CHAPTER ONE

GENERAL INTRODUCT 10

,The National Commissicn on Labcur has saicd thst an
agricultural labourer is one who is basically unskilled and
unorganized, has little for his livelihood other than perscnal
iabour. As such, the major part of the income of such a WOrkér
is derived from wages for work on land. The advantage of this
deflnition is that it brings ocut the characteristic features of
agricultural labour, i.e.. (1) that it is unorganized.‘(ii) that
its source of income 1s mostly wages and (iii) that?it is neithef
landless nor made up of very small farmers., |

The growth of landiess labcur is not a recent phencmencn.
We had cur experience about the landless labourers even in the»
pre-=colonial period‘/Bhowani Sen writes, "It will be incorrect
to state that; before British conquest, there was no landless
agricultural labourers in India; but their number was so inéigni—
ficant that its impact on rural econcomy was almost negligible.
Unless land could be &slienated from the peasant the agricultural
labourer could nqt emerge as a significant element in the rural
society?l.

"Surendra J. Patel has made sovme interesting observations
showing how this cateqgory cof rural population has grown. He

gquotes Thomas Munro to establish the truth that, as late as 1842,

landless elements were very insignificant in Indian villages. He

l. B. Sen, Evoluticn of Agrarian kelaticns in India, New Delhi,
1962, p. 144.



refers to such an eminent authority as Sri'George Campbell who
substantiated the same conclusion by observing that 'as a rule.'
farming 1s not carried on by hiredAlabour'l.

In 1842 Munro reported that there were no landless
peasants in India. But Siddigqui had discarded the validity of
this reportz. |

/Towards the close of the nineteenth century the agricul-
tural labourers had become a rising category. In 1882, the Census
returned a total number of 7.5 million agricultural labdurers.
the number rose to 21 million in 1921 and 33 million in 13931,
Bhowani Sen relates this rapid increase in the number of agri-
cultural labourers ﬁo the depression that set in ffom 1922 onwards,
broken by bursts of recovery that proved to be transient3.

It appears from Patel's investigation of the. social
composition of the peasantry in 1931 that agricultural labourers
formed abéut 35 per cent cof the agricultural population and bonded
labourers é.? per cen£4.

Between 1921 and 1931 the number of agricultural laboﬁrers
increased by 49 per cent. In 1940 they‘constituted128.7 per cent

of the total agricultural populations.

1. SeJs Patel Agricultural Labour in Modern India and Pakistan,

2+ A Siddiqui, Agrarién Change in a Northern Indian State (1819«
1833), 1975, p. 50. .

3. Be Sen, Ole cita., P 147,
4. s.J. Patel, Op. Cit.‘ ppo 148-149.

5. Report of the Land Revenue Commission, 1940, Vol. 2, p. 117.



According to the Report of the Agricultural Labour
Enquiry Committee (1951) 30 per cent of the rural population in
India are agricultural workers. They constitute the largest
occupation group, i.e., 22.7 per cent ¢f the eantire population.
There are 17,6 million families of them. Though 50 per cent of
them have tiny holdings, yet even these 50 per cent cannot but
be considered as propertyless workers because 64 per cent of the
income of zll the agriculturalAworkers are derived from labour
" performed in land owned by othérs; only 14‘pef cent of the income
is derived from their own landl.

An official enguiry in 1950 znd 1951 revealed that in
"East India" 58 per cent of the agricultural lebcur families
owned scme landz.,But the situatiocn has changed at the close
quarter cf the 20th century. Dalip S. Swamy in analysing the
landless labour points out that, this category includes only
those households who primarily derive their livelihood from work-
ing in agricultural, either as day labourers (who are 'free'), or
as attached_permanent labourers (who may be bonded labourers) for
particular landlords, or as share-crcppers owning no land of their
‘owh: but some of ﬁhese lendless hcuseholds may own a pair ofibulloéi&

working as share-croppers. They comprise 27 per cent of the total

1, Cited in B. Sen, Ope Cite, Do 154e

2. Cited in Dhamma K. Kumar, The Cambridge Econcomic History of
India, Vol, 2, C. 1757 -« C, 1970, Longman, 1984,
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rural households but own only 5 pér cent of total cattle, 3 pér
cent of buffaloes and 2 per cent of wooden and iron ploughs.
This implies that most of ﬁhem do not own implements and other
‘assets and have no option but to sell their lsbour powerl.
According to a ﬁumber of surveys (Reserve Bank of Indie,

Naticnal Council of Applied Econoiic Research), in the early
19605 scme what over half Of the total number of rural families
. in India were sélling their labour in varying proportions and
on various terms to the producers in return for a wagez. |

| The growth of a distinct secticn of agriculturai workers
was conditioned primarily by the increasing indébtednesg of the
peasantry énd land mortgages. Between 1911 to 1938, the indebted-
ness of the-peasantry rose f;cm &..3000'million to.mb 18,000
million. The Indian famine COmmiésion (1901) reported that 80 per
cent of the peasantry in the Presidency of Bbmbay were indebted.
From indebpedness to landlessness was straight descent. Land began
to pass into the hands of the moneylenders. In the cpinion of
the Famine Commissicn (1901) 25 per cent of the cultivators (80

per cent of whom were indebted) lost the possession of their

lands.

In this way, year after year, ever since the begiﬁning
of the twentieth century, land had been passing out of the hands

of the actual tillers of the soil steadily swelling the ranks of

1. DalipS. Swamy, Differentiation of Peasantry in 1ndia, Economic
and Political weekly, 1976, 11(50). '

2e All-India Rural Debt and Investment survey, 1961 « 62; All-
India Rural Household Survey, Veol, III, New Delhi, 1966,

36 CiCed in Bn Sf;‘n, C‘F). Cit.) pa 145.



‘agricultufal labourers. Thus the propdrtion of agriCuitural
labourers to the total pOpulatioh supp@:ted by agriculture rose
from 13 to 25 per.cent course of 10 years, from 1891 to 19011.

The growth of agricultufal labourers, who had to live on
wages in cash or kind, and the growth of rent-paying tenants pro-
ceeded hand-~in~hand and represented thé same progess oflthe pro-
portion of the smal; peasants. What peasants who had mortgaged
their land were generally resettled on it as a share-crOpper or
under-ryot, and these categories, had no security of tenure and
were separated from the means of production. Much land was also
séld during the land transfer, and in such cases the expropriated
owner=cultivators sWélled the ranks of agricultural lébourers. In
the nineteenth century the agticultural labourer was a growing
category among rural populationz.

Throughout'lndia the agricultural labourers were péid low
wages, which ranged from 3 to 6 annas for men, 2 to 4 annas for
women and 1) to 2 annas for children per day. They were paid often
in kind>. Mukherjee says that the real wages of the agricultural
labourers had fallen with the price of rice : in Bengal the brice‘w
of rice increased eight times while wages rose fcour to six times
between 1852 and 19224; During the seccnd world war wageaAinCrea-

sec¢, and new avenuves of employment opened, but there was a sharp

1. B. Sen. op. cit.l p. 146.

2 Sunil Sen, Agrarian kelation in India (1793 -~ 1947),
New Lelhi, 1979, p. 33.

‘3. Report of the Cocngress Agrarian Reforms Comnittee, 1349, pe 117.
4. P.¥%. Mukherjee, Land Problems in India, London, 1933, p. 222,
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rises iﬁ the prices, thanks to the operations of hoarders and
tracders. The Cong¢gress aAgrarian Reforms Committee noted that,
"the war has‘not brouyht about any substantial rise in the real
income cf the labqurers“l. apart from low wages, they suffered
from acute unemployment or underemployment, and had to turn to
the moneylenders for loans to subsist during the period of unemploy-
ment. They wsre mostly employed in agricultural work as plouchmen,’
reapers, scwers, weeders, transPianters and differgd radically
from wage workers of cepitalist farmsz. Thorner argues that much
of the labour force is "unfree" and "unfree labour" is the result
of inaebtédness, allctment by the enployér of a plot of land,
traditicnal attachment to family3. | '

Accecrding to the Agricultural Labour Enquiry Report, 15.4
per cent of the agricultural lebourers are classiffed under the
heading *attached labcour', the chief feature cf this category
being . permsnancy of employment. The bulk of them are of course
worse paid than the casual laboure;s. Total salaries (cash and
kiné)lpaid tc the permanent farm servants per year, per family
is only ke 32,7, 2against R 117.5 pald to a family fo casual

labourers4.

