study areas. This reflects under nutrition and the distress conditions of agricultural 

labourers of Uttar Dinajpur district. The level of under-nourishment should bring out 

sharply the abject poverty to which this group is condemned. Similarly, the intake of 

proteins is found to be lower than the minimum requirement recommended by 

F AO/WHO expert groups. The protein available per capita per day among agricultural 

labourers is 36.39 grams, which is 39.35 percent lower than the recommended 

requirement (60 grams). The main sources of protein in the study areas are cereals, 
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vegetables and pulses. The cereals, vegetables and pulses contributed 34.33 grams 

protein out of a total 36.39 grams protein per capita or a little over 94.34 percent of 

the total. The per capita availability of protein varies across the villages of the district. 

The per capita per day protein intake is highest (38.24 grams) at Dharampur followed 

by Delwalpur (38.08 grams), Jagatagaon (36.39 grams), Malon (34.14 grams), Nakol 

(33.03 grams) and Tilna (32.02 grams). In brief, the protein intake among the 

agricultural labourers in all villages of Uttar Dinajpur district leaves nothing to be 

desired. It would appear from the foregoing analysis that agricultural labourers were 

found to be deficient in both calories and proteins. 

7.5 Consumption Expenditure 

Income, no doubt is one of the criteria of measuring the economic status of a 

household. Yet, studies have shown consumption expenditure as a better measure in 

this regard. Studies (Nayak and Prasad, 1984) have confirmed the view that the level 

and pattern of consumption expenditure is a better yardstick to measure the standard 

of living I economic status of a household. By correlating income with consumption 

expenditure, we can also know the adequacy I inadequacy of income to maintain a 

reasonable standard of living. Taking all these into account, data on the level and 

pattern of consumption expenditure of the sample agricultural labour households are 

analyzed in this section. 



Table: 7.4 
Average Amount of Food available Per Capita Per Day among Agricultural Labourers Across Surveyed Villages of Uttar Dinajpur 

District 
Require- Departure from 

Food Items Delwalpur Malon Tilna Nakai Dharampur Jagatagaon All villages ment Reqt. 
(Grams) Grams Percent 

Cereals 480.47 463.10 438.49 439.10 483.70 470.14 462.50 
460 2.5 .54 

(71.14) (74.56) (74.48) (73.99) (7183) (71.31) (72.81) 

Pulses 
8.27 4.25 3.71 5.09 8.82 8.20 6.39 

40 -33.61 -84.03 
(1.22) (.68) (.63) (.86) (131) (1.24) (1.01) 

Vegetables 138.66 122.82 115.53 112.73 131.60 145.41 127.79 
160 -32.21 -20.13 

(20.53) (19 77) (19.62) (19.00) (19 54) (22.05) (20.12) 

Milk 
4.03 361 1.84 5.70 5.25 2.56 3.83 

100 -96.17 -96.17 
(.60) (58) (.31) (.96) {.78) (.39) (.60) 

Edible Oil 
8.69 6.40 7.50 7.95 8.78 8.00 7.89 

40 -32.11 -80.28 
(1.29) (1.03) (1.27) (134) (130) (121) (124) 

Sugar 8.68 2.69 4.28 3.46 9.41 7.33 5.98 
30 -24.02 -80.07 

(1.29) (43) (.73) (58) (140) (!.II) (.94) 

Fish 11.58 8.55 6.57 7.27 9.03 6.34 8.22 
30 -2178 -72.6 (1.71) ( 1.38) (112) (123) (I 34) (.96) (1.29) 

Meat 
2.34 1.02 1.53 1.76 5.92 2.42 2.50 

30 -27.5 -91.67 (35) ( 16) (.26) (.30) (.88) (37) (39) 

Oth~rs 12.67 ( 188) 8.68 9.26 10.78 10 92 8.92 10.14 
(I 40) ( 1.57) ( 1.75) (I 62) (135) (160) ------ ------

- ·- - --

Data Source: Own Field Survey 
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Items Delwalpur 
Calorie 
s 

Cereals 1662.42 
Pulses 28.37 
Veg_etables 54.49 
Milk 2.70 
Edible Oil 78.21 
Sugar 34.59 
Fish 12.74 

Meat 4.54 

Others 18.96 

Total 1897.02 

Table 7.5 
Average Amount of Calories and Protein Intake Available Per Capita Per Day among 

Agricultural Labourers in Uttar Dinajpur District 

Malon Tilna Nakai Dharampur Ja~ata~aon 

Protei Calories Protei Calories Protein Calories Protein Calories Protein Calories Protein 
n n 
28.83 1602.33 27.79 1517.18 26.31 1519.27 26.35 1673.60 29.02 1626.68 28.21 
2.07 14.58 1.06 12.72 .93 17.46 1.27 30.25 2.21 28.13 2.05 
3.88 48.27 3.44 45.40 3.23 44.30 3.16 51.72 3.68 57.15 4.07 
.12 2.42 .11 1.23 .06 3.82 .17 3.52 .16 1.72 .08 
0 57.6 0 67.5 0 71.55 0 79.02 0 72 0 
0 10.71 0 17.03 0 13.77 0 37.45 0 29.17 0 
2.00 9.41 1.50 7.23 1.14 7.98 1.26 9.93 1.56 6.97 1.10 

.42 1.98 .18 2.97 .28 3.41 .32 11.48 1.07 4.69 .44 

.62 12.97 .05 13.85 .07 15.53 .50 16.33 .54 13.35 .44 

37.94 1760.27 34.13 1685.11 32.02 1697.11 33.03 1913.30 38.24 1839.86 36.39 
- ---

Data Source: Own Filed Survey 
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All Villal!eS 
Calorie Protein 
s 
1600.25 27.75 
21.92 1.60 
50.22 3.58 
2.57 .11 
71.01 0 
23.80 0 
9.04 1.42 

4.85 .45 

15.17 .50 

1798.83 35.41 



The average levels of household consumption expenditure, per capita 

consumption expenditure, distribution of consumption expenditure between food and 

non-food items are analyzed in this section. Table 7.5 gives the mean values of 

consumption expenditure of agricultural labourers across the villages of Utar Dinajpur 

district. On an average an agricultural labour household spends of Rs. 163 79.11 

annually on different items of consumption. However, there are considerable 

variations in the household consumption expenditure across the villages. For example, 

the household consumption expenditure is highest at Dharampur (Rs. 17282.84)- a 

village under least developed blocks followed by Delwalpur (16,860.64) ~a village 

under highly developed blocks and Tilna ( 16,851.90) - a village under moderately 

developed blocks. 

The estimation of per capita consumption expenditure has been necessitated to 

get a better picture on the level of living of agricultural labourers in the study area. 

The average per capita consumption expenditure of agricultural labourers is shown in 

Table 7.6. The per capita consumption expenditure of agricultural labourers at 

Delwalpur is Rs. 3457.04, which is higher than all other villages. But per capita 

expenditure on food items at Dharampur (Rs. 2293.29) is higher than all other 

villages of the district. This may be due to higher average household income and 

lower family size. The analysis carried out in terms of absolute values does not give a 

correct picture of the pattern of consumption, since average consumption levels of the 

six villages are different. In such a situation, the consumption pattern may better be 

studied by comparing the relative shares of individual items of consumption in the 

total consumption expenditure of agricultural labour households in the district. 

The Table clearly shows that the expenditure on food items of agricultural 

labourers accounts for the major proportion of the total consumption expenditure, 

followed by clothing, health, washing and toilet articles. Agricultural labour 

households spend about 64.28 percent of their total consumption on food items. Out 

of food items, an average agricultural labour household spends about 44.27 percent on 

food grains. The percentage share of expenditure on food grains declines with the 

increase in level of income but the share of expenditure increases on pulses and meat. 

Agricultural labourers of Dharampur and Jagatagaon - villages under least 

developed blocks spend 3.09 percent and 3.65 percent oftheir income on meat. But at 

Delwalpur and Malon- villages under highly developed blocks, agricultural labourers 

spend about 2.13 percent and 1.10 percent on meat. However, at Tilna and Nakol -
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villages under moderately developed blocks, agricultural labourers spend about 1.49 

percent and 1.51 percent on meat. The average households income of agricultural 

labourers of villages under least developed blocks is higher than the villages under 

moderately and highly developed blocks. It is clear from the above that higher income 

group labourers spend larger percentage of their income on meat as compared to 

lower income group labourers. Robert Giffen has shown that in Ireland, poor people 

consumed more amount of potato when the prices of potato increased by curtailing 

the consumption of meat. Due to increase in the price of potato, they reduce the 

consumption of meat in order to maintain the minimum basic needs. So lower income 

group people spend lower percentage of their income on meat but spend higher 

percentage of their income on food grains. But they spend less amount of their income 

(in absolute sense) on food items as compared to high average income of agricultural 

labour households of Dharampur, Jagatagaon and Delwalpur. So total expenditure on 

food items increases with the increase in average household income because the poor 

household is not able meet the minimum requirement of food. Increase in income will 

lead to increase in consumption expenditure on food items. 

