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L"lTRODUCflON 

Despite the tact toot ·•Agrarian Relations• and 

'social movements • are comparatively the net" .fields of 

sociological investigations,, they have ~11 the attention 

of a large nutrb~r o:t foreign and Indian students ot 

sociology,. The present ~.,.-ork is an attempt to understand 

agrar.tan structure in India 1n general and particularly 

1.n Bihar; and its relationship with social unrest and 

agrari-an movements. 

Ho-v.;ever •. .at the outset it should be pointed out 

tll~t in dealing with these problems both the fV'JSr.xist and 

non-Marxist approaches "'ill be exomined. The non-Merxi.st 

framework has been applJ.ed to the understand.i;.ng o£ caste 

system. But caste is only one side o,f Indian social reality. 

The other view is thf£t social inequality in India can be 

better untlorstond through class structure i.e. in terms 

of OV"mer-sh.i.p., use and control of 1end. fv'l.arxist approach 

becomes relevant for the present study largely from this 

point of view. 

The present study has been divided into !our 

·chapters • dealing with different dimensions o:f our problem. 

·'!'he· £irst eha:pter entitled t~Bane .· Issues in Agrarian 

Relations" deals \>lith certain controvarsial but 1'tmdamental 

aspects o£ agrarian relations in India. These ~r.e contro

versial in the sense t~..r~t various social scientists have 



.. 
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interpreted them in different tvays. The !'irst major 

issue is the 'mode of prodttot.ion.• ip Indian agriculture. 

It .is ~'lel.l knolVn that the classJ.cal Marxist description 

of the Asiatic mode of ,product-i-4t'l has been. mora or ~ess, 

discarded by both FJBnist and non•Marxist stUdents of 

Indi~ history and society. The .feudal character of the 

ancient Indien sooioty, on the other band._ has been a 

moot point. Similarly mcde of production o:r the colonial 

period. has bee-n interpreted differently. lio"tcrevor, l'1e 

\'rill refer to the debate on the mode o£ production in 

India •s agriculture. 

Seeondly., we will also try to unders\ .. and the 

pf}oblem of udifferentiation of peasantry" both textually 

and contextually in t.his chapter. Cur main aim would be 

understanding of the conceptualization rega:rding peasantry 

and its application to the Indir-1!1 soeiety. Distiri.~JttJt._) 

can be made bet"f!.teen the peasants in rural communities and 

the tribal ones. Peas~~nts CGll be dif:ferentiatcd from 

Lnatl.y, en attempt t<Jill be mada to analyse the 

cnuses, nature, tY}Jes and the conse::..uenceso£ various 

agrarian movomenta and reforEts in India-. A brief dis

cussion of agrarian move."llents \dll also refer to {l) the 

role of various agra.ri.el'l cmsses in Revo,lution, specialJ.y 



the •middle peasant thesis•. and (2) the question why 

India could: not t'litness a nation-wide peasant revolution? 

The impact of agrarian reforlT':.S such a.s 'Bhoodan and 

Gramdan l~!Ovements~ and •Green Revolution' ttill be evaluated 

in detail. 

The chapter which follows immedL~tely ~ has been 

entitled as ttSoc.ial structure and Agrarian Stratification 

in India". The mairi object! ve of this chapter is to explain 

the nature of social stn..>cture and pattern. ot: agrarian 

stratification. 1he main emphasis is on understanding of 

the pe.ttern og land distribution among different castes 

and its effect on power structure. The trsditional Indian 

society refers to that period of lndian. history which 

lasted be£ore the impact o:r 'Pax. Britannica' or be .fore 

colonialism., and especially before the forces of industrial

ization came into effect. In the modern or contemporary 

Indian society our main concern \>JOUld be to show th~changes 

· brought about in the relationship between caste, land and 

P0\1Sr. and the direction of this. change. Ho\1ever, for 

practical purposes. this period has been sub-divided into 

colonial. and post-colo."li.al periods. 

Furthermore, some: space would also be given, in the 

same chapter~ to the emerging patterns of agrarian class 

structure exclusively in tems of the O\mership use and 



control of land. fhe emerging ·pattern of Cl-ass structure 

\rould be preceded by a brief Mstory of the intermediaries 

to sb0\'1 how, . .tn course of time, the'se cl&,sses came into 

being• The analysis of agrarian class structure would 

be made l~gel.y on the basis of' the description of various 

.social scientists based on their field studi.es, surveys • 

and interpretations of official. data. 

Lastly • the impact of the forces of gree tt.revolution 

on various agrarian classes t:ould also be evaluated. TP..is 

l'lill be based largely on the :findings of various researches, 

particularly in the areas of Pun;jab and Haryana. But it does 

not mean that other parts of !ndia t10Uld be left out. 

The third chapter is nA comparative study o:£ agrarian 

situations" 1n t;bich we have analysed agrarian situation in 

different states. OUr analysis refers to the situation o:f 

post-1947 period. The selected states would be as i'ollm.;s: 

,(1) Kerala and Wsst Beragal., (2) Gujarat and Maharashtra,. 

(3) The Punjab and Haryana. (4) uttar Pradesh and Bihar,and 

(5) Rajasthan. 

Berala and West Ben,eal together seem to be important 

f'or the present study not only because they represent the 

tl>t"' tnain regions (South and f\Torth) of India but also tor 

those states have been known !or the frequent occur~nce ot 
'\ 
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organised peasant movements. Ottjarat and Mabarashtra 

have geographical continf ty and t.;ere part of the same 

!'ormation about ti;Jo decades ago~ Punjab and Haryana 

also !omed as parts of the !'om-er Punjab. Today, these 

tt'IO states are, the heartland of the •green revolution' 

Uttar Pradesh and Bihar draw our. attention 

for the fact that these states are numerically most pre

ponderant 1n population, rich in natural resources,but 

are backtrard as compared to other states. A comparative 

analysis of these two states becomes relevant as major! ty 

of the eases of 'har13an atrocities•; 'caste-conn1cts·•, and 

'caste-politics• have been reported from tl"tem. But it does 

not mean that caste as a factor does not play its role in 

the 11 vas of the pecple ot other parts of the countey .. 

However,, even culturally these tt•ro states share certain 

similarities. The eulture of eastem parts o£ U.P. 1s 

quite similar to that of Bihar. Rajasthan, on the other 

hand• wQUld be taken el.one precisely because of the reason 

that this is the state~ according to Daniel Thorner. "which 

· can claim the h011our of .having remained during the years 

be.fore .1947 the least adv~nced area .in India. The rank of 

greater and lesser landlords, led by Rajput princelings and 

jagirdars ruled ruthlessly over a relatively submissive jat 

tenantry.n 
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The lest chapter provides analysis of agrarian 

situation 1n Bihar. The main ob,ject.ive of this Chapter 

ta to test certain postulates f'()rmulated in the :first 

t\9'0 chapters on tbe basis .of the study oZ agrarian 

movements and re.torms in Bihar. The study of the relation-
. at\d.. 

ship bet\1~en caste .land~ pow·er in Bihar at various levels 

has been £o1md usefUl. It \till further help in under

standing the changes .in course of time • brought about 

by various soc.io-economic a:nd political forces. An 

evaluation of land re.torms end other measures is under-

tak:en for understanding of relationship between ownership 

of land and agrarian tensions arising out o.f it. Final.ly • 

analys~a o:f v~rious .agrarian movements has been undertaken. 

At last, it seems imp~rtant to mention that the reason behind 

selecting Bihar as a state :for the present study is, apart 

f'rom the above mentiotWd facts, not other than the personal 

ncquaintance ot the researcher with this state., 
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CHAPTER.- I 

BASIC ISSUES . IN .AGRARIAN RELATIONS 

Modft of Production : 

There has been no unanimity among the Indian and 

foreign Marxists regarding the existing mode of pr~uction 

in Indian agriculture. There have been some advocaters 

of capitalism, for others, Indian agrarian society is 

still· in the pre-capitalist phase ot social development. 

Apart from them, there are preponents of semi-feudalism, 

colonial, post-colonial and dual modes of production 

respect.ively. 

The Initiators of the Debate : 

Although Sulekh Chand Gupta, G.G. Kotovsky and 

Daniel Thorner have been the precursors of this long and 

till now unending debate but it was Daniel Thorner who, 

for the first time, drew the intellectual attention in 

1970. He remarked that tm advanced agricultural economy 

has emerged in Indian countryside which can be compared to 

the advanced industrial sector because it is profitable and 

expanding. He also stated that in the countryside, and 

especially in Punjab a group of 'Gentlemen farmers' has 
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emerge~. He referred to those· farmers who were earlier 

in other high economic prof'essions such asindustry, 

business and money lending etc• 

This almost positive indication of Thorner towards 

capitalism in Indian ag~iculture naturally provoke-d others 

to comment. The initiative was taken by Ashok Rudr.a, who · 

along with some of his colleagues simply refused to accept 

the scientific validity of Thorner' s description of .Indian 

villages which according to them, was based on simple 

visits and conversation with the farmer'$. 

