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INTRODUCTTION

I.O;ll The Ehief objective of this study is to reconstruct the
nature of land=tenure systemAand to exémine_the;changes that have
taken;blacé in the agrarian economy and society of the Duérs region
of North Bengal over the period 1774-1988, and their impact (as faf‘
as can be identified) on the soclal and econonic developnents in the
region during the period. The study of the land-tenure system in the
post-indépéncence era with a special ehphasis on the impact of
“Operation Barga" programme aqopted in the Duars region, él&ng with

other parts of the State to record the names of sharecroppers in the

record=of-rightg forms a special'paft of this study.

SECTION 1 : BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

CI.1.1 It has almost beco%§“¢q$tomary to treat land revenue and
tenancy systems, prevalent thrbughout the undivided Bengal as
homogeneocus. It &s well kncown that the ggmindggx'system’was intro-
auced in the British Bengal along with many other parts of British
India since ;7§3 when Lord Cornwallis introduced the Permanent Settle-
. ment in lanas, Bu£ a fact which is very often neglected is that‘the
Zamindggz system, as prevalent in the southern parts of undivided
Bengal, was not in vogue in various parts of Nofth Bengal, In fact, in
1 '

-some parts o£>NorfﬁnBengal the acts and Regulations regarcing land



prevalent in other parts of Bengal did not come into force unless
those'Qe:e specifically extended to these areas. These specific
parts, technically called "non-regulated areas", remained outéidé

the purview of the Permanent Settlement. The land revenue and tenancy
systems that were introduced by the British ih these areas of North

Bengal may be termed as "Jotedary system".

I.1,2 There are certain historical factors behind the introductién
and evolution of this system in this area. It is known that the various
parts of North Bengal, especially the Duars region, came under the
direct Brifish rule only a hundred years after the Battle of Plassey.
The British consolidation of empire in the Duars was complete as late

as 1865 after the Anglo-Bhutanese War.

Jele3 The Bhutanese laws and custcms regulated the land revenue
and tenancy ;aws of Bengal Duars, technically called "Western'Duars"
or commonly known as "Duars" before its annexation  to the Briéish
empire. It is also evident from the old historical records that.the
land revenye and tenancy systems of the region at times were regulatéd
by the laws énd customs of the 'Koch Kings' of the then Cooch Behar
étate (the present Cooch Behar diétrict of West Bengal) before the

subjugation of the entire region by the Bhutanese.

I.1.4 Thus, prior to the British annexation of the Western Duars,

the region was ruled sometimes by the powerful Koch Kings and sometimes
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by the Bhutanese "Durbar" in different periods of history. Conse-
quently, the land revenue and tenancy systems that prevailed in this
region were not British till the middle-half of the nineteenth

centurys

Jele5 When the area was annexed to the British empire, population
wés very low but there was vast area of. land available for cultiva-
tion. The density of population per square mile wa;iizw and viilage
localities were few an far between. Beverly, in his Census Report
of 1872 notgd, "In the recently acquired Duars the populaticn is 67-
- tc the square mile. As it is, if_appears toc have doubled sinceiit
ceme uncder British rule and still to be increasing at-a rapid rate,
the increaseAbeing due of course to the immigration from the more
pcpulous part around"z. All available records show that in most
parts of this area,‘“ihgg“; i.e., shifting cultivation with “slash

and burn" method prevailedB.

I.1,€ The first full-fledged settlement of the Duars area was
undertaken by Mr. Sunder in 18894. He followed. the British policy
of "least re'sistance" and gave due recognition to the prevailing
local customs, needs and tradition. The British understood the

potentialities bf this area and declareé¢ a large tract of land as

"waste!" and utilised the "waste land" for cultivétion and plantation

of tea. By declaring scme areas of the Duars as "waste", the British
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authority separated this area from the rest of Bengal. The land{laws
and regulations which were relevant in other parts of Bengal were
declared "inapplicable" in this area. The whole Duars area was |
brought under direct contrcl of the Govefnment. Moreover, the British
Government declared the whole area "underdeveloped", Apart from -
declaring & large tract as waste land, the British tried to settle
lands with the individuals, locally called " jotedars". The relation-
ship between the cultivators who were "jotedars" and the paramount
power, i.e., the British Government was direct and not many inter-
mediaries existed, as cculd be found in permanently settled tracts.
Ultimately, the system that evolved in this area may be termed as

"Jotedary System".