Among the non-food items, clothing account for the largest proportion of 

expenditure. This is followed by the expenditure on health, marriage and other 

ceremonies. Clothing as a basic human requirement is essential for protection against 

the physical environment and weather and, to maintain the standarity and modesty of 

life. For a woman, one sari and one blouse are the minimum acceptable covering 

dimmed necessary for public appearance. Most of the women reported that they used 

only three to five saris and three to four blouses in a year due to lack of money. Many 

elderly women were without blouses or petticoats in the study area. Most of the 

women reported that they purchase better quality saris and blouses during Durga 

Puja. The per capita expenditure on clothing is Rs. 290.75 per year. An average 

agricultural labour household spends Rs. 9.05 on clothing. The expenditure on 

clothing is highest at Delwalpur (10.62 percent) followed by Nakol (9.68 percent) and 

Tilna (9.26 percent). 

Agricultural labourers suffer from different diseases like fever and headache, 

back pain, chest pain, high blood pressure, tuberculosis, chicken pox, polio and 

diphtheria and tetanus. They work in muddy water, in heavy rains as well as under 

blazing sun. The nature of their agricultural work exposed them in particular to health 

hazards: rice transplanting, increases susceptibility to ailments such as intestinal 
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infections, arthritis, rheumatic joints, leech bites, respiratory ailments etc. (Mencher 

and Saradamoni, 1982). To treat illness, all our sample agricultural labour households 

use allopathic treatment only. Allopathic treatment cures quickly, whereas 

homeopathy or aurvedic treatment takes time to cure. When the agricultural labourers 

were sick, the majority of them went to the village private quack doctors who 

practiced in the villages. There are some reasons of such a state of affair. Even though 

state health care was free, the cost of transportation, medicines and related problems 

and the poor quality of treatment itself, caused poor labourers to refrain from using 

the available facilities. The labourers spend 5.74 percent oftheir total expenditure on 

health. The per capita expenditure on health is Rs. 184.14 in district as a whole (Table 

7.8). The per capita expenditure on health is higher at Malon (Rs. 232.37) as 

compared to other villages of the district. The agricultural labourers spend large 

proportion of their expenditure on marriage and other social ceremonies. The dowry 

system in rural areas increases the expenditure on marriages. The labourers spend 

4.08 percent of their income on marriage and other ceremony purposes. The per capita 

expenditure on marriage and other ceremony is Rs. 130.83. The per capita 

expenditure on marriage and other ceremony is higher at Malon (Rs. 13 7. 77) as 

compared to other villages of Uttar Dianjpur district. But agricultural labourers spend 

a meager proportion of their total expenditure on the education of their children. Their 

children will read up to class IV to V. After that period, they employed their children 

in agricultural activities. So expenditure on education is very small. 

Most of the agricultural labourers use firewood, crop residue and cow dung, 

twigs and dry leaves as a fuel. Labourers collected twigs and dry leaves from fields 

and distant bush areas. Generally, women or girl children collected fuel from fields 

and spend one or two hours of time every day for this purpose. They generally did not 

purchase fuels but collected from different places. For lighting purposes, they use 

kerosene lamp like kupi or lantern. They purchase kerosene oil weekly from ration 

dealer. They spend 2.67 percent of their total expenditure on fuel and lighting. 
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Table: 7.6 
Average Amount of Consumption Expenditure per Households Per Annum Across Surveyed Villages 

0 ru o· · o· · ttar maJpur 1stnct 

Items Delwalpur Malon Tilna Nakol Dharampur Jagatagaon 
All 

Villages 

6360.14 6264.28 6359.24 6282.64 6873.71 6406.45 6424.41 
Cereals (40.58) (44.10) (42.17) (42.64) (41.53) (41.82) (42.10) 

41033 215.47 202.07 273.55 469.80 419.20 331.74 
Pulses (2.62) (1.52) (1.34) (1.86) (2.84) (2.74) (2 17) 

94533 622.40 792.80 747.50 894.13 928.93 821.85 
Vegetables (6.03) (4.38) (5.26) (5.07) (5.40) (6.06) (5.39) 

575.20 433.06 543.73 568.67 624 544.83 548.25 
Edible Oil (3.67) (3.05) (3.61) (3.86) (3.77) (3.56) (3 59) 

546.13 560.00 428.27 362.47 559.33 532.14 498.06 
Fish (3.48) (3.94) (2.84) (2.46) (3.38) (3.47) (3.26) 

358.50 173.17 251.67 236.17 534.33 58333 356.20 
Meat (2.29) (1.22) (1.67) (1.60) (3.23) (3.81) (233) 

233.73 140.19 174.27 115.33 516 337.34 252.81 
Tea {1.49) (.99) (1.16) {.78) {3.12) (2.20) . (1.66) 

230 72.67 124 99.10 267.40 199.70 165.48 
Sugar (1.47) (.91) (.82) (.67) (1.61) (1.30) (1.08) 

135.60 61 33.33 101.87 93.17 43.67 78.11 
Milk (.87) (.43) (.22) (.69) {.56) (.29) (.51) 

433.23 27795 316.37 370.36 328.77 271.27 332.99 
Others (2.76) (1.96) (2.10) (2.51) (1.99) (1.77) (2180 

10228.19 8820.19 9225.77 9157.66 11160.64 I 0266.86 9809.90 
Sub-Total (65.26) (62.10) (6110) (62 15) (6743) (67 02) (64.28) 

1664.80 1223.83 1396.87 1426.00 1298.17 1279.23 1381.48 
Clothing (10.62) (8.61) (9.26) (9.68) (7.84) (8.35) (9 05) 

388.27 407.60 924.67 391.73 398.80 563.10 512.36 
Tobacco (2.48) (2.87) (6.13) (2.66) (2.40) (3.68) (93.36) 

490.13 375.43 345.60 430.07 423.47 375.80 406.75 
Fuel and Lighting {3. 13) (2.64) (2.29) (2.92) (2 56) (2.45) (2.67) 

539.33 461.67 511.67 61833 471.67 390 498.78 
House Construction (3.44) (3.25) (3.39) (4 20) (2.85) (2 54) (3 27) 

107.66 230.67 130.67 196.17 330 330 220.86 
Education (.69) (1.62) (.87) ( 1.33) (1.99) (2 15) ( 1.45) 

871.67 1076.67 855 980 856 616.67 876.00 
Health (5.56) (7.58) (5.67) (6.65) (5.17) (4.03) (5 74) 

403.33 542.71 611.20 604.20 520.53 579.10 543.51 
Washing (2.57) (3.82) (4.05) (4.10) (3.14) (3. 78) (3.56) 

Marriage & Other 538.19 638.33 677.67 609.67 641.87 633.33 623.15 
Ceremonies (3.43) (4.49) (4.49) (4.14) (3 88) (4.13) (4.08) 

440.27 428.77 400.17 320.69 450.67 285.34 387.65 
Others (2.81) (3.02) (2.65) (2.18) (272) (1.86) (2 54) 

15671.84 14205.87 15079.29 14734.52 16551.82 15319.43 15260.44 
Total (I 00.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (I 00.00) (100.00) (I 00 00) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 
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Table 7.7 
Per Capita Consumption Expenditure Per Annum among Agricultural 

L b A s d v·n r u n· o· a ourers cross urveye 1 ages o ttar maJpur Is tract 

Items Delwalpur Malon Tilna Nakai Dharampur Jagatagaon 
All 

Villages 
Food grains 1402.97 1352.00 1280.39 1282.17 1412.41 1372.81 1350.46 
Pulses 90.51 46.50 40.69 55.83 96.53 89.83 69.98 
Vegetables 208.53 134.33 159.62 152.55 183.73 199.06 172.97 
Edible oil 126.88 93.47 109.48 116.06 128.22 116.75 115.14 
Fish 120.47 120.86 86.23 73.97 114.93 114.03 105.08 
Meat 79.08 37.37 50.67 48.20 109.79 125.00 75.02 
Milk 29.91 13.17 6.71 20.79 19.14 9.36 16.51 
Tea 51.56 30.26 35.09 23.54 106.03 72.29 53.13 
Sugar 50.74 15.68 24.97 20.22 54.95 42.79 34.89 
Others 95.57 59.99 63.70 75.58 67.56 58.13 70.09 
Sub-total 2256.22 1903.63 1857.55 1868.91 2293.29 2200.05 2036.27 
Clothing 367.24 264.14 281.25 291.02 266.75 274.12 290.75 
Tobacco 85.65 87.97 186.18 79.94 81.95 120.66 107.06 
Fuel 108.12 81.03 69.58 87.77 87.01 80.53 85.67 
House 118.97 101.84 103.02 126.19 96.92 83.57 105.09 
Construction 
Education 23.75 49.78 26.31 40.03 67.81 70.71 46.40 
Health 192.28 232.37 172.15 200 175.89 132.14 184.14 
Washing 88.97 117.13 123.06 123.31 106.96 124.09 113.92 
Marriage and 118.72 137.77 136.44 124.42 131.89 135.71 130.83 
Other 
Ceremonies 
Others 97.12 92.54 80.57 65.45 92.61 61.14 81.57 
Total 3457.04 3068.20 3036.10 3007.04 3401.08 3282.72 3208.70 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

7.6 Shelter 

Housing is a senous problem especially for the rural poor. Houses of 

agricultural labourers are not much effective to them because they do not give 

protection completely against wind, rain and cold; they have inadequate lighting and 

ventilation, no separate arrangement for keeping animals and lack of basic sanitation 

facilities. Most of the houses are kutcha houses with mud walls and thatched roofs. 