Daniel Thorner has given a vivid description of the social

‘conditions of the agricultural workers in India in the following

l. Report of the Ccongress Agrarian Reforms Ccmmittee. 1343, p. 120.

2. Report pf the Congress Agrarian Reforms Committee, 1949, p. 120.
3. De Thorner, Agrarian Prospect in India, Lelni, 1956, pp. 34-38.
4, Report of the Agricultural Labour Enquiry, 1951, Noe 2, pe 65
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passage :.“The Kishans are drawn primarily from cultivating or
artisan castes; the mazdoor-log primarily from Harizans, Shedgled.'
Depiessed or 'Backward' classes. Certain types of work locally
ccnsidered degrading..such as ploughing in the eastern U.P., are
reserved for these lowly servitors .... TO a considerable extent,
the belief that low castes are born to labour with their hands;
anéd high castes to enjoy'the fruits of others' lasbour, is accepted
by the former as well as the latter. The separaticn between pro-
prietorship and physical cultivation both draws sanction from and
serves to reinforce the caste structure of rural society“l.

Thus we can see that the agricultural labcurers have been
steadily increasing beginning from the pre-colonial times. We
shall discuss more sbcut this in the subsequent chapters. We may
note that the growth of agricultural labourer hsas not only pqﬁ
added pressure on agriéulture but at the same time pauperization

an@ explcitaticn of this class of workers have continued unabated,

Origin_and growth _of agricultural labourer in West Bengal

‘The agricultural labourers were numerically insignificant
in the pre-British days. Biplab Dasgupta states thét. “the:propor—
tion of 'labouring castes' alone was less than cne per cent, but
even including »the so-called ‘\}illage servants® the varicus
'personal service castes’', éuch as barbers, washermen, sweepers
and so on, . their proportion was less thén.five per cent in all

but twc districts in West Bengal"gs~

1. De ThOmer' Opo Cit.‘ Pe 11.

2. B. Dasgupta, Ayricultural Labourer uncder Colonial, Semi-
Capitalist Concitions ~ A Cage study of west Bengal, Economic
and Pclitical wWeekly, Vol, XIX, Nc. 39,A5eptember 29, 1384,
p. A-133.
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while the proporticn of labourers was very low during the
pre-British period, by 1872 it had increased to between twenty
anéd thirty ber cent in varicus districts of West Bengal. what
were the causes of.this increasse? Theie were several factors
- which contributed to the demand of labourers. First, an inCrease
in the &rea under cultivation féllcwing the incentives offered
by the Permanent Settlement cf 1793. while even by the 1790's
moxe than one-third of the erstwhile Bengal was coveréd by forests,
over the next eight decades a lafge part of it was cleared. By the
time the British leftAonly about oné-tenth of the land area
remaineé¢ under forgstsl. Secondly, ghé cevelorment 6f tea planta-
tions in Darjeeliny and Jalpaiguri, and such cther commercial
cCrops as indigo, poppy and jute which were either more labouf-
intensive, or were associated with precessing activities requiring
more laboux, or were grown in the off-season, or in areas where
no cultivation took place before, or a coﬁbination of these
required large number of labourersz. Thifdly. the growth of the
mining industry, particularly cocal mining in Burdwan, made c0nsi;
Gerable cdemand. Fourthly; the growth of towns and industries -
including the jute industry which necessited a transfer‘of popula-
“tion from the village toc the t0wnss. Fifthly, other activities such
as road and rail building usually employed people on a seasonal

"ad hoc basis. And lastly, the demand for labour ocutside Indisa,

1., B.B. Chowdhury, Agricultural Production in Bengsl 3 1850~
1300 « Coexistence of Decline snd Growth, Bengal Past and
Present, 19692, January=June, pPe. 174,

2. H.R. Ghosal, Economic Transition in Bengal Presidency, 1793
1833, Calcutta, 13831; Report of Royal Commission of Labour
in 1ndia, Lendon. '

3. H,R. Ghosal, op. cite.
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for work in other parts of the British Empire in Kenya (for rail
construction), $ri Lanka (for tea plantation), Malaysia (for
rubber plantation), wWest Indies (for sugar plantation) and so on =
the main recruitment centre for which was Calcuttal.

It was impossible t0 meet the growing demana of labour
with a virtually static populaﬁion, whose ability to supply labour
power was further crippled by the frequent occurrence of famines
and epidemics. According to an estimate made by the Census of
India in 1951, population of the part of India now known as West
Bengal (excluding Pu;ulia) remained stagnant around 13.6 million
between 1801 and incressed to only 13.8 million in 1861, A major
reason for this was famines of 1837, 1860-61, 1865~66, 1874;
1891 and 1896~97 which occurred frequently focllowing the great
famine of 1770, which tock six lives out of sizteenz. It is
probably not cut of place to note that until the British take
over famines were virtually unknown in this part of the countrya.
Another factor was the malsria epidemic which, beginning in the
late 1850s, ravaged & numoer of districts and reduced their popu-

lation by cne third4. in the years following the famines, agri-

cultural prcduction was hampered by two other factors - the weak

l1. 0.C. Gowford, A Brief History of the Hoogly District,
Calcutta, 1302; G.M. Broughton, Labour in Indian Industries,
Lcndon, 1924, Chapter 11L

2. WewWe Hunter, The Annals of kural Bengal, Lonaon, 1897, pp. 19,
23, 32, -

3, Irfan Hesbib, The Agrarian System of Mughal India, London,
1963, pp. 20, 45-47.

4, B.B.Chowdhury, “aAcrarian Releticns in Bengal : 1853-1885",
in N.K., Sinha {(ed), The History of Bengals 1757-1905, Calcutts,
1967, pp. 243-245.
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physical cbnéitiOnS'of the survivors, and the propensity to
migrate, mostly towards the eastern part which is now known as
Bangladesh. In othér words, there was a growing need for labour,
ﬁhe available manbower was not even capabie of maintaining their

level of cultivationl.

The imbalance in the demand-supply conditions is reflected
in _repeated reports of labour scaréity in official reports, and in
attempts to mobilise labour for areas and activities which needed
themz. In the case of industries and plantations, the firms were
forced to recruit labourers from outside Bengal or f£rcem among the
marginal tribal or semi-tribal population. In the case of coal,

more than three~fifths were Bauries3

. The local Bengall settled
agriculturists were not interested in these jdbs. as there was
no shortage of land or work in the countrysice, and they consi—
dered remuneration and working conditicns in those jobs unattrac—

tive4o

Migration as & factor behind the genesis of agricultural lsbourer

™

A similar dependence on migrant labourers also characterized
the rural scene during this pericd. For clearing forests, the local
labour was unwilling or inadequate in number, or incapable because

of the loss of vitality they suffered due to famine and epidemics.

1. BoBo ChO‘rthury, OpP e Cito. PPe 20‘ 45-47.
2. W.W. Hunter, Op. Cit., pp. 59-6l.
3. Report of the Royal Commissicn of Labour in India, 1931.

4. GeoMe Brougnton, Labcur in Indian Industries, Lcndon, 1324,
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Attempts to mobilise forced (beéar) labour for this purpose with
the help of zamindars (landlords) also failed. It was largely
through the efforts of the migrant tribal labourers that this very
difficult and physically taxing work was accomplishedq, particu—
larly in Malda, Dinajpur, Birbhum, Dsrjeeling, Jalpaiguri and
Sundarbansl. Tribal labourers alsc played a major rolé in the
development of commercial crcps, particularly poppy and indigo,

in cases where production was directly undertaken by capitalist
enterprisesz. Lastly, they were alsoc brought into villages by
Zamindars who offered them generous terms.-in order to compensate

fcr the loss of labour power during famines and epidemics, to

culctivate land which had been left fallow and grown wild follow=~

ing such disasterss.