Telas7 With the resumption of peace after the éritish annexation
of the Western Duars, there was huge influx of population from the
néighbouring!districts. As the so0il was virgin it attracted a large
number of pecple. Pressure of population on land increased. Railway

5
lines were opened up. Tea was introduced in the district in 1874,

Therevwas gradual monetisation of the economy of Duars and commer-
cialisation of its agriculture. These had a far reaching effeétvon

the land,ténure system itself, Fragmentation and alienation of land
holding took place which further brought forth profound changés in

the structure df the economy. Iﬁtroduction of tea in the region
uprooted the sons of the soil on the one hand, and swelled the number
of competitors for agricultural land on the other. Néw jotedars from
the tea gardens, mostly became absentee tillers and thereby introduced

& new phenomenon in the agrarian structure, viz., the emergence of



agricultural labourers, who were originally the owners,and tillcts

of the soil, On the one hand.there-had been concentration of land=
holding in a few hands of jotedars; on the other hand, there were
many sharecroppers who cultivatsd small plots of lands without aﬁy
right on land, | |

I.1.8 . Just after independence the Duars region inherited the above
'features.'ln tﬁe post-independence period, along with other states

of India..west Bengal also had enacted land reform legislations?
Land—tenure syﬁtem was made homogeneous for the whole State. All
~intermediary interests in land were sbolished., Ceiling on land holding
was imposed, Surplus vested lands were distributed to theylandless
people through various land reform measures, Despite these measures,
there had been a continuous rise in the number of margiﬁal farmers

as well as in the number of landless persons, i;e., agricuiturai'

. labourers. The Duars region of North Bengal is not an exception to
this tiend. Moreover, the initial land reform legislations enacted

by the Wwest Bengal Gove roment did not provide any protection to
sharecropperslagainst 111ega1 eviction until it launched a special
drive called “Operatlon ‘Barga“ programme. It is a programme for
recording the names of sharecroppers in the recorad-of-rights to give
them security of tenure. This is a landmark in the histbry of éyglution
of tenurial rights in land in the Duars region as well as in tHe,Stéte
as a whole,. ‘ | '

I.1.9 The tern land-tenuré is viewed in this study to denote

something more than mere rights in land and intended to cover:also'



such relationships in society as afe go&erned by the various rights
 in the uae of land, The study in its widest sense aims at an analysis
of the changes in agrafian structure, Since land is a cruciil pPro-
cuctive factor, at least in the initial stéges of econonic develop-
ment, an enquiry of this kina is iikely to throw - somne iight on the
1nsti£utiohal factors which have facilitated or :étarted eccnomic

development.

I1.1.10 But, it involves an incursion into various disciplines; such
as, eccnomics, history, sociology, law, political science and‘geography
for an analysis<of agrarian institutions ana their effects on social
and economic develOpmeht bylthe very nature of the problems. This
interdisciplinary nature of the inquiry not only places heavy -
responsibilities on any one who undertakes it but also necessitates,

in the case of research by individual schclars, delimitation of its
scope, SO that, it can be handled by methods they are familiar with

in ﬁheir‘particular areas of specialisation. In terms of the concepts
and methodus of analysis used, this stﬁdy can be described as one which

falis in the border-~land of econonics and history.

SECTICN 2 : A SHORT DESCRIPTION COF THE REGION
OF OUR STULY ‘

I.2.1  Before discussing the scheme of work ancé the layout of',

1

dhapters we shall make an attempt to give a brief sketch of the regibn.
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1.2,2 cur regicn of study was & sepabate political and administra-
tive unit during the Bhutanese perioé and for about four years during
the British period. At present, it is more a geographical entity

than having aAseparate administrative jurisdiction of its own. Thé
district of Jalpelguri was formed in 1869 by the amalgamation of the
Westerﬁ Puars district with the Jalpaiguri sub division of Rangpur7.
The reasons’for selecting this region to study the evolutionary .process
of its land-tenure system are its historical uniqueness compared to
‘the other paqts of the district of Jalpaiguri as well as other parts
of West Bengal, its exclusion from the purview of Permanent Settlement
and ifs special type of landéténure system in the pre-independence

era, énd its socioce-economic specificities.