Rudra and his colleagues further made a sample 

survey of big farmers in Punjab because they belleved that 

•·quanti tative idea can be formed only on the basis of 

survey based on random sampling.•2 ·However, in their study 

of Punjab, as they claimed, they failed to see the capitalist 

farmers. They further argued that the phenomenon of 

"Gentl,emen ·farmers" ·is a rare phenomenon in the countryside. 

1. Alice Thorner, "Semi-feudalism or Capitalism? 
Contemporary debate on classes and modes of production 
in India"'• E.P.W., Vol. XVII, No. 49, December 1982, 
PP• 1962-1963. 

2. Ashok Rudra et. al, "Big farmers of the Punjab: Some 
preliminary findings of a sample survey"·, E.P.w., IV 
{1969), 39, Review of agriculture, PP• 143-146. 
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Utsa Patnaik rejects Rudra' s statistical thesis 

because she feels that this approach is ''unbistoric' and 

valuable only when capitalism is already the dominant mode 

of production. She further says that the development of 

capi talisin needs the required socio-economic conditions, and 

a fermer landlord cannot become a capitalist ovemight. 

In short, Patnaik, unlike Rudra, prefers to characterise 

the existing mode of production as • non-capitalist' to 

• pre-capi talist• • However, on the basis of her field survey 

of 66 big fanners of the five states o~ Orissa, Andhra, 

Mysore~ Madras and Gujarat concludes that, though in ·varying 

degree, the capitalist forces are emerging in the region 

studied. · She further characterises even the rural Punjab 

in the same manner. 3 

·In iUs reply to Patnaik, Ashok Rudra argues that 

as long as .'sharp polarization does not come into being one 

cannot talk of capitalistic development in Punjab. 4 Patnaik 

in her tern emphasizes that to believe that in the prevailing 

non-capitalistic economy· a small but growing class of 

capitalist farmers has emerged, .and to say that Indian 

4. 

Utsa Patnaik, "Capitalist Development in Agriculture", 
E.P!W., VI (1971), 391 Review of Agriculture, 
pp. 123-130. . 

Ashok Rudra~ "Capitalist Development in Agriculture: 
Reply", E.P • W • , VI ( 1971), 45, pp. 2291-2292. 
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agriculturists can be divided into two polarised classes, 

are the two different things and Rudra has confUsed the two.5 

Paresh Chattopadhya blames all the above mentioned 

participants.:~ of the debate for not properly understanding 

the problem. According to Chattopadhaya, Gupta's analysis 

is right except the fact that ·;he overestimates the capacity 

of the pre-capitali.st mode of production which is still 

underway in our country. Ashok Rudra is criticised for his 

weak theoretical analysis which has)been in the op~nion of. 

Chattopadhya, aptly exposed by Utsa l?atnaik. Lastl:& he 

disagrees with Patnaik precisely because according to him, 

she gi ve.s a new definition of capital ism which lacks true 

Marxist spirit. 

·chattopadhya agrees with Lenin's conception of 

capitalism which is the highest stage of commodity production 

where labour power itself becomes a commodity. He argues that 

"the existence of sophisticated instruments of production is 

not necessary for identifying capitalist. Given the capitalist 

Utsa Patnaik, "Capitalist Development in Agriculture: 
A Note", E.P.w. VI(1971s) 39, Review of Agriculture, 
PP• 123-30. 
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mode of production, for which capital as a relation is 

only required, the existence of'modern equipment• would 

only indicate higher ievel of capitalism. • 6 

Despi~e Chattopadhya' s criticism Patnaik restates 

her earlier position and claims that Chat·topadhya• s 

assumption regarding generalised commodity production as 

necessary.implying capitalist production relation regardless 

of the unique feature of colonial society would lead to an 

extreme position li~e that of Andre Gunder Frank with whom, 

accordin~ to her, Chat~opadhya does not agree. 7 

Amit Bhaduri, who is supposed to be the first standard 

bearer. of semi-feudalism of the debate, on the basis of a 

survey of some Bengal' s villages remarks that the dominating 

feature of the mode of production in agriculture should be 

characterised as semi-feudal because it resembles more the 

classical feudalism of the master-se~f type than the 

Industrial capitalism. 

Bhaduri provides four basic features of the semi

.feudal region studiea by him. These are: share cropping, 

perpetual indebtness of the small .tenants, conc~ntration of 

two modes of exploitation, i.e. usury and landownership in 

6, Paresh Chattopadhaya, ~'On the Question of the mode of 
production in Indian Agriculture: A preliminary Note", 
E.P.W,, VII ( 1972a), 13, Review of Agriculture pp. 39-46. 

7, Utsa Patnaik, No. 5, 
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the hands of the same economic class, and lack of 

accessibility <.?& the market for the small tenants. 8 

According to Bhaduri, in this area usury is an 

important additional source of income of the semi-feudal 

landlords.:Q!nerally indebtness comes into practice because 

of continual need for consumption loans. Here the landtords 

and creditors are the same. Since the tenants cannot move 

away without giving back the money and the interest, and 

also because they do not have any substitute for this, the 

rate for interest goes very high (generally from 25 to 200 

per cent for a period o.f four months). This is what Bhaduri 

terms as double exploitation i.e. exploitation through 

surplus value and through interest. He goes on emphasising 

that since the continuation of this double exploitation 

requires that the profit of the tenants, through cultivation 

must be lower t~an their family consumption and other 

requirements, therefore the landlords avoid technological 

improvement. They _,according to Bhaduri, believe that this 

would help raising the production level of the poor peasan~s 

a. Ami t Bhaduri, n A Study .of Agricultural Backwardness 
under. cpndi tipns of semi-feudalism" , (Economic Journal) , 
LXXXVI \ 1973aJ, 329, PP• 120- 137. 



which may weaken their own (position, of landlords) positions. 

Therefore., Bhaduri concludes that the semi-feudal relations 

work as an impediment to the introduction of improved 

and sophisticated technology. 

DatA collected from the villages of Bihar by Pradhan 

Prasad9 , more or less, supports Bhaduri' s stand point. 

According to Prasad the utilization of irrigation facilities 

decreases with the increase in the size of land holdings. 

Big landlords ~mo employ hire labour for cultivation prefer 

attached labourers.. I ndebtness is widespread, share cropping · 

is very common, and the daily wages so low that generally 

the poor are forced to take loan on very high rate of 

interests. He further remarks that indebtedness is the 

permanent feature of this region because the landlords are 

interested not to get back the principal amount but to enjoy 

the fruit of inGerests. fte further maintains that the low 

utilization of irrigation and the improved facilities, as in 

the case of Bhaduri1 s study, are preferred for the same 

reason. 

H. Prasad Pradhan, "Production Relations: Achilles 
'Heel of Indian Planning" E.P.W. VIII (1973), 
19, PP• 869-872. 
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Later on, the same author, on the basis of his survey 

findings between 1951 to 71, claims that this "'semi-feudal" 

model, with some variation, is not only true for Bihar but also 

for the most part.s of the co~ntry. 10 

Nirmal Chandra is another impprtant participant of the 

debate and a strong supporter of semi-feudal thesis. Chandra, 

through the help of tbe survey data of Bengal, comes to the 

conclusion that it is inadequate to believe that the rural 

India is going through capitalistic transformation because, 

according to him, there are certain socio-economic forces 

which act as barriers to such kind of transformation. The 

factor, in his view, which h?s been la,rgely responsible for 

maintenance of semi-feudalism in Indian agricul~e is the 

forces of Imperialism. 1"1 

So far as the basic characteristics of semi-feudalism 

in Bengel is concerned • Chandra says that it has aptly been 

characterised by Ami t Bhaduri. But at the same time he 

feels that Bhaduri has overlooked two facts. Firstly, he 

expresses his disagreement with Bhaduri for exaggrating the 

10. H. Prasad Pradhan, "Reactionary Role of usurers, 
capital in Rural India", E.P.w,, IX ( 1974), 32,33, and 
34, PP• 1305-1308. 

11. Ninnal K. Chandra, "Farm Efficiency under semi-feudalism: 
A cri t1que of Marginal theories and some Marxist 
Formulation•, EPW • IX ( 1974), 32,33,and 34, pp, 1309-
1331 •. 
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effect of semi-feudal relation as an impediment in the 

way of the introduction of sophisticated and improved 

technological tools for cultivation. This is so because 

according to Chandra. sophistica~ed equipment has taken place 

o1l large scale in Bengal. Even then, the semi-feudal 

relation of production persists, because by lowering down 

tenants' share,the landlords keep them as poor as they were 

earlier. Secondly, he disagrees with Bhaduri largely because 

of the fact that, according to him, Bhaduri overlooks the 

effect of massive unemployment in the countryside. The 

problem of ~employment, according to Chandra, explains, to 

some extent, the continuity of semi-feudal relations in 

agriculture. 