The two major sources of supply of agricultural labour
were the so~-called 'semi-Hinduised aborigine group', and the
migrant labourers who came ffom cutside the State. The former,
were in the process of being absorbed into Hinudism, and at least
in the initial period of their contact began with a8 very low social
position in the Hincu hierérchy. The second were the tribals from
the chota'Nagpur plateau who, ee. ﬁook an active part in clearing

the jungles and extending cultivation, in cultivating indigo, and

o

in keeping agriculture going in the years following @ major famine _

i. Report of the Ro}al Commission on Labour in Incia, 1931.
2. B.B. Chowdhury, ope. cit., ppe. 20, 45-47.

3¢ W.W. Hunter, ope. cit., pp. 59=61,
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or epidemic, and who also mamned the plantation and mines. It was
from these two grcups that vast majority of the rural proletariat .
were drawn: tnis.provided the basis for the strong class-caste
correspondence we have among them even todayl.

Landlessness as a characteristic of agricultural labour
began to emerge with the large-scale entry of these two groups
in the settled agriculture of Bengal. 1In pre-British Bengal the
agricultural labourer was usually a small farmer making some
additional earnings from field work or responding to the summons
cf the Zamindars to wocrk in his field. Even after the severe dis-
location of rural life caused by the famine of 1776. the agricul-
tural labourers continued to maintain their own aceountz. In his
account of the conditions of agricultural workers in 1904,
Colebrooke menticned that even farm servants possessed land of
their own, and it was customary among agricultural labourers to
work for half a day for the owner, and then to spend the other
half of the time on his tenanted land which was probably leased
out by his o@n empleyerB.

In the detaiied district-wise statistical investigation
undertaken by Hunter in 1870's, largely based on the 1872 Census
Gata, he frequently mentioned the fact that the proportion of
landless was quite small, and the vast majority of the agricultural

labourers possessed a certain amcunt of land. With reference to

1. B. Dasgupta, Cpe Citn‘ Pe A=133,
2. B, Dasgupta, Op. Cite, pe 136,

3., H.T. Cc¢lebrook, Remarks on the Husbandry and Internal Commerce
of Bengal, Calcutta, 1804, pe. 105,
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Darjeeling, he mentioned that the landless were generally immigrants,
most of whom have recently joined the tea'gardensl- In lhe case of
Jalpaigufi 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 ¢id not possess their own land or rented from
others. The report on Cooch Behar also mentions the absence of a
class of landless people, but nctes the presence of migrant workers
from Bihar @nd Chota Nagpur who worked on the roads and in excava-
tion. In the case of Dinajpur he noted the temporary immigration

of workers from Raj-mahal who were engaged in rice?huéking.by the.
graih mérchants. énd of the Dhangars who worked on the road. All

of whem returned to their native villages in April—mayz. The repért
cn Murshidsbad talked of Santal migrants in the mulberry fields as
day labourers, but of no local landless3. Only rarely is there any
reference to landless labourers eme;ging as & 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 ndticed; whatever land-
lessness we come.to hear of from this account.is agsociated with
migrant labcourers belonging to low caste or tribal groups4.

Andther major document, which provided detailed information

on the conditions of the lower classes in the late 1880's, also

1; Vie Wo Hunter, A Statistical Accocunt of Bengal, London, 1876,
p. 103. Varicus volumes on the districts were published in
the 1870s. :

‘2. Wa ‘qo }iunter' Opn ,Cito P p. 376.
3. Ne Wa Hmter, Opo Cito‘ p‘.o 114. ]
4, Cited in B, Dasgupta, ©Op. cit.,, pe. A=136.
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mentioned the fact that both labourers and non~labourers held
agricultural patchesl. Thevconditions of course varied from one
district>to'anbther. for example, in land-scarce out-migrating
Bankura the day labourers were usually withcut 1and®.

The labour supply was not abundant in the factories, in
the towns and in ccnstruction and other non-agricultural activities

in the villages until the 1920's, after which the growing popula-

tion made its impact. The population of present day West Bengal

(minus Purulia) increased from 14.65 million in 1891 to 16,40

- million in 182l1-that is an increasé of iess than two million in

thirty years, but between 1921 and 1951 it increased by 8.41
miilion to reach a figure of 24.81 million., In other‘words, the
rate of growth was four times faster after 1921. There was lot of
improvement in pu@lic health following the development of effec-
tive measures against epidemics such as malaria, cholera and-small-
poxe

Tﬁe'increase of population brought out a dramatical change
in the land-man ratios whereas the land-man ratio was highly
favourable to man during the nineteenth century because of huge
tracts of fallow lands were cleared for cultivaticn and the deple=~
tion of population due to the periodical famines, in the beginning

cf the twentleth century the situation was completely reversed.

For west Bengal as a whole, the population density increased from

452 persons per square mile in 1901 to 610 in 1951.

i. Government of Bengal, Report on the Conditions of the Lower
Classes of Bengal, Calcutta, 1888, 24 Parganase

2. Government of Bengal, Ope Cit., Burdwane.
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In addition fo this, in explaining why there was labour
abundance from labour scarcity, Biplab Dasgupta states that,

"the population increase took at a time when opportunities for
work cutside agriculture had stopped expending, due to the world
wice recession which continued from the late twenties until the
beginning of the Second wWorld Wsr". He also states that, "in
addition tc the demographic factcr, the eviction of the under=-
raiyats, particularly the share~croppers following the 1928
enactment of the Ienancy Bill, increased the numbexr of those
offering their labour power in the rural market", Moreover, *the
pauperisation of peasantry throcugh land fragmentation to eventual
landiessness was then another facﬁor coentributing tc the supply of
agricultural labourers in addition to eviction of tenants and the
natural increase of the labouring population“l.

The penetraticn of capitalistic mocde of production,
different land réfgrm measures by the free Indian ®@vernment, heavyw
population pressure and many other factors have accelerated the
process of the emergence of agricultural labourers as a separate
category from the rent-paying tenants. Throughout the colonial
rule .in India there was hardly any difference between the agricul=-
tural labourers who had to live on wages in cash or kind and the
rent paying tenants., The tenants in the colonial period were con-
sidered as lébourers because they had no control over the means

cf productionz.

1, B, Dasgupta, Ope. Cite, pe A=137.
2¢ Se Sen, Ope Cite, pe 33
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The Indian villages consisted n§t cnly of land owners,
traders, money-lenders and faimers but also 0f numerous artisans.
Deindustrialisation had started since the introduction of colonial
rule in India and made many artisans workless. It is-possible that
many of these workless artisans beéame absorbed in the army of
landless labour. Their participation had made agriculﬁure over
crowded and ptoduced\surplus rural population. There was hard;y
any complaint on the dearth of labour in thdis country. Since
surplus labour was plentiful, the millioneires cculd pay low wages
to the lsbourerst. Industrial development was sluggish and the
agricultural labourer had to seek employment.in the villasge he
was a village labour.

. BY 1901 the agricultural'labdurers had become a large
group in Bengal, Bihar and Orissa; they formed 17.5 per cent of
the agricultural populationz. Mukherjee notes the simuitaneous
growth of rent-payiné tenants and agricultural labourers in Bengal
since the closing decades of the ninéteenth century “thé number
of transfers of occupancy holdings effected by registered deeds
have risen from 4300 in 1884 to 2.5 million in 1913. This implies
the disylacénent from the soil of a highly desirable élass of
cultivators whOs.. must swell the ranks of the landless prole-

tariat. The labourers, however, do not go into the mills, factories

1., Morris, Emergence of a Labour Force in India, 1965. pPPe 199=204.
2e B.B. Chowdhury, or. cit., ppe. 320-=321,
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and plantations of Bengal, which are mainly fed by up=country
labour. They work either as under ryots or as hired farm hands“l.