Table 7.8 shows that 50 percent of the total houses of Uttar Dinajpur district are 

Kutcha houses with mud walls and 68.80 percent roofs of the houses are thatched 

roofs. The percentage of kutcha houses with mud walls is highest at Delwalpur (66.67 

percent) followed by Tilna (63.33 percent) and Malon (60.00 percent). Agricultural 

labourers at Delwalpur seem to be economically better off than Malon and Tilna. At 

Delwalpur, where only 26.67 percent labourers own bamboo slips walls and 83.33 

percent labourers own thatch roof. At Jagatagaon and Dharampur, 73.33 percent and 

56.67 percent labourers possess bamboo slips wall houses and 80 percent and 86.67 

percent roofs are thatched roofs. At these two villages, soils are sandy soils; as a result 
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mud walls do not lasting for a long time. Therefore, they form houses with bamboo 

slips instead of mud walls. 

The labourers were further asked about the number of rooms they have at their 

houses. It has been revealed that a large number of labourers (55.56 percent) live in a 

one-room house in all villages of the district. Village wise also, a majority of 

labourers at Delwalpur (53.33 percent) have two room houses. At Jagatagaon and 

Dharampur, the majority of labourers (70 percent and 76.67 percent) have only one

room houses. 

The respondents were further asked about the facilities like kitchen, bathroom, 

toilet, ventilation, electricity etc. in their houses. Only 40 percent of labourers have 

the facilities of separate kitchen in their houses in the district. At Delwalpur, 46.67 

percent labourers have separate kitchen. But at Jagatagaon, only 43.33 percent 

labourers have separate kitchen. Only 5 percent of labourers of the district have toilet 

facilities provided by the government under Rural Sanitation Programme. But these 

toilets are not properly maintained and as a result these toilets have become unfit for 

use after some times. Most of the labourers are habituated to use open field for toilet 

purposes. The facility of having windows is more prevalent at Delwalpur (73.33 

percent) as compared to other villages of the district. At Malon, animals and their 

some landless owners lived together in the same shark. Some of the huts had bamboo 

doors and others did not. No labour households have electricity facilities. 

7.7 Possession of Consumers Durables 

In the study area majority of the labourers are landless. Only 38.89 percent 

labourers have cultivable land (Table 7.9). The percentage of landed households is 

highest at Tilna (60.00 percent) followed by Delwalpur (53.33 percent). It has been 

revealed from the study that majority of labourers (51.06 percent) possess bicycles. 
,, ' 

Villagewise, at Jagatagaon, 60 percent labourers have a bicycle, which is followed by 

Delwalpur (56.67 percent), Nakol (53.33 percent) and Dharampur (46.67 percent). 

This is followed by furniture (46.11 percent), watch (13.33 percent) and radio (12.22 

percent). Televisions are owned by only four families, comprising one from 

Delwalpur, another one from,Nakol and two from Jagatagaon. Possession of bicycle, 

radio and furniture is almost equally distributed among the labourers from different 

villages. Among the live stock ~~~ts, most of the labourers (32.22 percent) are 

rearing duck. This is followed by goats (28.33 percent), poultry birds (24.44 perc~nt), 
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cows-not-in-milk (22.22 percent) and cows-in-milk (18.89 percent). Possession of live 

stock assets is not equally distributed among the labourers from different villages. For 

example, 76.67 percent labourers at Delwalpur are rearing ducks but at Jagatagaon 

and Dharampur, only 3.33 percent labourers are rearing ducks. 

I 

Table 7.8 
Nature and Availability of Facilities in the Houses Owned by Agricultural 
Labour Households Across Surveyed Villages of Uttar Dinajpur District 

Delwa/pur Malon Tilna Nakol Dharampur Jagatagaon All 
Villages 

I.Nature of Walls 
a Earth/Mud 20 (66.67) 18 0.00) 19(63.33) 15(50.00) 12(40.00) 6(20.00) 90(50 00) 
b. Bamboo Slips 8 (26.67) II (36.67) 10(33.33) 13 (43.33) 17 (56.67) 22(73.33) 81(45 00) 
c. Concrete 2 (6.67) I (3.33) I (3.33) 2 (6.67) 1(3.39) 2(6.67) 9(5.00) 

2. Nature of Roofs 
a. Tin 5 (16.67) 4 (13.33) 3 (10.00) 5 (16.67) 4 (26.67) 6(20.00) 27(15.00) 
b. Thatch 25 (83.33) 26 (86.67) 27(90.00) 25(76.67) 26(86.67) 24(80.00) 153(85 00) 
c. Concrete ..... "' .. ................. - ·-------... ------- ------ .............. -..... -------

3. Number of 
Rooms Per 
Households 
a. One Rooms 12 (40.00) 13 (43.33) 17(56.67) 14 (46.67) 23(76 67) 21(70.00) 100(5555) 
b. Two Rooms 13 (53.33) 12 (40.00) 12(40.00) 12 (40.00) 5 (16.670 9(30.00) 63(35 00) 
c. Three Rooms 4 (23.33) 3 (10.00) I (333) 3 (10.00) 2 (6.67) -------- 13(722) 
d. Four Rooms I (3.33) 2 (6.67) ----------- I (3.33) ------- -------- 4(2.22) 

3.Facilities 
Available Per 
Households 
a. Separate Kitchen 14 (46.67) 12 (40.00) I 0(33 33) II (36.67) 12 (40.00) 13(43.33) 72(40 00) 
b. Bath Rooms ------------ ---------- ------- ----------- ----------- -------------

_____ , _____ 

c. Toilet 2 (6.67) 1(3.33) 2 (6 67) I (3.33) 2(6.67) 1(333) 9(5.00) 
d. Windows 22(73.33) 20(66.67) 18 60 00) 17 (56 67) 14 (46.67) 16(53.33) 107(5944) 
e. Doors 20(66.67) 18(60.00) 15(50.00) 16 (53.33) II (3667) 12(40.00) 92(5111) 
f. Electricity .................. ---------- ----------- ----------- -------- --------- --------

Data Source: Own Field Survey 
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Table 7.9 
Possession of Consumer Durables Goods and Live Stock Assets by Agricultural 

L b u h Id A s d v·n f uu n· · o· t · t a our ouse o s cross urveye 1 ages o ar ma.Jpur IS riC 

A. Name of Delwalpur Malon Tilna Nakai Dharampur Jagatagaon All 
Durables Villages 

I. Land 16 12 18 12 7 5 70 
(53.33) (40.00) (60.00) (40.00) (23.33) (16.67) (38.89) 

2. Radio 5 3 6 3 3 2 22 
(16.67) (10.00) (20.00) (10.00) (10.00) (6.67) (12.22) 

3. Watch 7 2 5 4 3 3 24 
(23.33) (6.67) (16.67) (13.33) (10.00) (10.00) (13.33) 

4. T.V. I -------- -------- I -------- 2 4 
(3.33) (3.33) (6.67) (2.22) 

5. Furniture 13 12 9 11 20 18 83 
(43.33) (40.00) (30.00) (36.67) (66.67) (60.00) (46.11) 

6. Bicycle 17 13 13 16 14 18 91 
(56.67) (13.33) (43.33) (53.33) (46.67) (60.00) (51.06) 

B. Live Stock 
Assets 

I. Cows in 8 3 7 5 6 5 34 
Milk (26.67) (10.00) (23.33) (16.67) (20.00) (16.67) (18.89) 

2. Cows Not 8 8 10 5 7 2 40 
in Milk (26.67) (26.67) (33.33) (16.67) (23.33) (6.67) (22.22) 

3. Goat 18 8 19 3 2 1 51 
(60.00) (26.67) {63.33) (10.00) (6.67) (3.33) (28.33) 

4. Pigs ----- 1 4 2 --------- ------- 7 
(3.33) (13.33) (6.67) (3.89) 

5. Poultry 4 10 2 17 II --------- 44 
Birds (23.33) (33.33) (6.67) (56.67) (36.67) (24.44) 

6. Ducks 23 12 18 3 1 1 58 
(76.67) (40.00) (60.00) (10.00) (3.33) (3.33) (32.22) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 

7.8 Overall Findings on Level of Living of Agricultural Labourers 

The living conditions of agricultural labourers are miserable because of low 

level of wages and income. Their main source of income is hiring out labour in 

agriculture. The share of income from non-agricultural activities is very marginal. 