Ranjit Sau agrees with Nimal Chandra in eharaeteriaing 

the existing mode of production relation as seni-feudal. 

He is also convinced that Ninnal Chandra has rightly regarded 

unemployment as the main factor in maintaining semi-feudalism. 

However, Sau proposes another factor which according to him 

has also been responsible for it. This is what he calls 

'the determination' of small peasants to continue with 

eultivation.12 

12. Ranji t Sau, "Farm Efficiency under Semi-feudalism: 
A critique of Marginalist theories and some Marxist 
formulations -A comment~, E.P.W., X(1975), 13, 
Review of Agriculture, PP• 18-21. 
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However, in a dramatic move of just the contradictory 

to his earlier stand, Ashok Rudra now feels that one can see 
• 

the increasing tendencies of capitalism in the agriculture 

o£ Eastern India.1§ Rudra tries to .substantiate his argument 

with the help of his experience with the West Bengal. .He 
Sftl.i!(t.~ 

clearly st~s down the findings of the two major exponents 

of "semi-feudalism" thesis - Pradhan Prasad and Nirmal Chandra. 

He argues that there does not exist the phenomenon~tsury 
practiced by landlords as pointed out by Pradhan Prasad and 

Nirmal Chandra. Not only this, he further remarks, that 

the landownertgive their land to the share croppers on lease 

and the share croppers themselves cultivate it \d. th the help 

of hired labour. Similarly the landlords economically help 

them for irrigation and seeds without interests at the time 

of harvest. 

The findings of Ashok Rudra further suggests that the 

relationship between the landlords and those who are attached 

with them such as small tenants and labourers is based on 

consumption lo~ But such loanJare given generally without 

interests and given back neither in kind nor in cash but in 

la_bour and the amounts of labour is calculated somewhat lower 

13,. Ashok Rudra1 "Se. mi-feudalism usury, capital etcetera" 
E.P.W.,. IX. \.1974), 48, PP•. 1996-1997. 
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than the general wage rate. Rudra further says that the 

rate of i~terest is 10 per cent or more per month, but it 

is charf/ged to those who do not work for the landlords but 

take loan. I.n. short, be argues that usury may serve as the 

subsidary source of income or surplus for thellandlords in 

West Bengal but, .as pointed out by Nirmal Chandra· and Pradhan 

Prasad, it would be inadequate to argue that the landowing 

class in that state is primarily dependent on usury or 

money lending. 

Rudra e:titicises Nirmal Chandra who in an earlier 

essay14 doubts the developing tendencies of capitalism in 

Bengal because of lack of explicit sign of the concentration 

of land. Following Utsa Patnaik, he emphasises that 

concentration should be measured not in. terms of actual 

holdings but on the basis of the value of land. (through 

measuring production capacity). 

He also cri tises N innal Chandra earlier observation15 

about labour surplus and argues that there is, i..O~~~~e:. 

great deal of unemployment during the lean season but in 

the peak season there is scarcity of labour power. This 

14. 

15. 

Nirmal K. Chandra, "Agrarian Transition in India", 
Frontier VU ( 1975 b) 29, PP• 30-9. 

Ashok Rudra., No, 4 1 
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is the reason, he further says, because of which the land

owners make such arrangement so that they should get the 

labour whenever they need. The labourers and tensnts, on 

the oth~r hand, bounded by debt and other social obligations 

cannot freely sell their labour powf=.!r. · In short, Ashok 

Rudra, particularly in the later part of his debate, moves 

16 towards capitalism. · Thus, although he refused to accept 

the fact of capital ism in Punjab, prefer.s to characterise 

the existing m~ of produdtion in the agriculture of 

Bengal as "capitalist". 

Debate on the Direction of Change efter Indepepden<;e: 

Later on, the above mentioned debate takes a different 

turn and takes the issue of "direction and pace of change 

in !ndia.u17 Utsa Patnaik argues that the trends since 

Independence is tO\'lards capitalist production but this 

tendency is some-what limited becA.use the land lordism 

still persists, and land has not been distributed 

satisfactor11y. 18 

N irmal Sen Gupta, on the contrary, believe that the 

feudal mode is still prevalent because still the forces 

16. Alice Thorner, No. 1. 

17. I.R.!,g. 

18. Utsa Patnaik, "Class differentiation within the 
peasantry:An approach to Analysis of Indian 
Agriculture", E.P.W., XI (1976)39, Review of 
agriculture, pp. 82-101. 
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of Imperialism is very efficiently playing its role. It 

is so because India is still a part of the world capital 

system. This trend~ according to him is capitalist trend 

which manifests itself in a colonial or semi-colonial 

society. In short, his observation is that the agrarian 

formation o.f India \l'lhich was colonial-semi-feudal during 

the British period can be aptly characterised as "semi

colonial, semi-f.eudal'1 • Though capitalism has come, 

pre-capl talist mode is still prevalent and capitalist 

development is arrested primarily by the influence of 

imperialism. tt 19 

Paresh Chattopadhya, however, believes in the ndual 

role of capitalism with regard to pre-capitalistm• 20 

because it tends to safeguard as well as destroy the 
..... 

old regi*t· According to him, this f14ture is not a unique 
4A. 

f-ca:ture of colonies or semi-colonies but present all over 

the world. 

S.G.Lin characterizes the post-Independen~ Indian 

agriculture by ndual mode of production which is a kind of 

mixture of more than one modes of production which is a 

kind of mixture of more than one modes of production 

relation. In post-Independence period, according to Lin 

the t\'TO modes i.e. pre-capitalist and capitalist together 

19. Nirmal Sen Gupta, ttFurther on the mode of production 
in Agriculturew, E.P.\11., XII (1977) 26, Review of 
Agriculture, PP• 55-63. 

20. Paresh Chattopadhya, ttMode of Production in Indian 
Agriculture:An Afterword", €.P.W., XV (1980) Review 
of Agriculture, pp. 85-88. 
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led to a dual mode of production which possesses both 

the internal dynamics of accommodation and conflict. 

But so· far as it~s future is concerned Lin argues, that 

it may last long because of certain cultural and regional 

factors but it is not stable. 21 

Dipankar Gupta., taking ·the factor of share-cropping 

in rural India into consideration, argues that this is a 

feature of that stage of social development where capitalism 

dominates over feudalism but not fully. Therefore he seeks 

to characterise the Indian agrarian economy as a capitalist 

one where capitalism has not developed unifonnally. He 

further opines that a full fledgetl capitalist development 

will take time. 22 

Like Depankar Gupta, Aparaji ta Cha'k.raborty also 

does not consider tenancy necessarily ~'unique feature of 

feudalism and argues that this kind of the Marxist notion 

has been developed by people like Utsa Patnaik, A..Bhaduri 

and N irmal Chandra. But at the same time Chakraborty feels 

that the Indian agrarian mode of production is undoubtedly 

21. Sharat G. Lin, "Theory cf a Dual mode of production 
in post-colonial India", in t\'IO pa-ts, E.P. w. , XV 
(1980) 10 and 11, 516-529, 565-573. 

22. Dipankar Gupta, "Formal and Real subsum.ption of labour 
under capital: The instance of share-cz.ppping", .S.P.W., 
( 1980) 39, Review of Agriculture, pp. 98-106. 
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pre-capitalist in nature .. 23 

Ashok Rudra makes another shift and says that the 

Indian social development should not be interpreted in 

terms of feudalism because while some of the political 

economists. accept its existence in Indi&n history, it 

has been a. moGt point. among Indian historiansl' Rudra 

believes in the argument of those historians who negate 

the existence of feudalism. in India (l•1ainly R.S. Sharma 

and all). He further remarks that the fundamental 

difference between European society and India lies in the 

fact that while the former was charaeterised by violentt. 

based feudalism, India has been ideologically caste based 

society. The J;ndian caste system, Rudra concludes,. 

although possesses some featuretlike feudalism but 

functions as the main vanguard of capitalism because it 

works to prevent the formation of conciousness on class 

line. 24 

Gail Omved.t is in favour of dominant form of 

capita.1ism in India and also sees, as was for the first 

time observed by Thorner, a/link bet\'leen agriculture and 
I 

industry. According to her, at the time of Independence 

24. 

Aparj ita Chakraborty, "Tenancy and mode of Productionn 
E. PoW., XVl ( 1981), 13, Review of Agriculture, · 
pp. 5-14. 