The point worth menticning here is that the number of sharee
cropéers increased in Bengal since 1931, jotedars had a tendéncy
to rely more on share-croppers than on agricultural labourers.
Nevertheless, agricultural labourers constituted a large group:
they formed 22 per cent of the agricultural population.of West
Bengal in 19512, |

A number of researchers engaged in this field like
visaria (1976); Vyas (1976); Bardhan (1977) have shown an absclute
rise of agricultural labcurers during the recent decades3. Me
Chattapadhyay efter cconsidering different explanations of the
researchers has put fcrwarded four main reasons to the phenomenal
growth of the agricultural labourers, which are as followga

1. Natural increase in the population of the labourers®
hcuseholds and lack of employment opportunities for them.

2. The eviction of tenant cperators due to the enactment
of tenancy‘legisiations.

3. Workers do not get encugh employment in their tradition-
al occupation and therefore join the ranks of agricultural lsbour=- i
ers.

4. The influx of surplus labourers from the samll and

marginal farmers® hcuseholds‘

1. R.Mukherjees, The Econcmic History of India (1600—1800),
Allahabad, 1967, pe. 157.

2. 5. 5en, Op. Cite, Do 38a

3. Py Visaris, “Employment ; A& Trenc Report" in a survey of
Research of Eccnomics, Vol., 1I, ICSSR, New Lelhi, 1976;
V.Se Vyas, Structural Chance in Agriculture and the Small
Farm Sector, Economic and Political Weekly, January 10, 1976;
K, Bardhan, Rural Employment, w~Jages and Labour Markets in
'Indias A Survey of Research, Eccnomic and Political weekly,
June 25, July 2 and 9, 1977.

4. M. Chattap¢chyay, Conéition of Lebour in Incian Agriculture.
Calcutta, 1985, p. 8.
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Thcse explanations are not mutually exclusive,‘but the
relative importance attached to these explanatory factors is
different with different research workers. Thus, some / €.ge,
Visaria (1976, 1977); Vyas (1976)_/ have consistently argued

that the mutual increase in the population of the labcurers':

" households as well as the disintegration c¢f village and small

scale incustries have facilitated the swelling of the ranks of
agriéultural labcurersl.

Similarly, other Scholars Z—e.g.. Bandycpadhyay (1975);
Rudra and Newaj (1975); Raj (1976); Bardnan (1376)_/ have argued
that the decline of share-cropping»pa#tly due tc land reform
legislations and partly due to the techological innovétions have
led to a major decline in the prcportion of the self-enployed and
rise in the proportion of the wage~employed in the rural work
force. This change indicates a polarisation within the agricul-
tural sector 3 a fast-growing sub-sector of medium and large farms

is generating much of the increased demand for wage employment

1l Cited in M. Chattépadhyay. Ope Cite, pe 5;

Pe Visaria, op. cit.; .

P. Visaria, Trends in Rural Unemploymeﬁt in India, Economic
and political weekly, Review of Agriculture, January 29, 1977;
V.Se. Vyas, Ope Cit., o
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that is being supplied by the previcusly more self-employed poor

peasant households along with landless labour households1

A recent survey on the terms and conditions of land, labour
énd credit contracts in Eastein region of India, shows that in
most of the agriculturally advanced areas, share-cropping or
tenancy 1s on the decline and owner cultivation with field labour
is risingz. Thus, eviction of tenant seems to be a major cause in
swelling the numbers of agricultural labourers in this region.

M. Chattapadhyay states that, "... it would be wrong to treat

the phencmenon of growth of agricultural labourers as indicating

a process of proletarianization of the rural poor. Vérious factors
(eege, eviction of tenants, new farm technology, natural increase
in tﬁe population of agricultural households, disintegration of
viliage industries and lack of employment Opportunities to them
etc, ) are cPeratihg differentially in different regions of India

leading to the swelling members of agricultural labourers"%.

1, Cited in M. Chattapadhyay, Ope. cit., pe 8:

Ne. Bondapadhyay, Changing Forms of Agricultural Enterprise
in wWest Bengal, Economic and Political Weekly, April 26, 1975;

A. Rudra and K. Newaj, Agrarian Transformation in a District
of vwest Bengal, Economic and Political wWeekly, Review of
Agriculture, March 29, 1975;

KeN. R&j, Trends in Rural Unemployment in India : An Analysis
with Reference to Conceptual and Measurement Problems, Varia-
ticns in Extent and Forms of Agricultural Tenancy, Economic
and political weekly, September 11 and 18, 1976.

2. P.K. Barchan and A, Ruda, Interlinkage of Laend, Labour and
Credit Relations : An Analysis of Village Survey Data in East
India, Economic and Pclitical Weekly, Annual Number, February,
1978.

Ja Me Chattapadhyay. ODe Cites De %
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According to the Census of 1891 and 1971, the number of

agricultural workers was 18.7 and 47,5 millions respectively. In

terms of percentage it has increased by 24 times. It is worthwhile

to indicate that census figures from 1891 to 1971 are not come
parable (change in pattern) but they do indicate relative magnitude

of the changes.

Growth of agricultural labourer
(in million) .

1891 1901 . 1911 1921 1931 1951 1961 1971

1807 2106 25,0 2045 29,9 27¢5 31.5 47.5

Now the question arises : why is the increase so rapid

cr what are the factors responsible for this significant growth

during the last 80 years?

These factors in brief are:

1,

2.
3.
4.

Se

Disintegration of village communities’ during
the British rule.

G:owth-ih pcpulation (specially in rural areas).
Decline in cottage and rural industries.
Lisintegration of peasantry.

Growth 1n absentee landlordisme

Every one acquainted with rural conditions will agree with

what Dr. Mukherjee has said 3 “Every ciréumstanée;which‘has

weakened the position cf the samll holder has increased the number

cf agricultural labour“l.

1. P.K. Mukherjee, op. cit., p. 215,
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while the proportion of small and marginal holdings was
quite high in the whole of the country in 1976—71 (69.6 per cent),
in West Bengal it was 82.2 per cent. By 1976~77 the prccess of
marginalization of holéings was on the increase in the whole of
the country. In west Bengal it was mcre sc. It 1s very interesting
ané also instructive that the area covered by marg;nal.and small
heldings in wWest Benéél was as high as 56 per cent while in the
cbﬁntry as a whole it was 23,5 per cent. At the other pole the
area covered by ho;dings shows 10 hectares was four per cent in
West Bengal and 26,2 per cent for Indial. Further the agricultural
labourers, whose number increased from 1.8 million ;o 3.9 million
between 1961-81 in west Bengal Bengsl, represent the poorest
strata in the rural economy.

The scope for bringing new land under the. plough was v

receding for the whcle Ccmntry. It was more acute in West Bengal

with the proportion of the net sown area of cultivable land reach-

\
‘
ing a near saturation point. All these were reflected in rural |
West Bengal reccording one of the highest incidence of poverty. {
pPopulation below the poverty line in 1377-78 by head count was

S84 per cent in West Bengal as against S;.z_per cent in the
countryz. So a small farmer with a small farm and a small crop,

sub jected to the hazards of rainfall, with_litfle scope to migrate

to towns on a non-farms job such was the typ;cal problem facing

rural west Bengal.

1. Agricultural Census - 1970-71 and 1976~77; cited in S. Sengupta,
West Bengal Rural Scene - A Review, Science and People, Vol. 1
August 1389, p. 15.

2. National sample survey (32nd Round); cited in $.Sengupta,
op. cit,, Pe 15.
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A& good humber of socioloéists and economists zré.g..
Thorner (1956); Mukherjee (1957); Joshi (1958); Beteille (1974)_/
have shown the relaticnship between caste and occupation.. The
inferior social status of agricultural labour draws éanction of
the caste structure which helps toO perpetuate the domination of

the upper castes in rural societyl.