They spend major part of their income on food items as compared to non-food items. 

Out of food items, they spend major part of their income on food grains. The share of 

expenditure on pulses and meat is very marginal. They did not get the minimum 

amount recommended by ICMR. They suffer from poverty and malnutrition. About 

77.78 percent labourers live below the poverty line in this district. Most of them live 

in just one-room kutcha houses with no facility of kitchen, bathroom and latrine, 

drinking water and electricity. 
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7.9 Summary 

This chapter focuses on the sources, composition and pattern of income and 

consumption of agricultural labourers across surveyed villages of Uttar Dinajpur 

district. The main source of income in the case of an average agricultural labour 

household is hiring out labour in agricultural sector. An average agricultural labour 

household earns 65.10 percent of the total income from this source in this district. The 

second important source of income is hiring out labour in non-agricultural sector. 

About 14.31 percent of the total income is earned from hiring out labour from non

agricultural sector in this district. The third important source is cultivation (12.75 

percent) followed by business and household enterprises (4.36 percent). However, 

there are some differences in the relative shares of income across surveyed villages of 

the district. An average agricultural labour household earns annually about Rs. 

14235.77 in this district. However, there are considerable variations in the income 

levels of agricultural labour households across surveyed villages of Uttar Dinajpur 

distric.t. About 77.78 percent of the sample households of this district are seen in BPL 

category. However, there are considerable variations in the percentage of households 

living below poverty line across surveyed villages of the district. 

Per capita availability of food among sample labour households varied on 

seasonal and even day-to-day basis due to uncertainty in income and employment of 

labourers. An average agricultural labourer did not get two square meals in a day 

through out the year. The per capita per day cereals intake is 462.50 grams in all 

villages of Uttar Dinajpur District, which is slightly higher than the intake of 460 

grams per capita per day recommended by ICMR (1989). But this figure varies across 

surveyed villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. The per capita per day consumption of 

pulses (6.39 grams) in this district is only 15.98 percent of the recommended 

minimum requirement (40 grams). The intakes of two principal nutrients, vize 

calories and protein have been examined across the villages of the district. The 

average calorie intake of agricultural labourers of the district is far short of the 

requirement judge by any norms. As against the minimum requirement, the actual 

intake is 1, 798.83 calories per capita per day; the deficiency works out to be more 

than 25 percent. This calorie deficiency varies across the villages of the district. 

Similarly the intake of proteins is found to be lower than the minimum requirement 

recommended by F AO/WHO expert groups. The protein available per capita per day 
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among agricultural labourers is 36.39 grams, which is 39.35 percent lower than the 

recommended requirement ( 60 grams). 

Income, no doubt is one of the criteria of measuring the economic status of a 

household. Yet, studies have shown consumption expenditure as a better measure in 

this regard. On an average, an agricultural labour household spends of Rs. 163 79.11 

annually on different items of consumption in Uttar Dinajpur district. The expenditure 

on food items (64.28 percent) accounts for the major proportion of the total 

consumption expenditure, followed by clothing (9.05 percent), health (5.74 percent), 

washing and toilet articles. They spend 2.67 percent of their total expenditure on fuel 

and lighting. Housing is a serious problem especially for the rural poor. Most of the 

houses are kutcha houses with mud walls and thatched roofs. It has been revealed that 

a large number oflabourers (55.56 percent) live in a one-room house in all villages of 

the district. 

In the study area majority of the labourers are landless. It has been revealed 

from the study that majority of labourers (51.06 percent) possess bicycles. This is 

followed by furniture ( 46.11 percent), watch (13.33 percent) and radio (12.22 

percent). Among the live stock assets, most of the labourers (32.22 percent) are 

rearing duck. This is followed by goats (28.33 percent), Poultry birds (24.44 percent), 

cows-not-in-milk (22.22 percent) and cows-in-milk (18.89 percent). Possession oflive 

stock assets is not equally distributed among the labourers from different villages. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS 

8.1 Summary of Findings 

The main objectives of the study was to trace out the evolution of the class of 

agricultural labourers and to examine the trend of growth of agricultural labourers, 

terms and conditions of their employment, level and pattern of farm and non-farm 

employment, wages, consumption pattern, indebtedness and living conditions of 

agricultural labourers in West Bengal as well as in Uttar Dinajpur district. The origin 

of the class of landless agricultural labourers could be initially traced in the British 

period because previously they had some land and hired out their labour on another 

person's land to earn some additional income. The introduction of Permanent 

Settlement, export-import policy, decline of household industry and eviction of 

adhiars by jotedars led to pauperization of large section of peasantry during British 

period. They had no alternative but to hire out their labour in agriculture. Agricultural 

labourers constitute a significant portion of the total rural population in today' s West 

Bengal as well in the district of Uttar Dinajpur, accounting for about one-third and 

two-fourth of the rural workers respectively. The annual growth of agricultural 

labourers was highest during 1961-71 i. e. 8.25 percent at the district level and 8.18 

percent at the state level. The annual growth of agricultural labourers in subsequent 

census period declined at both the district level and state level. There were many 

factors contributing to the rise of agricultural labourers since independence. These 

factors are the decline of jotedari-adhiary system, land reform programmme -

Operation Barga programme, marginalization of peasantry, new agricultural 

technology and high population growth - falling land man ratio etc. The 

'proletarization process' was reinforced and gained momentum after enactment of 

WBLR Act, 1955. A large scale eviction of share croppers took place at the passing of 

this Act and at different stages of its implementation. 

The terms and conditions of employment of agricultural labourers varied 

across the regions and across the categories of agricultural labourers. Different 

categories of agricultural labourers are employed under different terms and conditions 

under the same employers or different employers. During the survey, it was found that 

most of the agricultural labourers were employed as casual day labourers and group 
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labourers. It was also observed that the importance of group labourers increased with 

the level of advancement of villages. 

The total number of employment days available from farm and non-farm 

activities to an adult male worker was 257 days in 1974-75 and it increased to 293 

days in 1993-94. Similarly, in the case of an adult female worker, the total number of 

employment days available from farm and non-farm activities was 195 days in 1974-

75 and it increased to 226 days in 1993-94. The relative importance of wage paid 

employment (in percentage terms) in total employment days has declined over the 

years. On the other hand, the share of self-employment has increased for both male 

and female labour in West Bengal. An agricultural labourer got an average annual 

farm employment of 169.71 days in the Uttar Dinajpur district. The male workers got 

an average annual farm employment of 180.98 days, which was 15.16% higher than 

the female agricultural labourer. Among the different activities, the wage employment 

of crop farming provided the larger days of employment (127.88 days) per 

agricultural labourer followed by employment in self- employment (23.51 days) of 

crop farming and employment in agriculture allied activities ( 18.32 days). 

Agriculture in our study area is seasonal in character, which affects the 

demand for labour in agriculture. We have divided the agricultural season of a year in 

to four - pre-kharif, kharif, rabi and bora. Kharif season is the busiest season of the 

year. The employment availability is higher in this season as compared to other 

seasons. During kharif season, agricultural labourers got employment 47.84 percent 

higher than pre-kharif, 167.56 percent higher than rabi and 35.44 percent higher than 

bora. From the discussion, it is clear that high seasonal fluctuation of employment 

exists in the study area. It is also clear that seasonal fluctuation of employment in the 

highly developed blocks is higher as compared to moderately developed blocks and 

least developed blocks. 

Wages are paid in both the form of cash and kind or some perquisites like 

meals or snacks. Daily wage payment in the form of purely cash constitutes 46.83 

percent in the district. Monetization of wage payments seems to increase with the 

development of agriculture. Casual day labourers work on the time rate basis and 

casual group labourers work on the piece rate basis. In the case of group labourers, 

there is no fixed working hours. An average working day for casual day labourer, 

varies between six to eight hours, depending on the operation being performed. There 

is no remarkable difference in the wage rate received by daily casual labourers within 

206 



the village. It was found that gender based discriminations had disappeared in three 

villages (viz., Delwalpur, Nakol and Dharampur) out of six villages of the district in 

some operations like transplantations and weeding. The practice of employment of 

group labourers in agriculture has been spreading rapidly and is utilized for major 

agricultural operations like transplantations, weeding, harvesting and threshing 

involving more amount of labour. The payment is piece rate basis and the amount is 

shared equally among members. The minimum wages fixed by the West Bengal 

Government are not paid to labourer in the agricultural sector in different villages of 

the district under study. 