Ashok Rudra,"Against Feudalism", E.P.vl. XVI ( 1981), 
52, pp. 2133-2146. 
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India \>las a caste structured feudal .society. But after, 

due to anti• caste measures (earlier and after independence) 

and anti-caste policies of the govf.:rnment, caste and 
Dol 

class were separated e,l though there still rerna~road 
. " 

correlation. In short, according to Omvedt, Indian 

agriculture is predominantly capitalist. 25 Recently Alice 

Thorner has also expressefl her opinion in favour of those 

who believe that capitalism has come into being in Indian 

agricu:iture. 26 

Differentiations of Peaswn!:aa 

Before embarlting upon the problems of differentiating 

peasantry from the other stratas of society and di~ferentiating 

it from within, it is unavoidable to have a clear picture 

of the coception of peasantry itself. This inevitably 

require sa-brief mention of ~~ e major theoretical exercises by 

the different intellectual traditions in the fields 

of sociology and social anthropology. It is so because the 

common sense meaning of a concept can give only a blur.fd 

of the outer structure of the system. Therefore, in order 

to understand the internal dynamics of the system, it is 

neeessary to have a conception defined out of actual 

experiencet 

25. 

26. 

• 

Gail Omvedt, "Capitalist agriculture and Rural 
Classes in India", ~. XVI ( 1981), 52,pp.140-159. 

A. Thor(;.ne-r, No. 1. 
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Broadly speaRing there.have been two distinct 

traditions27 in the fiterature of . social_ science 
----~ 

which have enriched our knowledge on peasantry. One is 

exclusively academic tradition develo-ped mainly· 

by Robert Redfield and his followers. ,Anottter tradj.tion 

"8 has been developed by Karl Marx and later on by those"-

who believ~d in r-1~ism: In the Ma rxist tradition, 

however, the spirit of political Moti vat! on is more 

dominant. 

Robert Recr-tield char~cterizes the peasant 

community by what Dunkh.eim termed as ~~ga~ solidari ty't. 

From. this point of vie\<!, peasant community is small 

and. homogenous. I-t can be contrasted from the industrial 

society not only because it is small and 

but also because, like in 

sence of the :·:elemen+ 

as ant~ 
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community formulated by Ro,bert RedField has been 

challenged by other students of peasant community. They 

have noted that peasant community ls often divided by 

conflicting interest$.30 

The main point of departure on peasantry in !<1arxism 

comes vthen Marx cherac terises peasantry, e.E;pecially F'rench 

Peasantry, as politically impo,t-an·t lar·gely because of the 

fact thut it lacked proper organization and ~ommunication.31 

But this conception of Marx has also been successfully 

refuted by l~ter developments. 32 

However, Red Iliald' s con.ception of Peasantry 

provides two features of' its community life. These are, 

i·ts mode of livelihood and its relation with other 

stratas of the society. It• s first feature reveals that 

the peasant are those small holders in cultivation who 

cultivate their o-v.'n land and to the extent. Economically 

i.11depenetent. The second aspect refers to the fact that 

they are in the relation of opposition to the agricul tur..L 

elite. 33 

30 • I..l?.!!!· 
31. Marx and Engels nThe Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 

Bonapart, in g3elect~d \forks, (Moscow, 1970) •. 
32. This aspect will be discussed in greater detail in 

this chapter, section on 11 Agrarlan Movement and 
Reforms". 

33. Robert Ref Field, Peasant Society and Culture, An 
Anthropological ·approach to civilization (Chicago, 
1956). 
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T. Shannl provides a more comprehensive understanding 

of peasantry by summarising its four basic. features .. These 

are : ( l)The peasant family farm .as the basic unit of 
' 

multidimensional social organization, (2) land husfsandary as 

·the main means of livelihood directly providing the major 

parts of the consumption. needs, ( 3) spec:i.fic tradJ.tional 

culture related to the way of li.fe of small communitles; 

and (4) the under dog position- the domination of peasantry 

. . 3'-+ by outsJ.ders. 

'I' he common features of these two sousumption ttl'ht..!.~tfe~~ 

formulated by the two scholat~s representing the two traditions 

indicate that peasants a.re those who have small holdings 

and cultivate it themselves4 They are econoo1ic~lly inde-

pendent because for the le.bour force they depend mainly 

on their unpe . .id family \>'13ge labour. r.rhe basic differen.ce, 

on the other hand, between these two r.pproachE:~t- refers 

that while Redfield sees, to use Dul'fkheim terninology, a 
l-\CV~.tw>ML 

t!.Bynsm.i..c bond. between peasantry and other stratar1; of 
\... 

society, Shanin stresses on the cle"'-vages. This difference 

can be very briefly be summarised, as has aptly been 

suggested by Beteille,35 by using Ossowsky's conception 

34. T. Shanin, ( ed.) , f..eJUUlnt and Peasant Societies: 
Selected Readings, Penguine, 1971,. "Introduction". 

35. Andre Beteille, ~o, 29, p. 47. 
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of "functional" and "dichotomoUs"" view of societies. 36 

Peasantry, from the view point of comperative 

sociology, combines uniquely,· on the one hand, an extended 

kinship·system and marriage, and on the other, constitutes 

a part of the complex system of stratification. Therefore, 

a thorough study of peasantry requires~comparative study 

of peasantry and other strata(. of society such as industrial, 

and agricultural workers.. It also requiresan intensive 

and comparative .study of tribes and peasantry because 

sometimes even Anthropologists consider peasantry as a 

residual category, and regard peasant• societies only 

those which are neither tribal nor industrial. However, 

while the difference between tribals and peasants would 

be a kind of difference between two societies; the 

difference between peasantry and agricultural labourers 

would refer to difference between the two stratas or 

classes37 of the same society. 

As regards the differences between the two societies 

i.e. tribals' and peasants' r An attempt has been made by 

different sociologists and social Anthropologists to 

36. 

37~ 

s. Ossowski, Class Structure in tne Social 
Consciousn~s~h Routledge and Keganl?aul, 1963. 

For some European Sociologists 'Class and Strata' 
are the two mutually exclusive terms. For Dahrendorf 

·"class" refers to the social conflict between groups, 
whereas " stratum" indicates about hierarchy. More or 
less the same view has been adopted, though in a 
different way by Ossowski: For a brief discussion see 
Beteille, Studies in Agrarian Social Structure, 
(Delhi 1974), :P• 37, (yet these two terms are used 
interchangeblyJ. 
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conceptually differentiate tribals from peasantry. 

Important among them are Redfiled I.M. Lewis and T. Shanin. 

But unfortunately these attempts l.o not stand effective 

in the Indian society because every one of them, if employed 

would include some tribal societies into peasant societies 

and vice versa. The only proper approach to make a 

distinction between them~ to adopt an approach· first 

developed by N .K. Bose and D.N. Majumdar38 and later 

followed by some other scholars such as F.G. Bailey39and 

Andre Beteille. 40 This approach sees the tribes in 

transition or in continu"'PI-. Beteille makes this distinction 

through differenting tribes and Hindu peasants and F .G. 

Bailey between tribes and caste. In a very brief and over 

simpliEied manner the difference refers to (a) the Relative 

isolation of tribes as compared to caste peasants {b) the 

difference of language or dialect, and (c) Religion~Animism 

in the case of tribals and Hinduism among the caste peasants. 

Thes~ all criteria proposed by Beteille had been included 

by Bailey who considered caste society as ' organic' and 

1 bierarchcal' and tribaA, society as 'segmentary' and 

egalitarian. 

38. 

39. 

40. 

D.N. Majumdar, A Tribe in Tre&nsition: A studv 
cluture pattern. (London. 1937). 

F.G. Bailey, ~'~Tribe' and 'Caste' in India" Contribution 
.to Indian Sociology, (Delhi, 1961) ,. No. V, pp. 7-19. 

Andre Beteille, "Six Essays in Comparative Sociology" 
No. 29, pp. 60-73. 0~ 

"~ /ICJ) 3 4--a ·~~~ 'rl? llt -tars 
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Peasants are not only different from the tribals but 

also from the industrial worke~ The peasants and the 

industrial workers, inspite of the fact that they belong to 

the same society, betong to the different stra~·or classes 

because of their different market, work, status and .political 

situations. The only similar! ty between these two stratum~( 

lies in the fact that their position (commonly) are believed to b 

lower and both the these classes are considered as exploited 

classes.41 

~ 

B ef.ore differentiating peasantry from one more str,..to..'M 

of the same society, ia'.:·. the· agricultural workers, it seems 

important to mention that the term 'peasant• 'is used in two 
42 ·. . 

llifferent ways. The narrow sense of the term includes 

only those small holders who themselves control and own 

for their livelihood. This is generally adopted by most 

of the Marxist scholars. In the broader definition even 

those are included who are dependent on land through working, 

such as share-croppers and agriculturalworkers. But this 

so called broader meaning would be meaningful in understanding 

the problem. 