Income and wages

The income of égricultural labour is low on the dne hand
while on the other, it varies frocm one Opetation to another and
also from season to season. He is not gainfully employed through- .
out the year but remains idie for a numbef pf days. Besides

unenmployment, higher wages and better living is a more serious

“matter with the agricultural workers than the workers employed

in organized industries. On this‘question Dr. Be. Rammurthy of the

Agricultural Labcur Enquiry Committee (1951) made the follbwing

observations : "The total inccme of‘the_agricultural labour

families in the Indian Union could be estimated at k. 790 crores.

According to the final Report of the National Income Committee (1954)

the national income for 1950=-51 was ke 9,530 crores. The income
of agricultural families who formed 20.7 per cent of the total
number of the families in the Indian Union, accounts for only 8.3

per cent of the National Income%Z,

i. D. Thorner, op. cit.;

R. Mukherjee, The Dynamic of a Rural Society, Beslin, 1957;
Ve.Re. Joshi, Growth of Agricultural Labour with Special
Reference to UP, Indian Journal of Labcur Eccnomics, April-
July 1958;
A. Beteille, Studles in Agrarian Social Structure, New Delhi,
13974,

2. Be Rammurthy, Agricultural Labour, pp. 29=30,
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According to the Second Agricultural Labour Enquirf
Committee, the annual per capita income in 1950-51 was R, 104,
Wages formed 73 per cént of their total income. The payments are-
usually made either in cash or in kind. It is also noted that the
per capita inccme which was R. 104 came down to ke 92,7 during
1956-57. The average income of agricultural labour households

during this period fell from ke 497 to k. 473.5. The Rural Labour

 Enquiry Committee in 1963-64 estimated the annual averagg income

at Rk, 660,19, The 25th Round of the National Sample Survey has

revealed that during July 1970 to June 1971 the average wage per

-day for the country as a whole was ke 2,03 for the landless

labourers and R, 1.80 for small farmers.

According to the Agricultural Labour~En§uiry Report, 15.4
per cent of the agricultural labourers are classified under thé
heading ‘'attached labour', the chief feature of this categofy
being ‘permanancvy‘oif employment. The bulk cf them are of coﬁrse
worse paid than the casual lsbourers. Total salaries (cash and

kind ) paid’to‘thejpermanent farm servants per year, per family

is only Rse 32.7, against Bse 117.5 paid to a family of casual

labourersl.

1. Agricultural Labour Enquiry Report, NCe. 2, Pe 65.




Table « 1

Aversge daily wage rates of agricultural labouring

in west Bengal in 1976-77 and 1970-80
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1976<77

District 1979=80 Per cent Increase
Darjeeling 5. 90 7625 22.8
Jalpaiguri 5.20 -6. 95 33.6
Cooch Behar 5. 05 6.25 23.0
West Dinajpur 4.70 4,95 5.3
Malda 4,50 4.35 -3.4
Murshidabad 5.80 7.80 34.4
Nadia 4.80 5. 40 12,5
24 Parganas 5.75 7.62 32.6
Howra 6. 50 8,15 25.3
Hoogly 5.60 "~ 7.55 39.8
Burdwan 5.70 7.15 25,9
Birbhum ~ 5,55 7.30 31.5
Bankura 7.10 8.00 12,
Puruiia 7.00 5.15 ~265
Micénapur 5,40 7.15 3244
5.65 6,75 19.4

Source: Government of' West Bengal, Eccnomic Review, 1982-83,
Calcutta, 1983, '
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Quite a good‘nuﬁber of studies have been done on the

temporal and spatial varlation in wage rates for agricultural
labourers / e.g., Rath and Joshi (1966); Bardhan (1970);
Krishmaji (1971)} Jose (1973); Fonseca (1975); Lal (1976)_7. The
general conclusion arrived at by most of theée studies is that
while the money wage rate increased over time in most of the
States in'India,‘the.real wage rate did ﬁot increase significently. .
Agricultural development has thus not been significantly helpful

in raising the agricultural wage rates in real termsl.

Minimum Wwages

The Minimum Wages Act which was passed in 1948 empowers the
state governments to fix the minimum rates of.wage payable to
.employees. Though this step of wage fixation was taken during the
First Plan, not much could be achieved because of the following |
reasonss

1. The Aét éid not clearly distinguish between various
operations and wage to be fixed for each operation.

1. Cited in M. Chattapadhyay, Ope. cit., pe. 43:

N. Rath and R.V. Joshi, Relative Movements of Agricultural
Wage Rates and.Central Prices : Some Indian Evidence,
artha vijnana, Vol, b, No. 2, 1966;

P. k. Bardhan, Green Revoluticn and Agricultural Labourers,
Economic and Political weekly, Special Number, August 1970;
N. Krishnaji, wages of Agricultural Labour, -Economic and
Pcliticeal Weekly, Sep. 25, 1971;

A.V. Jose, Wage Rate of Agricultural Labourers in Kerala,
Eccnomic and Political weekly, Annual Number, February 1973;

A.J. Fonseca, Wage Issues in a Developing Economy : The
Indian Experience, Calcutta, 1975;

D. Lal, Agricultural Growth, Real Wages and the Rural Poor
in India, Economic and Political Weekly, Review of Agriculture,
June 26. 1976.
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2. Child labour was not separated from adult labour.

3. Unorganized labour or absence of any orgapization
or union to ensure proper implementation of_the Act. -

4., Scattered nature of agricultural operations and .
variation in working hours from season to season, and

S. The wages fixed under the Act were very lowe.

The notable point here is that, in West Bengal, the wages

fixed was Re 1e50 in 1953.

The Labour‘Enquiry Committees conducted surveys during
19350-57 in order ﬁo ascertain the impdementation aspect but could
not get any material gains. Besides thesé,'séveral sﬁrveys were
conducted in different States in different years -~ e.g. Assam
1959, Haryeana 1973, CUrissa 1972, Maharastra 1970 but the real
break thrcugh in this regard ¢éme only iﬁ 1875, Not only were
minimum wages raiseq‘but more enmphasis was placed on the implemen~
tation aspect, On 1st Qctober, 1975 in wWest Bengal, the wages.

fixed was Re 5,60~8,10 per day for an adult labourl.

~Problems of agricultural labour

The British rule in India resulted into the ecounomic
stagnation ' (1f not decay) and at the time of their withdrawal
made India one of the poorest countries in the world. when India
gct Independence in 1347, the founding fathers of the Indian
republic aspired to relijeve this crushing burden of poverty. Ovef

the years, five-year plan documents, political speeches é_nd

1. Report of the Ministry of Labour for 1977-78, pp. 177-78.
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electoral slogans have reiterated this primary goal in endless
litany, yet, after more than three decades, India remains one of
the poorest countries of the world, in fact probably the largest
single country contributing to the pool of the world's poor. It is
not the fact that there has been no progress over the years. There
has been scme general progress in the field of public consumption
and welfare measures for'the poor in the form of health and
sani@ation, drinking>water. nutrition, hocusing, education, trans-
port, roads, communication and electricity. But the facilities
created, remain woefully ﬁeagre in the proportion to the total
minimum needs, even though the fund earmarked for such programmes
constitute a significant fraction of the government budget every
year,

The small farmers and agricultural labourers, artisans
and the seiffemployeg in household enterprises, petty traders
and casual non-agricultural workers constitute the bulk of the
poor. Crganized Qroup actions on their part, or agitatiomns for
their basic social and eccnomic rights are still highly fragmentary,
localized and infrequente. So they are forced to remain more or less
where they were. It seems that in their social Qorld the rural
people are'physically an@ structurally handicapped to come out
of their present socio-economic state.

The-preseﬁt state of helplessness oif the égrarian mass has
evclved out of cur historical courses. Over two hundred years of
colonial exploitaticn has severely damaged the rural economy of
India. It had resulted into the underdevelopment of rural economy.