The trends and determinants of agricultural wages across the districts of West 

Bengal have been worked out for male and female labourers over the periods 1980-81 

to 2000-01. For this purpose we have used A WI data. There was a steady increase in 

money wages across the districts of West Bengal, though the magnitude of the 

increase differed from one district to another over the years. The constructed real 

wages of agricultural labourers for different districts of West Bengal was obtained 

from NSS data for the periods 1983-84 to 2000-01. First, we have considered the 

trends of real wage rate of male agricultural labourers. The real wages show a decline 

in the mid-1980's but a gradual recovery in the latter part of the decade. However, 

these gradual increases were not sustained in subsequent years. In most of the districts 

of West Bengal, it is found that real wages fluctuated during the first half of the 

decade but increased during the 2nd half of the decade. In the case of female, we do 

not find any clear trends of real wages during the first half of eighties in West Bengal 

but increasing trends in the second half of eighties. However, increasing trends of 

female real wages in the later half of 1980's were not sustained in subsequent years. 

Inter-district variation in real wages of both male and female agricultural 

labourers across the districts of West Bengal has declined over the period. In this 

study, the variations in the male wage rates are sought to be explained by five relevant 

demands and supply variables. These variables are labour productivity, diversification 

of labour into other occupations, gross cropped area per agricultural labourers, 

cropping intensity and literacy rate. As the results suggest, out of the five variables, 

only one variable namely, occupational diversification has positively and significantly 

influenced the real wage rate of male agricultural labourers in 2000-01. The 

relationship between wage rate and employment is very complex. We did not find any 
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systematic relationship between wage rate and employment level both in West Bengal 

and at district level. 

Rural non-farm sector has played important role in generating employment 

and income in rural areas. There are considerable variations in the incidence of non

agricultural employment across the blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district. . We are 

interested to identify the factors responsible for observed variations in the share of 

non-agricultural employment across the blocks of this district. Such factors included 

both developmental and distress factors. The development factors like the value of 

agricultural output per hectare of gross cropped area as a proxy for level of 

agricultural productivity, the value of agricultural output per hectare of net sown area 

as a proxy for land productivity generating production linkage, the value of 

agricultural output per head of agricultural population i. e. agricultural workers as 

proxy for per capita income of agricultural classes, net sown area per agricultural 

worker as a proxy of average farm income in the district and percentage of area under 

non-food grains as an index of commercialization of agriculture. At the same time, 

distress factors like poverty, unemployment-underemployment due to the inability of 

agriculture to absorb the surplus labour have tried to push the rural households to go 

in search of various non-agricultural activities and thus tended to act as a sponage for 

the surplus labour. Out of the developmental factors, value of agricultural output per 

agricultural population has a stronger significant positive relation with non

agricultural employment followed by net sown area per worker and cropping 

intensity. So higher incomes of rural people, higher cropping intensity and more net 

sown area per worker ensures higher availability of non-agricultural employment in 

the blocks of Uttar Dinajpur district. Regarding distress factors, none of the proxies 

show a significant association with non-agricultural employment in this district. 

The nature and extent of occupational diversification with level and pattern of 

non-farm employment of agricultural labourers has also been discussed at the district 

level. There are some exogenous factors, which affect the extent of occupational 

diversification both at the household level and individual level. These are literacy rate, 

density of population, land ownership and distance of village from town. Out of these 

factors, land ownership is positively correlated with occupational diversification and 

significant. Other correlates like distance of village from nearby town, percentage of 

unemployed man-days and poverty among agricultural labourers are positively 

correlated but not significant. 
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Low wages, unemployment, assetlessness and social backwardness constitute 

the poverty syndrome among agricultural labourers, which again compels them to 

borrow for consumption, house construction and repairs, health care, marriage and 

other social ceremony purposes. The main cause of indebtedness is the borrowing for 

marriage and social ceremonies followed by medical purposes and household 

consumptions at the village level of Uttar Dinajpur district. But at the state level, the 

main cause of indebtedness is the borrowing for household consumption followed by 

purchase of land and construction of building and productive purposes. However, as 

these loans are not only economically productive in that they do not help in the 

creation of additional incomes. They are bound to borrow money from non

institutional as well as institutional sources year after year. At the state level, the main 

source of rural credit is friends and relatives followed by shopkeepers and money 

lenders. But at the village level, the share of subsidized loans provided by the 

government under different anti-poverty programmes in total borrowing is higher than 

the shares of friends and relatives and money lenders. Out of non-institutional 

sources, friends and relatives emerged as the main source of rural credit at the village 

level of Uttar Dinajpur district. The role of financial institutions is not satisfactory in 

supplying rural credit. 

The main source of income in the case of an average agricultural labour 

household is hiring out labour in agricultural sector followed by hiring out labour in 

non-agricultural sector, self-cultivation and small business. An average agricultural 

labour household earns annually about Rs. 14235.77 in this district. About 77.78 

percent of the sample households of this district are seen in BPL category. However, 

there are considerable variations in the percentage of households living below poverty 

line across the villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. An average agricultural labourer did 

not get two square meals in a day through out the year. The per capita per day cereals 

intake is 462.50 grams in all villages of Uttar Dinajpur district, which is slightly 

higher than the intake of 460 grams per capita per day recommended by ICMR 

(1989). But this figure varies across the villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. The per 

capita per day consumption of pulses (6.39 grams) in this district is only 15.98 percent 

of the recommended minimum requirement (40 grams). The average calories and 

proteins intake of agricultural labourers of Uttar Dinajpur District are far short of the 

requirement judged by any norms. Income, no doubt is one of the criteria of 

measuring the economic status of a household. Yet, studies have shown consumption 
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expenditure as a better measure in this regard. On an average, an agricultural labour 

household spends a sum of Rs. 163 79.11 annually on different items of consumption 

in Uttar Dinajpur district. The expenditure on food items (64.28 percent) accounts for 

the major proportion of the total consumption expenditure, followed by clothing (9.05 

percent), health (5.74 percent), washing and toilet articles. They spend 2.67 percent of 

their total expenditure on fuel and lighting. Housing is a serious problem especially 

for the rural poor. Most of the houses are kutcha houses with mud walls and thatched 

roofs. It has been revealed that a large number of labourers (55.56 percent) live in a 

one-room house in all villages of Uttar Dinajpur district. 

8.2 Conclusion 

The findings of the study amply demonstrate the miserable conditions of 

agricultural labourers in terms of low availability and seasonal variation of 

employment, low wage rate, low income, inadequate consumption and excessive 

burden of debt. They are compelled to live in a miserable sub-human life. Since they 

possess no skill or training, the scopes of alternative employment opportunities have 

limited in other sectors. They are not organized like industrial labourers and 

accordingly it is difficult for them to bargain with land owners for higher wages. They 

are illiterate and ignorant. They live in scattered villages and belong to the lowest 

rung of social and economic ladder. The low caste and depressed classes have been 

socially handicapped and they had never the courage to assert themselves. Partly 

because of factors beyond their control and partly because of their inherent bargaining 

weakness the agricultural labourers have been getting very low wages, low 

employment and low income. 

8.3 Suggestions 

Taking into account the different aspects of the study, the following 

suggestions are made for policy formulation: 

1. The annual growth rate of agricultural labourers in the district level as well as state 

level is very high due to high growth rate of population, decline of Jotedari-adhiary 

system, decline of household industry and inability of industrial sector to absorb 

additional population etc. Heavy pressure of population on land leads to sub-division 

and fragmentation of land holding, low productivity, declining Iand-man ratio, and 

unemployment I under employment among agricultural labourers. To control the 
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growth rate of agricultural labourers, it is necessary to adopt proper population control 

policy, establishment of small and cottage industries in rural areas, development of 

transport facilities in rural areas, providing education, training and generation of 

necessary skill of agricultural labourers for self-employment in agricultural allied and 

non-agricultural activities, reduction of concentration of land holding and distribution 

of surplus land among landless agricultural labourers. 

2. Employment in agriculture is highly seasonal and the demand for labour is very 

high during plantation and harvesting of paddy (both aman and bora). During this 

period, labourers are fully employed and they remain underemployed I unemployed in 

the rest of the period. In this district, labourers got employment about 6 months to 7 

months in a year. To provide continuous employment to agricultural labourers, it is 

necessary to create alternative employment opportunities in rural areas. Non

agricultural employment opportunities in the study area are highly inadequate and 

non-agricultural activities include mainly thatching activities, some building 

construction and road construction activities. To create non-agricultural employment 

in rural areas, it is necessary to build up small and cottage industries, generation of 

self-employment and wage employment in non-agricultural sector by providing 

training, skill and education. It is also necessary to properly implement the 

government sponsored employment programmes like National Rural Employment 

Guarantee Act (NREGA), Swaranajayanti Gram Swarojgar Yojana (SGSY), and 

Jwahar Gram Samridhi Yojana (JGSY) etc. 