41. I bid~ , pp. 84-86 

42~ Thorner, 'Peasantry in David L. Sils (ed), 1968, 
pp. 503-511. 
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The peasants can be differentiated from the agricul- _ 

tural workers on the basis o~ their market, work, status and

political situation. So fer as the market situation is 

concerned the position of peasants is generally inferior as 

compared to the agricultural workers, even in those areas which 

have experienced marked rise in wage. From the view point 

of work situation the position of agricultural workers is 

;-~";': inferior to not only the peasants but their counterparts __ , ___ .· 
in the Industrial sector. It is largely because of the fact 

that they do not have job security. Not only this, the 

agricultural w6rkers have more tough work to do, than the 

peasants. These factors of market situation and work 

situation lead to differences in status hierarchy. This 

difference becomes more bitter in the caste based soc 1e ty 

like India where status is to very great extent, determined 

by the kind or work one does. The chance of political 

consciousness is least among the agricultural workers not 
£.OM MilA~ 

only because of their weEP< A. and social positions but also 

because of the absence of other facilities such as 

education. 93 

- It appears that, unlike Narx verdict, the peasantry 

form a distinct class because of different .arket,work, 

status, and political situation. This fact has been realised 

43. Beteille, n. 29, p. 88. 
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even by some Marxist scholars; though in a different manner. 

T. Sha~,nin, for example • argues that the class question of 

peasantry could be explained in terms of degree and · 

historical epoches. He believes that peasantry isasocial 

phenomenon where both the Marxist and non~arxist approaches 

meet together. In short, he considers peasantry as a kind 

of social entity hav~low degree of "classnes2 which comes 

into being only during the time of crisis. 

The above given account would be suffic-~to locate 

the position of peasantry as a class or starata in the 

system of stratification. But sociology of stratification 

requires not only an intensive study of the broader 

gradation of the system but also of those hierarchically 

arranged sub-systems and sub-sub-systems Which, taken toegether 

make the system complete. So far as peasantry· is concerned 

its study from the point ofview of sociology of stratification 

requires, apart from the study of the position of peasantry 

in relation to other stratas of the society; a deep 
'i· 

insiJltw of the internal differentiation of peasantry itself. 

From this point of view, work of Lenin must be 

regarded as a major land mark for be neither regarded peasant

try as a homogenous community characterized by elements of equ

ality, nor gave much importance to the classical phrase of 

Marx that peasants were~ like. potato~"~S in a sack of 

potatoes'. Lenin developed his thesis of the internal 

division of the peasantry in opposition to the view held by 
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Narod.iki, and Unlike latter. emphasized that Russian peasan

try was characterized by inequality and exploitation. He 

however, divided the Russian peasantry into three sub

division of Kulak (rich peasant) Stre.dniak (middle) and bed 

niak (poor). 44 

However, since the theoretical construct mode on the 

experience of one society may not be necessarily applicable 

to another society, therefore Lenin's classification may not 

stand true in the Indian context largely for this reason• l,..G~tGr-o~<E 

some of both the writings ofMarxist and non~arxist students 

of Indian society should be selected to have atleast a 

broader idea about the internal differentiation of Indian 

peasantry. 

According to Beteille, the population of Irxl m agri

culture can be arranged hierarchically on the basis of the 

ownership, control and use of land. Broadly speaking, he 

identifie~ three categories of ( i) Non-cultivating owners am 

tenure holders, ( ii) O\'.mer-cultivator and cultivating tenants 

with recognised rights of tenancy; and (iii) share croppers 

and agricultural labourers.. In the strict sense of the term, 

in his opinion., only the people belonging to category ( ii) 

and in a loose sense (ii) and (iii) constitute the Indian 

pee.santry. Those who fall within category (1) can not be 

44. · V.I.Lenin, "The agrarian question and the critique 
of Marx" in his Selected Works, vol. XII, 1943. 
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regarded as peasants. 

Beteille argues that those who can properly be 

regarded as peasants are not .lclearly defined and always 

(not) found in pure form. However, this class of peasants, 

he further remarks, though look like$homogeneous category, in 

reality :i.s differentied from within. He suggests certain 

ways to make classification. 

The first way of differentiating pe~santry, he 
~A..w..A.. 

suggests, is the size of holding, but at the~time he remarks 

that this criterion is limited in scope because the productive 

capacity of lland differs not only from rigion to region 

but also within the same village .• · Utsa Patnaik has also 

expressed similar kind of limitation.ft5 

Secondly, as he remarks • live stock and farm 
t\ 

mech-\ary' C?n also be used for this purpose. One obvious 

limitation of this practice lies in the f~ct that even the 

agricultural workers own cattle and plough. 

Thtt third criterion, suggested by him is the degree 

of participation in cultivation. The samet criterion has 

been adopted by Thorner (one of tr~m) to make classification 

of lndian agrarian population. 

45. Utsa Patnaik, n •. 18. 
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Takin.g the help of allthe three criteria, Beteille 

classifies the Indian peasant population into three categories ct 
( 1) Those who apart from their family members, are dependent 

on hired labour in agriculture, ( ii) Those who, apart from 

working for themselves on their own land, work regularly for 

others and (iii) Those who do not work for others and do not 

require hired labours and who do little or both the things. 

In all these criteria, he pointes out, a cutting point can 

be choosen onlY, arbitrarily. If this method is applied "there 

will no doubt be a broad correspondence between the 

classification of peasants, according to their size of 

holding (or income) and their classification according to 

the degree and extent of participation in work" • 

Implicitly, it seems, Beteille tends to classify the Indian 

peasants into three categories. 

A moreor less similar kind of approach has been 

adopted by Dalip s. Swamy who also takes the criteria of land 

holdings and some other such as animals, ploughs and other 

means as the basis in differentiating peasantry into poor, 

mj_ddle and well do to peasants. 47 

46. 

47. 

Andre Beteille, n. 29, pp. 79-83. 

Dalip S. Swamy, "P&fferentiation of Pesantry in Indian, 
E.P.w., vol. XI, No. 50, December 1, 1976, pp.l933-39. 
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Aswani Saith and Ajoy Tankha48 , on the other hand, 

in their study of a village of the western part.of U.P., 

take the following criteria for differentiating peasants, 

(a) the utilisation of loan«s, (b) repa-yment capacity, 
_ _, 

(c) tenancy, (d) own.ership of assets, and (i) credit 

from bank to find out the transition. They too hierarchically 
1 

arrange3 the peasants irito rich, middle and poor categories 

' but at the same time arguea that the rich peasants are , 
I 

transforming into capitalist farming households because they 
.-' ' 

- 1 . 

use hire labour, produce for the market~ and adopt modern 

technology for cultivation. Furthermore, they characterise 

the various types of peasants as group.s, while taking the 

criteria of (a) owner-cultivators, (b) largely owner-

cul ti va.tOrs, and (c) total poor peasants. 

Hdwever, 1 recently a group of Marxist students of 

Indian society and history have ~lso.tljied to differentiate 

the Indian peasantry fDom within. But all of them have 

been discussed in agreater length in the second chapter 

under section "agrarian classes", therefore, there is no 

need of repeating them again in detail. These scholars 

are Joan Mencher, Nirmal Chandra, Utsa Patnaik1 Ashok Rudra, 

Pranab~Bardhan,,_ Pradhand)rasad apg I I r a 

48. 
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Joan f.J!encher provides a six fold classification of 

Tamil ~~u' s districts agrarian population. There are 

(i) the l~dless, (ii) poor peasants, (iii) Middle peasant, 

(iv) Rich fanners, (v) Rich· farmer, capitalist farmer·s and 

Traditional landlords - again divided into three sub

classes, and (vi) Indetermim te class of large landlords. 

It can be inferred that, strictly speaking. only category 

( ii} and (iii) constitute the class of peasants. '.rh4Ja• 

peasantry has been differentiated from with into poor and 

middle peasants. The former, according to Menche,r, are 

those who possess small pieces of land between, 1 and 2. 5 

acres and some of their family members go for wage work 

on others farm. The latter are self sufficient and 

possess above 2. 5 acres of land. 'They are self-sufficient 

because they can exict even ~rithout doing work on other 
'+9 farms. 

Nirmal Chandra, in fact, does not dlfferentiate the 

peasantry from within.. He rather delineates the different 

classes of agriculilre. 50 Utsa Patnaik, on the other hand 

differentiates peasant population into three categories 

of Rich, Middle and Poor. Rich peasants in her opinion do 

manual work but sj.nce, they are economically well off, 

49. Joan P. Mencher, "Problems in analys1ng Rural cla~s 
structure "E.P.W. IX, 1974, 35, pp. l495-1503. 

50. Nirmal K. Chandra, No. 14 11 pp. 3-9~-
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therefore, generally hire wage labour. 'fhe middle peasants 

of P atnaik are self sufficient and self-employed. The 

poor peasants on the other hand do both the _things-they 

genera~ go for wage labour and take other's land on lease. 51. 

Ashok Rudra does not see any -differentiation within 

peasantry and regards it as a part of one of the two classes 

(Big land J..,9:rds ifcluding rich peasants and labourers~ landed 

and landless). H9wever, he has been criticised by P ranab 

Bardhan for not recognising 'the independebt strength of 

middle pear>ants.s:_ 

P. Bardhan!13 while giving the agrarian classification 

of whole of North India dif!erenti~tes p~asantry into middle 

and poor categories. The mid.cl.le peasants in his vie'<'r, hire 

wage labour in farming while the poor generally depende 

on the family labour. 