The British land polieies made large scale differences among the
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aifferent agrérian classeé. Even in the pre-Independence_period
there was massive state exploitation of the agrarian labour class,.
There was overall deterioration of the situation with the destrﬁc-
tion of small scale cottage industries which was at times the
backbone of rural economy.

The agricultural labcurers in Incia are facing numerous

‘problems. The most important of them will be discussed here.

1. Unemployment éhd surplus labour

| The landless agricultural labourers constitute the inferior
gioup in the village society who are entirely dependent on others
for work ahd frequén#ly remain unemployed for long periods of
time. The Indian Government from time to time has made several
attempts to raise the sécio-econOmic conditiocn of the agriculturalu
labourers, But the -cutcome of such'efforts are not satisfactory.
Unemployment and underemployment as a result of shérp increase of
this rural category, 1ow wages which is bringing them below the
poverty line, pooi working conditions, mass_illite}acy are very
much acute in Indis.

| Verious estimstes have been worked out to caICulate.the
number of workers unemployed but there is not one estimate £iee
from criticism. The reason is unavailability of reliable data and
the nature of agriculture itself, At times there is shortage of'
labourers while at other times no work i$ avilable, This is so
because agricultureAis largely governed by nature. But'wﬁatever
may be the casé, there are estimates dealing with disguised’under-v

employment.
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The‘Report of the Agricultural Labour Enquiry revealed that
the agricultural workers remain unemployed for lOOrdays in the year
and self-wemnployed for 50 cdays. For 189 days in the year, they are
employed in the land owned by others. For 29 days they earn some
money through non—agricultural work., 1t means that for about five
months in the year (150 days) they aré either unemployed or self-
employed. But 50 per cent of ﬁne agricultural workers have no |
land of their own, hence they can not be selfe~employed at any time,
These facts reveal the problem of acute_unemployment from which
30 per cent of the rural population suffer and it also shows what
a tremendous waste of labour-power is inherent in underdeveloped
economyl._

Patnaik hes noted "... in the peasant holding family
laebour is emp%oYed fpr a certain number qf days annually; if it
could find employment for the same number of days on a daily wage
bacis, the total income from labouring for wages would be hiéher
than the income after meeting all other costs of cultivation on
own account. Why then does the peasant family not sell its land
and start working as agricultural labourers? Clearly because it
is not certain of finding employment for the same number of days
which is éﬂsured by the possession of land, Thé explicit.unemploy-'
ment among full-time agricultural labourers, the lower quantum of ™
employment they cbtain cn average and their consequent lower

incomes, makes them the poorest c¢lass in the entire population"z.

1. Cited in B. Sen, Ope Cit.

2+ U, Patnaik, DevéIOpment of Capitalism in Agriculture, Social
S5cientists, Septemier 1972, pe 226 .
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2, Landless labour and non-=farm sector

According to 1971 census landless labourers in Indis
numbered 47,5 million representing 26,73 per cent of the total
work force in the country. The corresponding figures for 1961
were 3 31,5 million and 16.71 per cent. Gne of‘the major problem
faced by this sector is that the high seasonal variations, parti-
cularly by those whose contractual ggreeﬁents are not for the
entire ceason. Opportunities in nonefarm sectbr of the economy
are meagre for two basic reasonss (1) there is in generél a lack
of employment potential, and (2) the skill required forAthe jobs
available are beyond the capacity of unskilled farm workers,

The Dfaft Five Year Plan 1978=-83 provides some indications
‘of the magnitude of unemployment, poverty and inequality. It
sums up the gravity~of the employment prablem as followss "Between
1971 and 1978, when the 1labour force increased by 35 million,
non-agriculturél activities absorh:sd only 9 million, about half in
the organized and half in the informal sector. The general pattern
of manpower cdeployment in the cocuntry is such that only 10 to 11
per cent of the increase in the labour force find émployment in
the organized sector, while the rest drifts into part-time employ-
ment in the organized sector, while the'resﬁ drifts into part-
time employment in the rural areas or in the informal sector of
urban industry or trade or becomes chronically unemployed, This
lack of employmenﬁ cbviously reflects the waste of a potentially

prccuctive sourca“l.

1. Govte. Of India, Draft Five Year Plan 1978~83, Vol. 1, Planning'
Commissicn, New Delhi, 1978b, pe S
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The Draft takes account of some "fundamentalifailures"
of planning in the following words 3 “We must face the fact that
the most important cbjectives of planning have not been achieved,
the most'cherished goals seem to be almost as distant todmyas
when we set out on tne rpad to planned development. These aims
are universally accepted by the Indian people s they are the
achievement of full employment, the eradication of poverty, and

the creation of a more equal society"l.

3, Low=standard of living

The low standard of living of the agricultural lsbour
héuseholds_is the direct result of under-eméloyment, low=-wages
and lack of opportunitles in the non-farm sectcr, An idea of this
can eaéily be earned by gecing through the findings -of the Seccnd
Agricultural Labour Engquiry Committee 3 "the annual average
expenditure ¢f the hcusehold was Re 617 in 1956«57 while the
average annual income in that year was only ke 437". Thus there.
was.a deficit of Rse 180 on one hand, while on the othe;, accord-
ing tc the same committee 77 per cent of the income was spent on
£00d grains only. This situation had not changed substantially
even though thevaverege annuel income per. household had increased
to ke 1671 during 1974-75. The diet of these workers mostly
includes cereals only. Such icems essential for maintaining good
héalth like fruits, vegetables, milk, meat etc. hardly figure in
their diet, A substantial number do not even have houses, The

result is that the efficiency of workers is badly affected which

l. Govt. of Indiao OTre Cltes Do 4,
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in turn, affects the earning power and ultimately the standard
of living.
1f wé want to gain a full picture of the standard of living

of the agricultural workers, we must compare it with that of the
other rural families. On thiS'questibn Be Sen méde the following
,obsérﬁations H “The per capita annual expenditure of the rural
families in general 1s k, 204 while that of the agricultural

labour families i1s R, 107. Rural families spend 74 per cent of
| their income for food and 26 per cent for other requirements.
while the agricultural‘labour family spends 85 per cent for food
and 15 per cent for other.amenities. (n clothing the rural familiés
in general spend 13,4 per cent of the total expenditure, while'on

the same item the agricultural labcur family spends only 6,5 per

wd
cent"”,

According to B, Sen, the lower living_standafd of the
agricultural workers relativei.y to other rural families, arises
out oflseveral factors. The most important of them are as follow82:
1, Agricultural production is so outmoded and backward that pro=-
duction for private profit does nof generally.offer great pios-

pects. So the wages paid to agricultural workers is very low.

le By sen, cp. cit., pe 162.

-

Z2e Boe Sen, Ope Cit.' Do 163.

g
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2, Industrial backwardness despite five year plans and develop-

. ment projects, condemns the rural surplus population to perpetual

unemployment so that in the agricultural labour market, supply
always remains exceedingly preponderant over demand,
3. The agricultural workers are mostly employed by rich and middle

peasants whose farms are much worse off than landlords' farms.

4, The agricultural workers being unorganised have failed to

improve their woerking conditions by taking adventage of the trade
union movement.‘ |

S5 Remnants of feudal or semi~feudal exploitation are so strong
thaet there is no upsurge in agricultural producticn.

6. They are often members of Scheduled Gastes or untouchable

communities suffering from social disabilities not yet substan-

‘tially removed,

The agricultural labourers have more additional brdblems.
like, thé broblems ofAbetter environment, The environment includes
the regulation of work, improvement in the conditioas of work
and provision of amenities. The labour sometime has to work more
than the prescribed hours (8 hrs.). Overtime Qork shoudd not be
allowéd without édditional payment for such work. ?esides the
hours of work, another problem is the conditions of worke. The

nature of agricultural work is such that the labourer sometimes

"has to work in torrential rains or in scorching heat during summer.

Their living conditions are highly unsatisfactory. Proper steps

towards improvement shculd be taken and properly implemented.
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Special programmes for agricultural lsbourers

Being motivated by the principle of a welfare democracy
the Indian Government since Independence in 1947 has adopted
several measures to better the conditions of the rural poor. All
these progra@mes have been only marginally successful to their
objectives. This is clearly evident from the growing rate of
agricultural labourers and landless population in the rural
scciety.