2. The wage rate of agricultural labourers in this district is very low and varies across 

gender, operations and seasons. To remove the gender differential in wage, it is 

necessary· to generate awareness among women labourers that they are equally 

efficient as men in all agricultural operations and encourage them to demand for equal 

wages from their employers. Women organizations should raise voice against such 

discriminations and create pressure on employer for equal wages for equal works. 

Another problem regarding wage rate is seasonal fluctuation of wage rate, which can 

be tackled through ensuring regular employment opportunities to agricultural 

labourers. For this purpose, it is necessary to develop our agriculture by adopting new 

HYV techniques of production and other institutional reforms. Instead of using 

capital-intensive techniques of production, we should follow labour intensive 

techniques of production in agriculture and policy of multiple cropping to generate 

adequate employment opportunities. It is also necessary to create alternative sources 
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of employment in the rural areas. In the study areas, the wage rate of agricultural 

labourers is far below the minimum wage rate as prescribed by the government. The 

proper implementation of Minimum Wage Act is essential to ensure reasonable wage 

rate to the agricultural labourers in the study areas. 

4. Agricultural labourers are working 8 to 9 hours a day in the study areas, getting no 

weekly rest and payment are delayed or defaulted. It is necessary to fix working hours 

for agricultural labourers and wages to be paid daily to the agricultural labourers. It is 

also necessary to provide provident fund, pension and other benefits to the 

agricultural labourers. The demand raised by the National Labour Commission for a 

comprehensive central legislation for agricultural labourers continues to be denied by 

goveinment after government at the centre. The government now talks about an 

umbrella legislation for the unorganized sector as a whole, once by passing the 

insistent demand for a separate legislation for agricultural labourers. We suggest for 

formulation of separate legislations and social security schemes for agricultural 

labourers to improve their conditions. We welcome the Provident Fund Scheme for 

Landless Agricultural Labourers (PROFIAL) Government of West Bengal. In this 

context, we can suggest proper implementation of PROFIAL by Government of West 

Bengal. Under this scheme, the participants have to pay Rs. 10 per month where the 

State Government shall contribute an equivalent amount. If the subscriber dies before 

the age of sixty, the amount shall be paid to his/her nominee after a period of at least 

six months from the date of payment ofthe last subscription. 

5. The bargaining power of agricultural labourers is very weak in the study area. They 

are bound to take wages as fixed by their employers. They are unorganized, illiterate 

and ignorant and it is difficult for them to bargain with employer for higher wages. 

The non-existence of agricultural labour union in the study areas reduces their 

bargaining power. So, formation of union among agricultural labourers is essential to 

increase their bargaining power, to secure higher wages and to secure better working 

conditions. No political parties I organizations have shown interest to organize the 

agricultural labourers because of seasonal variation of employment in agriculture. All 

India Agricultural Labour Association (AIALA) may take initiatives to organise the 

agricultural labourers in the district of our study as well in the state of West Bengal. 

6. Agricultural labourers are highly indebted to money lenders, landlords, 

shopkeepers and relatives. They need loan mainly for consumption, health 

expenditure, marriages and other social ceremonies. But institutional sources like 
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Banks; Co-operatives did not grant loan for these purposes. Moreover, they can not 

avail of the credit from banks and other financial institutions due to their inability to 

deposit collateral security and mortgage property. As a result, they are bound to 

depend on non-institutional sources like money lenders, relatives and landlords etc. 

The inability of credit institutions to deal with the credit requirements of the poor 

effectively has led to the emergence of Micro Finance or Micro Credit system as an 

alternative credit system for the poor. NABARD launched a pilot project to provide 

micro credit by linking Self-Help Groups (SHGs) with banks in 1991-92. But the 

formation of SHGs in rural areas is not satisfactory in Uttar Dinajpur district. Thus, 

much emphasis should be given on formation of SHGs, which may act as alternative 

source of institutional credit to agricultural labourers both for production and 

consumption purposes in the rural areas of the district of our study. 
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APPENDIX 

Socio-Economic Profiles of the Six Surveyed Villages 

In what follows, we have furnished brief descriptions of six villages, which 

have selected for the purpose of study. We have divided the villages into the three 

categories according to their development - villages under highly developed blocks -

Delwalpur (V 1) and Malon (V 2), villages under moderately developed blocks - Tilna 

(V3) and Nakol (V4) and villages under least developed blocks- Jagatagaon (V5) and 

Dharampur (V 6). 

Delwalpur (V t) 

The village Delwalpur of Kaliyaganj police station falls under Baruna Gram 

Panchayet of Uttar Dinajpur district. It is located at 10 kms south of Kaliyaganj town. 

A metalled road passes through the middle part of the village. The Chandail 

Regulated Agricultural Marketing Committee constructed this mettalled road. This 

village is situated near the Chandail Regulated Agricultural Market, which is not yet 

functioning. This village is bounded in the north by the village Khanpur, on the east 

by the river Srimati and the Chandail Regulated Agricultural Market, on the south by 

the village Kachna and on the west by village Baruna. Two melas (fairs) are held in 

the same day of every year in the month of Chaitra (April-May) in favour of Basanti 

Puja (Durga Puja in spring season or Basanta Kal) at this village. 

The total area of this village is 732.07 hectares of which 137.57 hectares are 

not available for cultivation. Delwalpur is a multi-caste and multi-community village. 

In 2001, total population of this village was 4, 255 persons of which 2, 244 were 

males and 2, 011 were females. About 88.25 percent of the population was schedule 

castes and 2.49 percent were schdule tribes according to 2001 Census (Table 9.1 ). 

Among the schedule castes, the Rajbanshis are pre-dominant and among the schedule 

tribes, santals are pre-dominant. Literacy rate is very poor in this village. Only 43.12 

percent ofthe populations (excluding 0-6 age Population) were literates in 2001. 

The total number of workers in this village is 2320 persons of which male 

workers were 1385 and female workers were 935 persons. Table 9.2 shows that the 

214 
'~ 



total number of cultivators was 1106 persons (47.67%) and the total number of 

agricultural labourers was 1007 persons (43.41 %) out of the total workers. The total 

number of households was 830 in this village according to Census 2001. Out of this, 

35 households were covered by the survey of which 30 households were agricultural 

labour households and five households were cultivator households. Out of 30 

agricultural labour hoseholds, the number of landless agricultural labour households 

was 16 and the number of agricultural labour households with land or marginal farmer 

cum agricultural labour households was 14. The number of scheduled caste 

agricultural labour households was 25 (83.33 percent) and the remaining five 

households belong to Muslim community (Table 9.3). Literacy rate among 

agricultural labourer is 39.71 percent in this village. The nominal wage rate was about 

Rs. 20-25 per day with two meals and breakfast. Some agricultural labourers were 

also engaged in various types of small business known as kutti business i. e. 

conversion of paddy into rice or puff rice. They purchase paddy from the market with 

their small capital and converted into rice or puff rice. They sell into the market and 

earn some of money. Some agricultural labourers also used to go to the Kaliyaganj 

town to work in the oil mill for few months in a year when they have no work in the 

agriculture. 

Malon (V2) 

The village Malon of Hemtabad block is a part of Naoda Gram Panchayet of 

Uttar Dinajpur district. It is situated 10 km north of Hemtabad block office and is 

bounded in the north and east by the Bangladesh border. A state high way passess 

through its western boundary and another mettaled road constructed by BSF passes 

through its eastern and northern part of the village. This village is surrounded in the 

west by the village Sunair and in the south by the village Rajra. One weekly market 

(hat) is held twice in this village. 

The village Malon is a larger multi-caste and multi-community village of Uttar 

Dinajpur district. But socially it is dominated by schedule castes, the majority of 

whom are Rajbanshis. Of the total population 2490, the schedule caste population 

comprises as large as 59.32 percent and the schedule tribe constitutes only 4.46 

percent of the total population of this village. There are fairly large numbers of 

Muslim households in the village. Literacy rate among the people is better as 
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compared to other villages. Only about 63.48 percent of the total populations are 

literates (Table 9.1). Of the total 35 households surveyed, 30 households belong to 

agricultural labourers and 5 households belong to cultivators. The total number of 

workers in the village was 1577 of which 774 were males and 803 were females. The 

work force participation rate was only 63.33 percent in this village (Table 9.2). 

Cultivators constitute 38.36 percent of the total workers and agricultural labourers 

constitute 55.29 percent. Out of 30 agricultural labour households, the number of 

landless agricultural labour households was 18 and the number of landed agricultural 

labour households or marginal farmer-cum-agricultural labour was 12. The 

percentage of scheduled caste agricultural labour households constitutes 83.33 

percent, schedeuled tribe households constitute 3.33 percent and Muslim community 

households constitute 13.33 percente of the total agricultural labour households 

(Table 9.3). The literacy rate among agricultural labour is 43.88 percent. The wage 

rate of agricultural labourer was Rs. 25-30 per day with one meal. 