I ;r· 

John Harriss,. Lastly, classifies the peasantry into 

( 1) Rich Peasants, ( ii) Independent middle peasants and 

(iii) poor peasants. The first category, of peasants produce 

2.4 times more than their family constllJlption. They may employ 

51. 

52. 

Utsa Patnaik, ~o •. 18, pp. 82-101./ 

A •. Rudra, "fllass Relations ·in Ind~ Agriculture", 
E.;.w., XII, 1978, pp. 918-1003. ( 

t ~~ 

P. Bardhan, "On class Relations .. in fndian Agriculture", 
E,P.Ji., XIV, 19, 1979, pp. 857-60. \ 
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permanent labour but depend to a greater extent on family 

labour. The second category, in Harriss· view, refers to 

those whose production is nearly 1~2-times more than 

family needs. they are ·primarily· dependent and satisfied 

with family labour but somet~imes may go for wage on other• s 

land. The poor peasants, lastly, depend primarily on wage 

labour because their family farm production is not enough. 

for consumption need. 54 

However, at ltast, it seems important to point out 

that the Indian Peasantry has been differentiated in every 

epoches of history and the phenomenon of differentiation is 

not the by-product of the past-independent developments in the 

country. Robert Eric Frykenberg rigtfly observes "For 

centuries beyond counting there have been· layer upon layer . 

of landholders and tax-officials, below Whom there have been 

more layers of su~-holders and revenue collectors. And at 

the bottom· have been the hosts of manual laboures.u55 This 

differentiation of peasantry has been caused, as haJ')} been 
. 6 

very recently but aptly pointed out by Dr. K.L.Sharma, 5 
a..uL v~ 

. ~- ·~ G~;~ by different forms of tenancy.~~ in different 

. land tenure systems and in different villages of the same 

land tenure system. 

54. 

55. 

56. 

John Harris, "Why poor peo'()le.Remain poor in Rural South 
India" r'Social Scientist, {Trivendrum), VIII, 1979, 1, 
20-47. ' 
Rob~rt Eric Frykenberg:(ed);Land control and social 
structure in Indian History (Ivladison, 1969). 
K.L. Sharma "Agrarian stratification: old issues, ne''~ 
explanations and New Issues, 
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~grarian Movements and Reforms 

The study of social movements including Peasant 

movements has drawn the attention of a large number of 

' social scientists interested in 'tb~ comparative sociology~7 

Particularly the Agrarian or Peasant ~1ovements have become 

a very common problem for them not only because still the 

majority of the world population are rural and depends on 

agriculture, but also because the recent ·developments in 

some countries including the third world have seriously 

refuted the classical marxist conception regarding the 

French Peasantry. 

The French Peasantry has been vehemently criticised 

by Marx primaril}' because of the fact that 1 t did not support 

the working class during the Revolution of 1848. It waw 
« » . 

named as petti bourgeoise and regarded as not the venguard 

of the new social order but the defender of the old. It 

was, furthermore, characterised as the representative of 

barbarism in the 'midst of civilization'. 

Marx attributed the failure of french peasantry for 

not joining the ,,orking class at the time of~ Revolution, 

in its social and :economic character which he characterised 

like the position of 'potatos in the sack of potatos•.58 

:57;' Karl Marx, The class struggle in French ( 1848-50), 
(London, 1934), pp. 33-31. 

58. Marx and Engelst Sel~cted vfork I, (London, 1968), 
Particularly "the Eighteenth Brumain of Louis Bonapart." 
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The French Peasantry did not behave like working class 

marely because of the fact thatit lacked proper communication 

and political organisation. 

The later developments such as the October Revolution 

organised by Bolshevik under the leadership of Lenin, the 

Chinese revolution of 1949 and other peasant uprisings in 

different~J parts, of the world such as Cuba, Vietnam. and 

some other third world countries showed successfully that if 

organised the poor peasantry can act very much like its 

counterpart in the industries; so far as political action 

is concerned, Particularly the Chinese revolution of 1949 

which was fought under the leadership of Mao, proved that 

it does not necess6rily depend on the Industr.lal proletariat 

for direction and it can independently choose its own own 

may of class revolutiont. 

These events which took place in the different parts 

of the world have not only shown the revolutionary capacity 

of the peasant but clarified some of the misconceptions 

regarding 1 t, originally formulated by Marx~ But some 

problematic questions are still asked about some,, ex-colonial 

countries. Particularly about India it really becames 

problematic seeing the fact that it has been shown by the 
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students of Indian History and Society that agrarian revolts 

have occurred in the different parts of this country right 

from the first 'mr of Independent i.e. 1857. 59 Therefore, 

it is natural to be asked why not a peasant revolt on 

all India level? 

But before going into the details of the different 

answers given by different students of social movement, 1 t 

seems necessary first to present a very brief history of the 

various agrarian movements in the different parts of India 

and its nature and causes. 

T·he history of peasant movement goes back to the Mughal 

period. There have been certain cases of peasant results 
1.1'1 

even in this period. There are the movements of J ates" the 

Ganges..J amuna region from 166o to 1690s and the Satnami 

religious sect in N arnual of 1672. The reason seems to be 

increasing commercialization and exploitation of the peasantry 

by the Mughal revenue collectors in the fonn of taxes. These 

·movements were led by the local princes and zamindars. It 

seems that they led these uprisings because even they were 

affected by theMughal officials. After giving the taxes 

to the Mughal officials there was little left to be collected 

by the local rulers.60 

59. 

60. 

D.N. Dhanagre, Pgasant movement in India 192Q-l950, 
(Delhi, 1983), p. 25. 

Ibid., pp. 26-27. 
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This exploitation of the rural poor became even more 

acute during the British rule. K.&ough suggests altogether 

13 factors responsible for exploitation of the peasantry 

preparing the structural backar.ound for the different peasant 

revolts which occur~ed during the colonial period in various 

parts of India. Even after Independence she remarks the 

situation has been merely modified! The reasons which 

constituted the structural background for peasant uprisings 

according to her. are the fol.lowings~ (1) During early rule 

of the East India Comp~y the t'P( was made double than the 

Mughal period (11) exploitation of peasantry both.by the 

foreign and Indian exploiting classes such as money lenders, 

zamindars, British agents involved in export-import and 

internal trade etc~ (iii) due to permanent and other settlemen~ 

exploitation of peasantry in the form of eviction etc. (iv) 

exploitation of poor tribals through government and non

government agents in terms of unequal ·trade, usuary, corvee etc. 

( v) an attack on the traditional Indian Industries by the 

British trade and tartff leading to· pauparisation of rural 

poors engaged in this, (vi) factor of drain of wealth through 

salaries, debt services, colonial war, home charges etc, 

(vii) forced cultivation of cash and industrial crops such as 
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indigo and rubber, (viii) the growth of absentee land

lordism effecting traditional patron'!'"client relations or 

landlords-tenants relations, (ix) population-growth leading 

to pressure on agriculture and therefore poverty in the 

absence of ample employm:ett, ( x) a link established between 

city and country due to communication, (xi) large scal·e 

famine a;ffecting most of the tenants cultivators and the 

landless labourers 1 ( xii) after 1947 .failure of land reforms 

except the abolition M zamindars, and continued existence 

of evictions, (xiii) class structure or unequal distribution 

of the benefit of the green revolution during 1956-71.61 

'lhe agrarian movements which occw;:ed t'-'!.=..'z~-t_p r:;I:: ..,;_"5 
.}..,~-. ~--- ------ ~ .--

L :::o~ {)113.iJ_~. ;:;:;::: :... _.,:,have been classified by some students of ··---- . 

social movements into· different categories. Some classify them 

period-wifie and some oli the basi.s of the nature of the 

movement. Period-wise it c_an be classified into three phases. 

These are as follows: .(1) the initial phase-between 1857-1921: 

the movements which occur~ed in this period can be characteris~d 

as sporadic and without leadership, (ii) the second phase: 

characterised by the emergence of class consciousness and 

K. Gough, *'Indian P.easant uprisings" ·in A.R. Desai( ed) , 
Pe;a§ant Movft!Pents in Indig (Delhi, 1978), pp. 84-89. 
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the leadership which fought for the peasants, (iii) 

Post-Independent phase: .A large number of peasant uprisings 

led mainly by the left political parties such as the CPI, the 

PSP and SP through their respective Kisan organisations.62 

During first half of the 19th century in those areas 

which came under the permanent:.. settlemente. $·.uch as Bihar 
,,,/ .... ,y 

and Orissa, those who failed to pay the exorbitant rent to 

their landlords were evicted forcibly. When the exploitati~n of 

Zamindar crossed the limit the area wi tbessed the peasant and 

Tribal uprisings. Kol and Bbumj1 movements are the best example 

of this kind. The Santhal uprising of 1855-6 was caused 

because the tribes considered the imposition of alien revenue 

as an attack on their culture. Even during the 1857 revolt 

the peasantry participated very actively and as Sulekh Gupta 

pointed out, it was more voilent where the peasants were most 

adversely effected by the British land revenue pol1cy.63 The 

same thing has been noted by K. Gough. 