Immediately after coming to pcwer in west Bengal in 1977
the Left Front Government identifie& land=cdistribution, reform
cf the share=cropping system and the reorganization of the
Panchayats as their thrust areas. The important measures adopted
for the rural poor are as followss

1, Small Farmer's Development agency (SFLDA).

2. Marginal Fargpers and Agricultural Labourers (MFAL)

3. Crash Scheme Of Rural Development (CSRD).

4, 2bolition of Bounded Labour,.

S Food for work.

6, lntegrated Rural Development Project (IRLP),

7. National Rural Employment Programme (NREP)

The last prcgramme now forms a regular pért'cf the Five
Year Plans from the year 198l=82,

P.C., Joshi has noted, "The key to rural immiserisation is
i)rovided by the fact that on the cne hand the ineqguality in the
distribution cf land ownership has not been substantially altered
' in faveur of the rural poor through land reforms; on the other,

qualitative changes have been taking place in the mode of operation
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cf land as a result of cdnmercialisation of agriculture and
penetration cf new technology into the countryside which not only
do not improve but in many cases worsen the position of the rural
pdor in the agrarian structure. These changes which are impelled
by the growing rationalisation of the prcductive system take the
form of shift from subsistence tenancy by poor peasants to business

tenancy or self-cultivation based on hired labour by the erstwhile

.landlords“;.

Gunner Myrdal shows how the population e#plosion tends to
push the rural masses down the eccnomic ‘ladder 3 "Thé grcwth of
labour force in égriculture has an inherent tendency to increase
fragmentation of land holdings, More generally it will tend to
force people down the economic and social ladder making‘owners
tenants and tenants landless workers, while the size of the sméll
farms will decline. Population increase is thus in itself one of
thé forces that woxrk for increasing social and economic inequaiity
in agriculture"z. |

| The present-thesis seeks to'emphasis especially the social,
economic and political life of the agricultural labourers which‘
constitute a very important component of the rural pOpulationiin
west Bengal today, accounting for two-fifﬁhs of the agricultural
population., Improvements in their living and working cconditions
are directly connected with the development ¢f agriculture. These
also help them to improve their productivity, meterial well-being

and cultural life,

1., P.C. Joshi, Poverty, Land Hunger and Emerging Class Conflicts
in Rural 1ndia in “Rural Poverty and Agrarian Reform® (ed)
by Steve Jcnes, P,C. Joshi, lMiguel Mursis, 1982, p. 73.

2. G. Myrdal, The Challenge of worlad Poverty, Harmondsworth,
1370, p. 361,
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Aqriculturai labour and“politics

We lack published materials on the organized agriculturai
iabourers movement in the villageS'of West Bengale. The organized
mcvements of the agricultural labourers have achleved some ground
in other parts of India in the short span of three decades, the
fifties to seventies. Many social scientists have warned consi-
jdering the numerical strength and potentiality of the so-far-
ignored basic sections of society, the impact ﬁhey can make once
they are organized ;t a natiocnal level will be tremendous. Social
scientists have made attempts to find out_thé ocbjective condi-
tions of the agricultural labcurers® movements, the extent of
success and. failure of the movements, attitudes of the different
political pafﬁies mainly the left political parties towards their
organiéatibd;

John P, mencher has studied the agricultural l&bourers'
mbvement covering a large part of India especially in'Keréla.
with respect to the Karshaka (agricultural> movement in north
Kerala, shée states, " 1t is clear that the reason the. Xarshaka
Thozhilall Undicn is not very successful in thile area is Ehat there
are toolmany workers and not encugh jobs. In addition, there'are
a few large landowning families (&ll belonging to two or thrée
traditional taravads) and a large number of small landowning
families who do not enploy much labour except under special circum-
stances. Furthermcre, there is only small amount of land given

over to paddy cultivatioy possibilities for employment in the
non-agricultural sector"”, '

i, J. P, behcher, Agriculture and Social Structure in Tamil Nadu,
New Lelhi, 1978, pp. 318319, '
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In Central Kerala, *"In part, the slowness in organizing
the agricultural labourers in this region can be related to the
fact that many of the Marxist leaders in the villages are them-
selves small landowners of high or middle castes who are.at least
partly dependent on agriéultural labour"lo

Reflecting the feelings of many observers of this area,
Panikar has suggested that it was almost inevitable that the
situation in kuttanad would lead to union activity: "... labour-
ing under unfair institutional set-up for generations and acute
for emplcyment, unicnism is the cnly bulwork against employers
ériving wages beiow the subsistence level, Agricultural labour,
it must also be borne in miné that, ccmparss very ﬁnfavcurably
with other clesses ©of workers, like civil servants and factorf
wcrkers, “they have no leave with salary, pensions, gratuity,
proﬁiéent fund, bonus, etc., which are the normal benefité of
other categories of workers; they have no regular employment or
income during th21r normal working life; they have no compensa-
tion in the event of death in harness.... Naturally, they try to
¢get the eavaileble work and drive & hard bargain on wages. Demands
for wage increase must be appreciated as a desperate effort to
ensure a minimum annual income for thedr famil? where employment

is so limited and uncertain“z.

" l. JoP. Mencher, cp, cit., pe 321,

2. P,G.K, Panikar, Lissension to Report ¢f the Xuttnad Enquiry
Ccmmission, Yrivandram, 1972, ppe. 37-38,



38

Oommen suggests that political rivalry and competition
amcng the unions has not always been necessarily beneficial for
the workers. He reports that the Union officials he contacted
agreed that they have often working at cross-purposes s “In their
atterpt to project themselves as “progressive, each union is
trying to out-do the others by demanding more and mére for agri-
cultural labourers ... We have been told that agricultural
labourers, éaid to b; Marxists are willing to work for lower wages
in certain areas where non-Marxist Unions are stxong in order to
discredit the rival Unions. The non-Marxist labourexrs indulge in
preciously the same kind of activity elsewnere“l.

Mencher has stressed, "... unionizing is more likely to
succeed in‘places where labourers feel that they have scmething
to gain from a'st:iké. The places where this is true are primarily
placés where:

1, There are alternative sources of employment for -
villagers within commuting distance;

2, For one reason or anothet there is a labour shortages

3. The lazbourers have for one reason or arnother broken
from their feudal attachments and are willing to go-
far afield (sometimes simasble distances) in search
for work...: - ’

4, 1t is imperative that paddy be harvested during a
relatively short period of time, If the land owners
are not willing to harvest the paddy themselves, strike
active are more likely to succeed (403

1., T.K. Oommen, Agrarian Tension in a Kerala District: an
Analysis, 1lndien Journal of Industrial Relations, New Delhi,
1971, p. 248, ' :
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5, There are several agricultural labour unions all
competing for members and trying to show that they
can do more for their members than any other union..."