The village has a total area of 397.50 hectares of which 36.63 hectares are not 

available for cultivation. The percentage of irrigated area is only 4.21 percent of total 

cultivable land. 

Tilna (V3) 

The village Tilna belongs to ltahar C. D. block and is a part of Patirajpur 

Gram Panchayet of Uttar Dinajpur district. The nearest town Itahar is at a distance of 

five kms from it. This village is surrounded in the north by the village Mohagachi, in 

the south by the village Kulator, in the east by the village Dhamdol and in the west by 

the village Chalnia. In 2001, the village had a population of 1, 482 persons of which 

730 were males and 752 were females. The village is multi-caste and multi

community village of Uttar Dinajpur. Of the total population, the schedule tribe 

population comprises as large as 54.59 percent and schedule caste population 

constitutes 38.87 percent of the total population (Table 9.1 ). Majority of the tribal 

population belongs to santal tribes and majority schedule caste population belongs to 

Rajbanshis. There are no Muslim households in this village. Literacy rate among the 

people is very poor. Only 23.26 percent of the population (excluding population in the 

age group 0-6) is literate. The total workers of this village were 930 persons of which 

467 were males and 463 were females. The work force participation rate of this 
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village was 62.75 percent (Table 9.2). Out of the total workers, cultivators constitute 

28.17 percent and agricultural labourers constitute 70.86 percent. Of the total 35 

households surveyed in this village, 30 belonged to agricultural labourers households 

and five belonged to cultivators. Out of 30 agricultural labour households surveyed, 

20 agricultural labour households are landed households or marginal farmer cum 

agricultural labour households and 10 agricultural labour households are landless. 

Eighty percent of the total agricultural labour households belong to the scheduled 

caste category and twenty percent of the total agricultural labour households belong to 

the scheduled tribe category (Table 9.3). There is no general caste agricultural 

labourer in this village. The literacy rate among agricultural labourers is 36.25 

percent. The wage rate of agricultural labourers was Rs. 20-25 per day with two 

meals. Seasonal variation of wage rate was found in this village. Wage rate also varies 

within the same village. The village is formed by some hamlets (paras). Wage rate is 

high in those paras where the number of employers was higher as compared to 

agricultural labourers. Due to excess supply of labourers in each para, the circulation 

of labour among paras was low within the village. In the southern and eastern part of 

the block, the area is khiar anchal (black soil area) and the demand for labour is very 

high during plantation and harvesting of paddy. Labourer of this village went to work 

in khiar anchal when they got marginally higher wage rate. Some tribal labourers 

usually migrate to Burdwan district in the month of November and stay four to five 

months for harvesting of paddy and potato cultivation. After that period, they come 

back to their original village. 

The total area ofthis village is 304.22 hectares of which 27.01 hectares are not 

available for cultivation and 277.21 hectares are available for cultivation. Out of the 

total cultivable land, only 26.95 hectares were irrigated by tubewells and other private 

sources. 

Nakol (V4) 

The village Nakol belongs to Karandighi block and a part of Altapur Gram 

Panchayet of Uttar Dinajpur district. It is located at a distance of 12 krn from Raiganj 

district town and 10 krn from Karandighi Town. NH 34 High Road has divided the 

village into two parts - southern and northern part of the village. The northern part of 

the village is surrounded by the village Altapur and southern part of the village is 
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bounded by the border of the Bihar State. The eastern part of the vili*8U 1~ siir.Junded 

by the village Bilaspur and in the western part by the village Macqhailili l~ii.~Oi)l,l the 

village had a population of 2688 persons of which 1358 persons were males ~~ U30 
I 

persons were females. This village is inhabited by peoples of different castes and 

community. According to 2001 census, 35.38 percent of the population belorlged to 

schedule caste and 3.65 percent were schedule tribes (Table 9.1). Among the sche4ule 

castes, Rajbanshis are predominant and among the schedule tribes, the Oraons are 

predominant in this village. There are large numbers of Muslim households in this 

village. The literacy rate is very poor in this village. Only 33.96 percent of the 

populations were literate in 2001. 

According to 2001 Census, the total number of main workers of this village 

was 1102 persons of which 657 were males and only 445 were females. The worker 

population ratio of this village was 41 percent (Table 9 .2). Among the total workers, 

the cultivators constitute 24.86 percent and agricultural labourers constitute 52.18 

percent of the total workers. Out of 30 agricultural labour households surveyed, 14 are 

landed agricultural labour households or marginal farmers cum agricultural labourers 

and 16 are landless agricultural labourer households. The percentage of scheduled 

agricultural labour households is 76.67 percent, the percentage of scheduled tribe 

agricultural labour households is 10.00 percent and the percentage of Muslim 

community agricultural labour households is 13.33 percent (Table 9.3). Litercay rate 

among agricultural labour households is 25.85 percent. Gender differential and 

seasonal variation of wage rates are found. Intra-village variations of wage rates are 

found. The wage rate of agricultural labourers was Rs. 20-25 per day and one 

breakfast. The economic conditions of agricultural labourers are not good due to low 

wage rate and unemployment. Muslim (Badiya) employers pay higher wage rates 

compared to Hindu employers because the former is engaged in other business 

activities besides agriculture. 

The total area of this village is 397.81 hectares of which 97.13 hectares are not 

available for cultivation. Of the total agricultural land of 300.68 hectares, only 39.20 

hectares were found to be irrigated by tube wells. 
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Jagatagaon (V s) 

The village Jagatagaon belongs to Islampur C. D. block and a part of Moti 

Kunda- 2 Gram Panchayet of Uttar Dinajpur district. The nearest town Islampur is at 

a distance of 12 km north - east from it. The village is surrounded in the north by 

villages like Durgapur and Motikunda, in the south by villages Satbhita, Bhelagachi, 

in the east by the village Bimakundi and the Banladesh border and in the west by the 

river Dolancha and the village Khabargaon. The village Jagatagaon is a larger multi

caste and multi-community village of Uttar Dinajpur District. But socially it is 

dominated by schedule castes, the majority of whom are Rajbanshis. Of the total 

population of 4693, the schedule caste population comprises as large as 67.08 percent 

of the total population (Table 9.1 ). There is no schedule tribe population in this 

village. Literacy rate among the people was not so high. 50.53 percent of the 

population (excluding the population below age 0-6) was literate in 2001. Out of total 

1854 literate persons, only 605 were females. 

According to 1991 census, the village had total number of workers of 1651 

persons of which 1202 were males and 449 were females. The worker population ratio 

of this village was 35.18 percent (Table 9.2). Out of the total workers, cultivators 

constitute 44.09 percent and agricultural labourers constitute 29.32 percent of the total 

workers of this village. Out of 30 agricultural labour households surveyed, only 2 are 

landed agricultural labour households or marginal farmers cum agricultural labour 

households and 28 are landless agricultural labour households. All agricultural labour 

households belong to the scheduled caste category (Table 9.3). The literacy rate 

among agricultural labourers is 36.83 percent. The wage rate of agricultural labourer 

was Rs. 25-30 with one meal and one kg. rice. The gender differential and seasonal 

variation of wage rate were found. Some labourers of this village were also engaged 

in the work of tea garden for few months. The wage rate of paras located near the tea 

garden was high as compared to other paras ofthis village. 

The total area of this village is 825.15 hectare out ofwhich 130.15 hectares are 

not available for cultivation. The percentage of irrigated area was 3 7. 99 percent of the 

total cultivable land in 1991. 
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Dharampur (V 6) 

The village Dharampur of Goalpukhar- I C. D. block is a part of Dharampur 

- 1 Gram Panchayet of Uttar Dinajpur district. It is situated at 9 krn east of 

Kishanganj town (Bihar State) and 10 km North of Goal Pukhar- I block. A metalled 

road passes through the middle of the village which originates from Kishanganj town 

(Bihar State) and leads towards Goal Pukhar- 1 block. This village is surrounded in 

the north by the village Parihaqmr, in the south by the village Sahapur, in the east by 

the village Jinatpur and in the west by the village Ghoramara. 

The total area of the village is 284.08 hectares of which 21.08 hectares are not 

available for cultivation. Only 18% of the net cultivable area was irrigated. 

Cultivation is carried on in the traditional method. 

According to 2001 census, the village Dharampur had a population of 3 798 

persons of which 1926 were males and 1872 were females. Schedule caste and 

schedule tribe population constituted 15.93 percent and 6.77 percent of the total 

population (Table 1 ). Compared to all other sample villages, this village has a large 

number of Muslim households. Literacy rate among people was not so high. Nearly 

36.60 percent ofthe populations were literate in 2001. Out oftotal 1063 literates, 681 

were males and only 382 were females. 