The post 1857 period is called the landlord • s paradise 

because of the tremendous increase in their power and wealth 

precisely because of the fact that they had helped the British 

during the revolt of 1857. However, in some parts of Bengal 

62. Uday Mehta, npeasant Movement in Indian, Ibi4., p. 793. 

S. Gupta, "Agrarian background and 1857 rebellion 
in the North-western Provincesn Engqirv,- (Bombay), 
No. 1, February 1959, pp. 69-95. 
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where the peasants were compelled to grow Indigo under 

European planters, the _indigo cultivators stood unitedly 

against the landlords in 1859-62. When their exploitation 

through ~c.~- renting, illegal extortion and eviction crossed 

the limit in 1859, only a decade after this in the ~ear 1871-73, 
\ 

in the same province of Bengal in Pubna and Bogra the peasant 

revolt took a more violent form. A similar kind of revolt 

which took place in the post 1857 revolt was the famous 

Deccan riots of 1875 in the Bombay presidency and other parts 

of country such as Punjab etc. 

During the period 1885 to 1920 the Congress emerged as 

the largest political organization but the landlords and 

traditional·dominance continued to·persist in the organization. 

It was Mahatma Gandhi who for the first time took the cau.se 

of poor villagers. Even then when-ever the traditional 

interest and class interest came into conflict, mass movement 

occured. The mopla rebellion should be noted as the best 
.. 64 

example of this period and kind. 

After the first non~ooperation movement a ~ge number 

"" of peasant revolts have occur~d against the exploiting class. 

A detail account of these peasant uprisings does not seem 

possible seeing the limited space. However, a short passage 

64. Dhanagre, !to. 59, pp~ 43-48. 
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from N.G. Ranga would fulfil the purpose at hand. 11 Even 

since the non-cooperation movement a number of Satyagraha 

campaigns have come to be organised against so many unjust 

laws and imposts, such struggle as those of Bardoli and 

Padanadipadu and Duddukuru in 1921 against the land tax, the 

struggle against Karnataka forest in 1921 and 1931-33, the 

anti-resettlement campaigns of Godavari and ~ishna Deltas 

and ·a number of peasant struggles against landlOJ'ds of 

Venkatgiri (1931) Tsadumn and Mungala (1939) ·were org$nised in 

the south by same of us. Ther.e were also the land Satyagraha 

in Bihar ( 1939) the anti-zamindari fight in Bengal and Andhra, 

and canal duties struggle of the Punjab and Bengal (1930), 

the prices struggle ( 1937-42) and the Debt Relief Agitation of 
65 Bengal •••• n 

The above given peasants uprising were against either 

the British exploitation in the form of various agrarian laws 

or the native landlords. Some of those revolts were organised 

on the principle of non-violence and through peaceful means. 

Bardoli movement of 1929, for instance, was based on Gandhian 

ideas and was led by Sardaf' Patel. a follower of Mahatama Gandhi. 

This movement very effectively proved that changes can be 

brough,t about everi through peaceful and non-violent means .• 

65. . N.G. Ranga, "Indian Peasants Struggle and achievements", 
No, 61, p. 75. · 
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According to K. Gough, the revolts which occured ~fter 

1920 possesed two featu~es. On the one hand, either these 

have been fought for regional or national autonomy or for 
. "' . 

complete Independence. The struggle which occ~ed in Kashmir• 

· the nationalist war of N aga and Mizo and JharkhanL.are the 

cases to substantiate the above stande 

She further mentions seven major peasant uprisings 

in the modern period mainly after 1942 and all of these 

according to her, have been organised by various communist 

parties. The first four were organised by the communist party 

of India (undivided). ·These were the Tebhaga Movement in 

north of Bengal in 1946, the Telengana Movement of the then 

Hyderabad in 1946-48, a movement which could continue for 

merely few weeks in Jhanjawr in 1948 and a small strike in 

Kerala in 1946-48. Rest of the three the long peasant revolt 

in 1966-71 led by the Andhra Revolutionary C:cmmunist Committee; 

the Naxalbari movement of Bengal in 1967 and lastly annihilation 

.movement of Communist Party of India (M.L.) in 1969-70 have 

been organised by the Marxist groups. 66 All the cases of .. · 

peasant uprisings noted between 1857-1970s can be divided 

into f~ ve categories on the basis of their nature and objectiv~& 

66. K. Gough, No. 61, PP• 112-116. 
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A detail description of these seem impossible because of 

limited space but to mention their classification seems 

necessary. These are {i) Restorative movement, (ii) Religious 

or Millenanian Movement, (iii) Social Bandits, (iv) Mass 

Insurrecti9ns and ( v) Liberal Reformist Movement. 67 

Even after 1970 several kinds of peasants movements 

have taken place in different parts of our colm.try such 

as Bihar and Maharashtra and in some parts these movements 

ari still not dead. In Bhojpur, for example, Naxalities are 

still very active. 

After presenting a brief history, its nature and types, 

of the various cases of Agrarian movements, various theories 

regarding the potential of various classes in relation to 

revolution in general and the explanation of the role of 

Indian peasantry can be discussed. The questiom can be raised 

·in two forms (.1) which class of peasantry in general 

possesses greatest potential for revolution- Rich, Middle or 

Poor? (2} Inspite of the fact that there have been cases of 

large scale peasant uprisings in different periods of the 

Indian history, why not a nationwise peasant revolution as 

yet ? 

67. See Dhanagre and K .. Gough, No. 59 and No. 61. 
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As regards the first question, . according to the 

classical Marxist fonnulation which .has been deyeloped by 
'. .: ~ ~ 

Marx. Engels, Lenin, Mao and, LF.tter by T .Shanin. the urban 

proletariate per!onns the vital role in revolution.· In 

the rural areas on tb.e other hand, this task is performed 

by the poor peasantry, the middle peasants merely allies 

with either class.68 

In .the recent years, a group of scholars have argued 
. ' 

that it is not the poor peasantry but the middle peasants 

who are politically most vi tal for revolution. The first 

outstanding fonnulation of this kind was made by Hamza Alvi. 69 

Alv1 rejects the thesis advanced by Lenin and Mao in Russia 

and China respectively and emphasizes that Lenin unnecessarily 

underesttmated the revolutionary potential of the middle 

peasants. According to him,it was the middle peasants who 

contributed most during the two revolutionary struggles of . 

1905 and 1917 in Russia. The m_iddle peasants, in his view,. are 

more prone to political revolution because (a) they are 

separated from the feudal bonds and therefore structurally 

free while the poor peasants are not (b) it is the middle 

68 •. ' Dhanagre, No~ 59~ pp. 1-13. 

Hamza Alvi, 11Peasant and Revolution" in R.Miliband, et al 
( ed), The Socialist Register 1965, pp. 244-51. 
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peasants who suffer most because of the breakdown of ·the 

old order. The poor peasants are less militant and suffer 

from backward mental! ty therefore, unfit for revolution. 

Taking the case of China, Alvi argues, the role of rural 

peasants (poor) has been overemphasized by Mao $lid in fact , 

it was the middle peasants who led the revolution and 

participated most actively. 

E.ric Wolf, another major exponent of "The Middle 

Peasant .Thesis" maintains that the middle peasants are 

more capable for this purpose because unlike the rich and 

poor they are dissociated from the structural link. 70_ 

However, recently., Dhanagre has seriously challenged 

the middle peasant thesis both theoretically and Historically. 

(a) on the theoretical ground, he argues that the structural 

independence of the l-iiddle peasants have been overestimated 

both by Alvi and Wolf. Criticising especially Alvi., he says 

that until recently the Indian middle peasa~ts were dependent 

for credit on the village money lenders and the rich landlords 

(b) Both of them (Alvi and Wolf) are criticised for the 

formulation of the conception of middle peasants as a 

combination of conservatism and dynamism. Because, he says, 

it would be misleading to believe that it would (combination) 

never fail in initiating revolutionary activ1ties.71 

70. 

71. 

E.Wolf, Peasants War in the tw~nt1gth cent1!ry,(London,1971) 
pp. 290-91 and also by the same author on peasant 
rebellion; International Social Science Journ1)., Vol.21, 
1969, pp. 286-93. 

,... . 
Dhanagre, No. 59, ~onclus~on. 



4 4. 