I«2.3 = The name "Duars" refers to that tract of country which |
affords gateways or guars to Bhutan from In@ia®. The Duars reéion is
a strip of land along the foot of the Himalayas, about 25 .miles in
breadth fr0m_horthvto south and ebout 180 miles in length from eas£

to we Stg »

I1.2,4 ' There are supposed to be 11 reccgnised duars or passes
into Bhutan from India, cf which five are located in the Westemn
Duars, thch from the west to eastwards are Chamurchi, Lakhimpur,

Balla, Baksha (Buxa) anc Kumargramlo

« Chamurchi is by far the mos£
important commercial route. Lakhimpur is reached from Lankapara Tea

Estate or Totcpara. It is a difficult route anc is used only by those



Map of Western Duars Region
in the District of Jalpaiguri
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who are settled along the route. The Balla route through Jaigioﬂ
does not have much commercial importance. Buxa has virtually two
routes, One goes via Buxa to the third big town of Bhutan and the
other goes direct from Jayanti. The second important commercial
route is through Kumargram Tea Estate falling within Kﬁmargram Duar.
This road passes through toc Kalikhola, an important Bazar in Bhutan,
which 1s ;t the trijunction of Bhutan, West Bengal and Assamll.
I.2.5 In the text both the terms "Duars" and “Western Duars"

will be used synonimously to mean the same region, TheFWestern-Duais
tract consists of so much of the present Jalpaiguri district #s

was ceded to the British Government by the Bhutias in the year
1864-6512. Exéept for a small patch of about 15 square miles; named
Arbari Falakata, which lies on the west of the river Tista, the
whole area forms a parallelogram with a length, east to west, of
86,75 miles: and breadth, north and scuth, of about 38 miles. It
1lies between the parallels of 26°13' and 27°0' north latitude, and
between 88030' and 89055‘ east longitude13. The total area of the
tract is 1928 square milesl4. The present area of the region is
bounded in the north by the State of Bhutan and Darjeeling district:
on the east by the Goalpara district of Assam, the right bank of
Sankos river marking the boundary line; on the south by Bangladesh
and the district of Cooch Behar and on the.west.by the river Tista.
The outlying pargana of Ambari Falaskata, cn the west of the Tista

river is bounded on all sides by pargana Baikunthapur of the Jalpai-
guri distridel,
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T.246 The geographical speciality of the Western Duars region may
be described as follows., The chief characteristics of the Western
Duars are the numerous rivers and hill streams which intersect it in
every cirection and the large tracts of gal forests, tall grasses
and reeds, especially dense and iuxuriant alongfthe'banks of rivers
snd streéams. The entire region, but for interva;s of patches of
landlfor ordinary cultivafion, is studied with tea gardens and large
pétches of re#erved forests. They nake & beautiful sigﬁt along miles
afte;-miles. The largest areé of ordinary.cultivaiion in this tract
is between Dalgaon and Falakaté ih-the'heart of the wWestern Dua;s.
In the neighbourhood o:(f3 Bhut#nvrange, frdm five to ten miies before
‘ reéching the hills, the land r;ses gradually. In this tract, ﬁhé
soil is only 3 to 4 feet_deep with a sﬁb—stratum of gravel and
shingle containing red top soii, valuable for tea plant. This is the
only mountainous tract in this region. In the dry season the beds
of some of the streams, for scme miles~after leaving the hills,
remain dry, the water re-appearing further down. The principal rivers
are thé Tista, the Jalchaka, thg: Dudua, the Mujnai, the Torsa, the

Kaljani, the Rajicdak and the Sankos.