Many cbservers have put forward the arguments that polg-
tical awéreness among the landless proletariat can only be
augmentéd by organized action., Ereman states that, "... even if
such actions were provided from ocutsice, social emancipation
would not follow as a matter of cocurse®, He admits that, “Their
inability to £find a Qéy out of the misery and insecurity of
théir daily life leaves most of them no scope at all for any
ulterior that or actiocn". The most important reascns he emphasizes
for their weak organization are 3 unemploymént and underemployment
because of the fact that the labour supply far exceeds the demand.
Secondly, mass illiteracy even after.introductiOn of compulsory
eéucatipn. wabout nine out of ten caste members are illiterate",
Thirdly, althcugh the earliler autocracy of the.land owners have it
. been reduced, but that does not mean:they are now politically
emancipated. “Thgy lack the awareness theat, coliectively they
genéfate power", It is evident from the fact that their names
are not registered in the voting lists, they have no idea of the
difference between the parties, their votes are for sale at a few
rupees, and especially among the higher castes colourful taies
are told about it. fourthly, “The Halpatis' passivity is losely
bound up with their ignorsnce. They often turn out to be only

vaguely, if at all, aware of slogans such as 'Garibi Hatao!

l. J,P. Mencher, op. cite, pp. 331=-332,
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althouch these were raised in their name. Illiteracy deprives
them of a great deal of informaticn. The combination of indiffe
erence and ignorance, both indissolubly bound up with poverty,
underlines their exclusion from society. Those of them who have
the greatest trouble have the least'capacity tc explain their
point of view“, Fifthly, the "... drawbacks are partly due to
the fact that the members of caste of 1aﬁdless labourers are not
accustomed to function within frameworks which stress collective
aims. Their~experience with group activities is very limited®,
sixthly, “The halpaties themselves explain their backwardness
due to a lack of leacders", Seventhly, the landless agricultural
labourers do not form = homogenous mass as such., There are various
types of agricultural lebourers with thelr divergent interests,
"Morecver, all of them are, to varying extents, dependent on
land owners and jobbers, their princibal employers. The competi;
ticn for the few favours to be had in a situvation of continuous
scarcity in each and every respect imalidates any strengthening
of horizontal solidarity"1

Bremen nas stressed the question, "Does the above suffice
as an explenatiocn of the passivity among agricultural lsbourers®?

According to him, “Apathy, ignorance, and feelihgs of infericrity

 £it too well into theories of a culture of poverty to be altogether

acceptable as the sole or even the main reasons"2

1. Je Breman, Cf Peasants, Migrents and Paupcers ; Rural Labour
Circulation ané Capitalist Production in West India, Delhi,
1785, p. 36,

2e Jo Breman, ODe Cit., Pe 366,
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Mencher asserts, “One of the ways in which Kerala has
been'distinguished from other parts of India has been its
relatively high rural literacy rate, varying in 1971 from a high
of 75 per cent (Alleppey District) to a low of 53 per cent
(palaghat District)'for males. Not only is the extent of news-
paper reading. Even ﬁack in 1958, it was struck by the fact that
ih remote villages daily news-papers (both Congress and Conmunist
oriented) were read aloud to small groups of people. Thus, within
a few hours after the papers had arrived in the village, important
political news could reach most of the people in the widely‘dis-.

persed village area where I was working”l.

Main research questions

The problew we have studied for the present thesis thus

reads i Land, Lebour and Politics 3 A Study of Agricultural

Labcurers in North Bengal, As the title suggests there are three

broad aspects cf the research topic 3 the land management'system b
the demographic, social and economic features of the agricultural
labourers; and the nature of their political éctivities. The most
important research questions are noted belows

1. The firstvimportant question which has been dealt
with, what is the nature of land management system? Although
"land* cannot be considered as the sole criterion of differen-

tiating the rural people into various catégdries still it has

1, J. Mencher, op., cit., p. 313,
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remained as the most inportant criterion in differentiating the
pecple who are dependent on land. The other related questions
have been dealt with are,how the land management system affect
production organization? How it affécts the participation of
different landowning groups in the agricultural production process?
How it affects the technological innovation and high=yielding
varieties in agriculture? How it considers the age-éld share=-
cropping system? How it affects the labocur relaticn? Moréover.A
the questions like, impact of the land reform measures by the
India government and penetraticn of the capitalistic farming
have also been dealt with,

2¢ QOrganisation of agricuitural work and its linkages
with different aspects of the sccial organization like, family
composition, socialization prccess, literacy and how they are
interrelasted to each other.

3. How the internal and exterpal forces generate to the
growth of the agricultural labourers anéd how these forces affect
the labour rel ationé . |

4. While studying the pclitical iife of the agricultural
labourers the followihg questions have been taken into considera=
tion ; how they react tec and at times modify the external and
internal forces; how they participate in political activities;
to what extent they are politicélly consciousy how far their class:
position guildes their political activitiesy is there anything
which is liable to be called prcletarian class? If there is
nothing like that how do they see politics as a means for earniné

individual benefits or ccmmunity benefits?
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Methodolqu

The whole problem has been looked into historically. This
is because the history of the evolution of agricultural labourers

closely corresponds to the evclution of the mode of production
in the countryside of west Bengal., The whole agrarian soclety has
undergone changes in different periods; pre-lonial period,
British period snd post-Independence period, But one thing is
common to all the periods i.e., they all had exploitative struc-
ture.

So fai as the question of class cunsciousness is concerned
the phenomenon has been studied in relétion to the prevalent
mcde of production pf agriculture. Unless the nature of the
modes of production is determined one can not get & clear per-
spective to look at the processes of pauperization and proletariaF

nization,

For the purpose of the present study we have chosen to

" conduct field work in three villages in three districts of West

Bengal. The selectién of the villages has been done on the basis
of purposive sampling. The main criterion has been the existence .
of different sets qf agrarian relations during the colonial
period though in the present context of agrarian structure in
West Bengal this is not relevant. The selected districts are

west Dinajbux. Darjeeling and Cooch Beharﬂv&ére the Zamindari,

Ryotwarl and Feudstory systems respectively prevailed prior to
1955 when the Zamindary System was abolished. This may be taken

as the cut off point of new agrarian relations in West Bengal.
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After selecting the f£ield, field work was started which
continued for a period of about 9 months in three villages, Of
course, there was éome variation in the duration of field work
in these villages because of their different sizes and other
related factors. As for example, Bamangram has a total of 252
households, Batla-Bhita has 57 households and there are 640
households in Alokjhora. In the first round of field work primary
census was taken aﬁd thus we ceme to know about the detailed
socio-economic aspects cof the villages. In the census forms
emphasis was paid to know about the total population, their age,
sex, caste, religion, language, occupaticn, agricultural implements,
land=holding and nature of participation in the production process
etc,

Then keeping the scope of the work, a sample was drawn
from the total households in the villéges. Stratified random

sampling was followed in selecting the householcs for interviews,
an uwniform method of sampling ccoculd not be followed due to uneven

sizes of the surveyed villages. For example, in Alockjhora, there

are a total of 136 agricultural labourer households of which 45

or one=third hocuseholds were interviewed, In Bamangram, the toﬁal
number of agricultural labourer househclds are 94 of which 40 or
marginally below than 50 per centvhouseholds were interviewed,

' while in Batla-Bhita, there are a total of 23 agricultural labourer
househol¢s of which 21 or 91.30 per cent households were inter; -

viewed, In order to select the hcouseholds for indepth study all
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the religious, caste/community groups except those who do not
work as agriculturalulabour were taken into consideration.

| In the second or third round of field work the sample
hcuseholds were interviewed with & schedule followed up by open
ended questionnaires. Beslides, case histories of some families
were also recorded, Group discussicns with a number of egricule
tural labourers were very helpful to understand the natuIBIOf

their probléms and difficulties they face in securing employment,

Limitations

The researcher is not unfamiliar with the language, culture
and econoﬁy of the regiocn, This is for the very understandable
‘reason that he was born and brought up here in a semi-rural
envircnment. Many of his class-mates came from the rural society
of this regicn. still there were certain difficultiesvwhich could
not be overccme, The most important of these was that the number
of villaces sampled for the present study was perhaps n§t enough
to satisfy the sampl;ng factor, But considering the time availe
able for field work we had to restrict the sample to three
villages, There were some cother problems the researcher faced
with at the time of field work. Even in & known field situation
field work does not proceed as satisfactorily as the researxcher
may desire. In our part we faced difficulties in meeting with
the respondents in the day time, as most of them had gone to work.
So the interviews had to be taken in the evenings and on days when

they were at home. Another problem was to contact the absentee
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land owners who seldom visited the villages, The people in the
villages initially was somewhat suspicious about my activities,
but once this ice wa5 broken an excellent rapport coulé be esta=
blished with them, The people also expected, particularly the
landless lgbourers, that something good fér them will come out
from the enquiry but the researcher regretfully had to belie.

thedir expectation.,