According to 2001 census, the workforce participation rate in this village is 

only 45.18 percent (table 9.2). The total work force ofthis village was 1716 persons 

of which 1033 were males and 683 were females. The total number of cultivators was 

358 and the total number of agricultural labourers was 644 persons of which 427 were 

males and 217 were females. Agricultural labourers constitute 37.53 percent of total 

work force and cultivators constitute 20.86 percent of the total workforce. Out of 30 

surveyed agricultural labour households, 23 agricultural labour households are 

landless and only 7 agricultural labour households have some land. The scheduled 

caste agricultural labour households constitute 16.67 percent, the scheduled tribe 

households constitute 23.33 percent, Hindu general caste housholds constitute only 

3.33 percent and Muslim community constitute 56.67 percent of the total agricultural 

labour households (table 9.3). The literacy rate among agricultural labour households 

is 26.03 percent. The wage rate of agricultural labourers was Rs. 20-25 with 1.25 kg 

rice and breakfast. Agricultural labourers did not get employment throughout the 
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years. They are also engaged in different types ofnon-farm activities outside village, 

some labourers went outside the state for employment. They went mainly in Punjab, 

Haryana and Delhi for employment. They stay there mainly for four to five months 

and engage in different factory work. After that period they return home. They live in 

very unhygienic conditions outside the state and often fall ill and return home. 

Sometimes they are bound to take loan for medical purposes from non-institutional 

source. 

Table A 1 
D hl F t emograpl c ea UFeS 0 fth s· s d v·n e IX urveye 1 ages o fU ttar D. maJPur D. t · IS net 

Villages 
Total Total SC 

Total ST 
Literacy Rate (Excluding 0-6 Age Population) 

Population Population Total Male Female 
De/walpur 

4255 
3755 106 1447 968 479 

(Vt) (88.25) (2.49) (43.12) (55.00) (30.01) 

Malon(V2) 2490 
1477 Ill 1267 769 498 

(59.32) (4.46) (63.48) (78.63) (48.92) 
Tilna 

1482 
576 809 281 201 80 

(VJ) (38.87} (54 .59). (23.26) (33.78) (13.05) 
Nako/ 

2688 
951 98 672 474 198 

(V4) (35.38) (3.65) (33.96) (48.27) (19.86) 
Jagatagaon 

4693 
3148 1854 1249 605 

(Vs) (67.08) 
................. 

(50. 53) (65.09) (34.57) 
Dharampur 

3798 
605 257 1063 681 382 

(V6) (15.93) (6.77) (36.60) (45.77) (26.98) 
All Villages 19406 10512 (54.17) 1381 (7.12) 6584(41.66) 4342(54.42) 2242(28 90) 

Data Source: District Census Reports 2001: Uttar Dinajpur 

Table A 2 
0 f I St t ccupa 1ona rue ure o fth s· s d v·n e IX urveye 1 a~es o rutt D. rar ma.)pur D. t · t IS riC 

Total Worker 
Total 

Total 
Total Non-

Villages Workers 
Population 

Cultivator 
Agricultural 

Agriculturist 
Ratio Labourers 

Delwalpur 2320 
54.52 

1106 1007 207 
(VI) (100.00) (47.67) (43.41) (8.92) 

Malon 1577 63.33 605 872 100 
(V2) (100.00) (38.36) (55.29) (6.34) 
Tilna 930 

62.75 
262 659 9 

(V3) (100.00) (28.17) (70.86) (.97) 
Nakai 1102 

41.00 
274 575 253 

(V4) (100.00) (24.86) (52.18) (22.96) 
Jagatagaon 1651 

35.18 
728 484 439 

(V5) (100.00) (44.09) (29.32) (26.59) 
Dharampur 1716 

45.18 358 644 714 
(V6) (100.00) (20.86) (37.53) (41.61) 
All 

9296 47.90 
3333 4241 1722 

Villages (35.85) (45.62) (18.52) 
Data Source: District Census Reports 2001: Uttar Dinajpur 
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Table A 3 
Ethnic Composition of Agricultural Labourers Across Surveyed Villages of 

Uttar Dinajpur District 

Scheduled Scheduled General Caste 
Villages Caste Tribe 

(SC) (ST) 

I Delwalpur (V,) 25 (83.33) 

1----------- I ==~---
I Malon (V2) 2s (83.33) I 1 (3.33) I ---------
I Tilna (V3) 24 (8o.oo) I 6 c2o.oo) I ---------

23 (76.67) I 3 (I 0.00) I -------
I Jagatagaon (V 5) 

I Dharampur (V 6) 

3 oo oo. oo) I -------- I --------
5 (16.67) I 7 (23.33) I I (3.33) 

All Villages 132 17 1 
(73.33) (9.44) (.56) 

Data Source: Own Field Survey 
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(GC) 

I Muslim 

Is (16.67) 

I 4 (13.33) 
I -------
14(13.33) 
I --------
1 11 cs6.67) 

30 
(16.67) 

Literacy Rate 
Among 

Agricultural 
Labourers 

(Percentage) 

I 43.88 
I 36.25 
I 2s.8s 
I 36.83 
I 26.o3 

34.76 



Adhiari 

Adhiar 

A man 

Bansh 

Barga, Bargadari 

Bargadar 

Barkandaz 

Bazars 

Bigha 

Bora 

Bou 

Chakar 

Chasis 

Chuktiar 

Dhan 

Dhokra 

Diwani 

Ganjs 

Go/a 

Grihasthas 

Hal 

Hat 

Jami 

Jan or Jan majoor 

Jhuri 

Jote 

GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

Sharecropping 

Sharecropper 

Winter rice crop 

Bamboo 

Sharecropping 

Sharecropper 

Matchlock men, footmen under 

direct order of Sadr Kachari 

Urban Markets 

An amount of land measuring 

about 1/3rct of an acre or 33 Decimal 

Crop harvested in summer season 

Wife 

Annual Farm Servant or fully 

attached labourer 

Cultivators 

Local name of group labourer 

Paddy 

One type of mat made by jute 

Office of a dewan (Principal official 

administering finance), his 

responsibility and function 

Commercial Centres 

Granary 

Mainly higher castes people 

confining their roles in agriculture to 

supervision and direction 

Plough 

A weekly (half weekly) rural market 

Land 

Casual day labourer 

A container made by bamboo 

Holding of a jotedar 
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Jotedar 

Jotedari, Jotedary 

Kachari 

Kama if 

Karai 

Karja 

Kharif 

Khas 

Khaikhalasi 

Khamar 

Kishan 

Khudkasht 

Kupi 

Lantern 

Machh 

Maund 

Masila 

Nij Kholan 

Pattas 

A landholder or farmer. The classes 

of tenant with whom, lands were 

settled by the Britishers. 

Tenure of a Jotedar 

Landlord's Office 

Annual farm servant or fully 

attached labourer 

A cooking vessel made by iron or 

steel. 

A consumption loan in the form of 

paddy 

Crop harvested at the beginning of 

winter season 

Own, direct 

A system of taking loan against 

mortgaging land for a certain period 

where the mortgagee occupies the 

land and enjoys the crops of land for 

that stipulated period for both 

principal and interest of loan. In this 

case there is no need to pay loan 

directly in the form ofmoney. 

Personal demesne, threshing Yard 

Wage Labourer 

Personally cultivated land 

A small oil lamp 

a case for holding or carrying a light 

Fish 

A measure of weight ( = 40 kgs) 

Semi-attached labourer (type 2) 

In one's own threshing yard (North 

Bern gal) 

Actually a written document which 

contains the amount of rents to be 



Pre-kharif 

Rabi 

Raiyat 

Raiyattwari, Ryotwari 

Sayer 

Seer 

Sud Varna or Sud Bandhak 

Thana 

Thika 

Tebhaga 

Zamindar 

Zamindary 

paid by ryots, the rules or customs 

regarding payment of rents. 

Crop harvested in rainy season 

Crop harvested at the end of the 

winter season 

A tenant, having customary rights in 

land 

Areas originally settled direct with 

the cultivators individually, mostly 

in Madras and Bombay provinces in 

the British period. 

One type of tax, which was imposed 

by zamindars on hats, ganjs and 

bazaar, the rural markets and 

commercial centres 

Weight measure 

A system of taking loan against 

mortgaging of land where the 

mortgagee occupies the land and 

enjoys the crops of land as interest 

as long as the principal amount of 

loan is not repaid. 

A Police Station 

Contract taken for particular 

agricultural work like weeding, 

harvesting etc. by group labourers. 

Division in three 

Proprietor of land with whose rights 

and recognitions it was not intended 

to interfere. 

The lands or village or villages under 

Zamindar. The office or jurisdiction 

of a Zamindar. 
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