SECTION 3 : METHCDOLOGY USED IN THE STUDY

Ie3el In our present study we have mostly relied on and delved
into the historical records and contemporary literature. We have also
depended largely on the Government Reports and cocuments and.oéher

literature available. To find answers to some of our questions, a
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"field investigation had been undérﬁaken during 1985-86 in six
'villages of.the‘wéstern Duars. The six villages have been seiectéd
from thrgé categories of Land Revenue Settlement Circles..takingltwo
villages from each Circle. The first category contains Cifcle where
recording of the sharecroppers in relation to probable nuﬁber has
become highest aﬁong all the 5 Circlés}comprising the Western Duars
region, the second category of Circle is that where the recording
is the lowest among all the Circles, and the thira category of Cigcle
falls between these two extremes in respect of recofding ih relation
to probable number of skuvecroppers,Agailn, from each Circle two vill;ges
have been selected, cne with the highest number of recorded share-
~ croppers and the other with the lowest nunber of recorded share-
crcppers of the Circle, As some special enmphasis in our dissgrtation
. has been added to show the ;xtent of suécgss of “Operation Bafgd‘
programme in the regicn of our study, we have selected three Settle-
ment Qircles in’such a way so that our selection recognises the fact |
of non~uniformity in the matter of reccrcing of sharecroppers over
different parts of the Western Duars region. With due recognition
to'this'particular fact;'éqr selection of the two villages withiﬁ
egich Circlb depicting tw0~¢xtrehes in thglmgtter of recording, would
~ help us in throwing light on some of the features of ﬁhe "Operation
'Barga" progrémme.clearly discernible in the region of study. Our
anélysis also wants to péint out the fact that under the séme set
of circumstanices, the “OperatiOn'Bérga" programme would be qual;fieé
with the same feaﬁures as Qe have encountered in our field of

investigation.
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SECPION 4 : TH: SCHEME OF LHE PRESENT WORK

I.4.1 The present dissertation ccntains altogether nine chapters
of which Chapter I forms the introductory.part. Chapter II deals
with an analysis of the‘lana-tenufial sfstem as ﬁas prevalent during
the Bhutanese subjugation of the Western Duars region. An attempt

has also beenlmade in this chapter to ihdicate #he possible ways

in which the reforms in the tenurial system shoul¢ have to be brought

about once the region passes through an ordered administration.

I.4.2A" Chapter III attempté a systematic preséntation of the:
changes in land-tenure system in the British period. Having anhexéd
the territory, the Britishers introduced many changes and reforms
in ciftferent aspects ef land relations and administration. Effects
of these reforms and changes on the agrarian relations and soéial

and economic development have also been shown in this chapter.

I.4,3  Chapter IV analyses the impact of the plantation sector
on the subsistence sector, i.e., agricultural sector of the economy
of wéstern Duars. Chapfer V is devoted to @ critical appraisai of
the role of Jotedggz systernr in agricultural development, A compari-

son in this regard has been made with the Zamindary system.

I.4.4  Chapter VI describes the changes in the pattern of land -
holding after the introductioh of agrarian refomm measures in the

post~incependence period and its consequent inpact on the growth
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Sf small farmers, marginal farmers, agricultural labourers and
sub division and fragmentation of land hoiding. In Chapter Vil
cauges and consequences of the rapid growth of agricultural labourers

in the post-independence period have been explored.

I.4.5 Chapter VIII forms a specialApart'of this dissertation; It

analyses in some detail the extent of success achieved by the

WODgrgpipnABaggg“ programme of the Government of West Bengal ﬁo
record the names of sharecrcppers iﬁ,the record-cf-rights to give
security to their tenures. A cross-=gection study of the impact of
this programme in the Duars area has been made., Problems connedted
with agricultural proauction and productivity have also been dealt
with. Role of institutional finance for'raising the efficiency of
share~tenancy an¢ the overall development of agriculture has béen
reviewed. The secondary data a&ailable-werg. however, fcund to be
deficient and inadequate for this purpose. To get a clearer picture
of the'contempdrary situation, and to attempt 4 more detailed
analfdis of the prevailing 1and-:elati§ns a_fieio investigation .
was undertaken during 1985-86. The data cdllected through this

investigation forms the basis of the analysis in this part of the
St'U.dYo

I.4.6 The écope of the field survey was inevitably restricted by

the scale of effort that could be put in on a one~-man basis and by
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the lirited time available for carrying it through. In. all 1903
households distributed over 6 revenue villages were covered by the’

survey.,

Tede? Chapter IX summarises our whole disgsussion. Some attenpts
have also been made here to indicate the ways by which the develop-
ment of the region of our study, especially the developrent of

agriéulture of the region can be brocucht about.
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"North Bengal" implies the northern territories of West Bengal,

lying north of the river Ganga and includes within its folds
the five districts of Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri, Cooch Behar,

 West Dinaqur and Malda.
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