Historically too, on the basis of his study of the 

peasant uprisings in ·India, Dhanagre rejects the middle 

peasants thesissand \atmphasises that instead of allying ·. 

with · th·e rural proletariate and fighting for the revolutionary 

cause, it has (middle peasants) helped the big landlords and 

adopted a reformist means. More or lessthe same view has been 

expressed by K. Gough •. · According to her~ the poor peasants 

and agricultural labouring classes constitute the main organized 

forum for the revolutionary movement in India. 72 

Barrington&oore has been one of~he first few to 

answer the second question posed above through his famous 

work on 1 Dictatorship and Democracy.' 73 Although his 

framework of analysis is marxist, he believes in 'Power 

alignment' which consists both '\9f· class posi ti.on and power 

structure. According to hj.m, the Ind.ian case of peasant 

revolution and change does not stand fit in any of the three 

types of (a) bourgeois~ (b) the fascist and (c) the communist 

revolutions as the means of change• Therefore, he argues that 

the reason lies (a) in the traditionally passive and docile 

nature of peasant in India, further accelerated by the pacifying 

role of Gandhi andt {b) in the structural pecultsri ties of 

Indian society characterised by caste, village and socio

religions diversities. 

72. 

73. 

' 
Ibid~ -
B. Moore, Jr .. , ,social origins of dictatorship and 
proletariat lord and peasant in the making of modern 
world (Hannondsworth, 1966). 
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K~ Gough, on the other hand_, on the basis of her 

study of peasant uprisings in India after 1857 argues 

that there have been., broadly speaking altogether 77 cases 

of peasant revolts all over India. But the revolutionary 

apirit of the Indian peasantry has been not very impressive 

as compared to chinese peasants largely because of some 

politico-historical forces.. Thus, Gough says, throughout 

Mughal period and even during British after 1857 (due to different! 

provinces) Indian society has been po,itically fragmented 

and there was lack of proper communication. Similarly like 

China, British India }).ad never been disturbed by foreign 

invasion. That apart the British government was very powerful 

in supressing the peasants revolts~ Even if some revolts 

occured; it was declared as communal riots. 

After Independence.._it was the moral responsibility of 

the ruling party to take some refo.rinati ve measures 1r, ordet• 

to eliminate the exploitation of the poor Indian peasantry • 

. It was especially so because the I.ndependent Indian consti• 

tu:tion adopted the Parliamentary f.orm of democracy where 

elllphasis was on equality and social and economic justice. 
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In the first move various committees on agrarian 

reforms were formed by the Government of India. Important 

among them were, one headed by Nehru74 in 1947 and 

another by J.C, Kurn~pa75 in 1948.- These committees 

unequivocally recommended, broadly speaking for the abolition 

of intermediaries,wemphasised on the "land to~illertt. Later 

.in 1950 the Congress Party fonned an Economic sub-comm1 ttee. 76 

This committee submitted a memorandum to the conference of 

the Chief Ministers and President of Congress Party• s stat~ 

committees in the same year in April. After 1950 different 

states started passing the laws regarding land reforms 

and regulations. 

All the state governments were guided by the same 

principles but in different context. In some states there 

was zamindari system1in other royatwari. Therefore broadly 

all the states passed the laws regarding; 

74. 

75. 

76. 

1. The elimination of Intermediaries; 

2~ Regulation of Rents; and 

3. Limiting the size of land properties and 

holdings or ceiling. 

Charles Be~telheim, India Independent$ translated" from 
French by w .A. Caswe'tl, tLotldOH, 1 g68 , p. 180. 

~ •• p. 181. 

Ibid., PP• 181-182. 
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The first objective of agrarian reforms was to 

abollsh the zam1ndar1 system. Officially it was claimed 

that between 1947-56, the zamindars disappeared. Although 

really the zamindaxs became ineffective so far ·as their 

intermediary role were concerned but it would be wrong to 

assume that their dominance has also been reduced due to 

these legislative measures. 

The following facts would effectively substantiate 

the above given stand (i) these laws were not effective for 

the landlords of the rayatwari areas which constituted the 

57 per cent of the total cultivated land of India. Even in 

the zamindari areas land known as 'Sir' was kept intact, 

{ii) the clever and resourceful landlords and zamindar•s 

very efficiently escaped by dividing their holdings on 

paper among their near relations and family members, (iii) 

the powerful zamindars could not be o!fected because they 

forcibly evicted the tenants and declared the land'under 

personal cultivation' 1 ( iv) Even if in some cases they were 

Cl,ffected retained all the good cultivating land, (v) these 

zamindars were also not much Affected because of large 

amount of compensation. 77 

77. G. Kotvsky., "Agrarism Reforms in Ipgi§ 11 , Translated 
from Russian by K.J. Lambkin, (Moscow, 1964), pp. 46-50. 
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;:f:..:. _,_:'~:lit is a well known fact that the legislations 
···-~ ~__./ 

passed by various state governments took some· more years 

to be implemented. Especially in the case of Bih8r it took 

5 years and more or less the same thing happened in the 

case of U.P. The big resourcefulJ landlords and zamindars 

through the help of courts successfully delayed the 

implementation. 

Commenting on the impact of land reforms in U.P. 
' t( 

Daniel Thorner remarks 1 In sum, the Uttar Pradesh Zamindari 

abolition Act has provided for a new hierarchy of tenure 

holders in place of the old one; but the two are all too 

recognizably similar. At the top are Bhumidars below 

them Sirdars, and still further down the asamis. At the 

bottom of the heap remain the mass of crop sharers and 

landless labourers. The zamindars have disappeared but 
78 these same persons have been confirmed as landholders •••• n 

These reformative measures fU'fected positively as well 

as negatively the class of peasant tenants. Thus the top 

strata of tenants who hold land directly from the zamindars 

achieved the same status of zamindars. Particularly this 

happened in ryotwari areas. Even those who were not at the 

top strata got the benefits of it because of different 

feudal cesses by the heavy taxes which followed. 

78. D. Thorner," Agr51rian Prospect in India", (Delhi, 
1956), P• 27 • 
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But it does not mean that the zamindari abolition 

had no effect on the zamindari. Apart from the fact that 

intermediaries were abolished permanently even those who 

could retain their land had to face the economic cris,;s. 

Thus Khusro remarks n thus most zamindars-type,. landlords 

""ere considerably weakened economically following the 

imp lamentation of the reforms." 19 It was so because bulk 

of zamindar' s land were taken over. Kolovsky reports that 

87 per cent in U.P. and 84 per cent in Bihar of zamindar's 

lands were taken over. 

In brief although the zamindars disappeared inspite 

of their resistance and different means used to protect their 

property, their economic position reduced. It helped the 

upper strata of tenants to a great extent but the position 

of poor agricultural workers remained the same. 

Imposition of Ceiling: 

Imposition of ceiling could be implemented only in the 

year 1961, almost a decade after zamindari abolition. But like 

in Zamindari abolition; here too there were some loopholes 

which enabled the bi~ landlords to manipulate according to 

79. Kotvsky, Ng. 77, p. 54, 
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their own interest. In the words of P.C.J oshi "the wide 

latitude given to state governments (in defining family 

holding, in determining the level of ceilings, in deciding 

whether ceiling should apply to individual or family 

holding and fixing exemptions or method of distribution of 

surplus land) was bound to open the door for endless 

manipulation and manoeverings, pulls and pressures, in a 

manner that ·the very object of ceiling was likely to be 

put in jeopardy and even defeated.n80 

These measures·could not effectively check the 

likelihood of concentration of the holdings of few big 

landlords and rich peasants because in quite a fe~1 cases 

the size. of holding were smaller than the fixed size of 

ceiling. 

Not only that~in several states in those cases 

where family members were more than 5 they were allowed 

to have some extra holdings. And according to the 8th 

round of national sample survey the average family size of 

big landlords was more than five. This provision also 

helped the big zamindars. 

The size of ceiling was fixed by the planning 

commission at three times the size of family holding. 

80. P.-C. Joshi, "Land Reforms in India", P~spective: 
An Economic Reyiew, No. 2, December, l 1, pp. 34-35. 
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Family holding referred to a holding of the ineane 

Rs. 1200 per year comes from that. This led to the 

different size of ceiling by different state legislatures. 

Here also the big zamindars benefited. 

There were some other loopholes which consolidated 

the position. of zamindars. These were (a) In majority of 

cases the unit of land ceiling was individual rather than 

family, (b) In few states it was not illegal to transfer the 

land before law was implemented. Briefly While taking the 

cri t.ical approach three comments regarding the impact of 

ceiling can be made. ( 1) Even in the case of ceiling the 

zamindars successfully took all the mechanism wbich they 

took at the time of zamindari abolition. ( 2) Even if ceiling 

could effect the large holding, it made 1n the sense that 

redistribution was done among the landlord class and as 

bas been aptly remarked by H.D. Malviya. "The fact is that 

the ninety per cent of the possible usefulness of a programiDe 

of ceiling, upon land holdings has been lost and land 
a.....J.... 

redistribution bas been , by~large a failure 1n our 

country .• n81 

t'f'tmancx: 
·The main obJ:ecti ve of the tenancy legislation was 

"to serve the rig.ht.sof occupancy (heritable) tenancy to the 

81. Quoted in Kotovsky, NQ. 7Z1 P• lll. 
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tenants to protect them from eviction from the leased 

plots, and to fix maximum rates of_ rent payable-the 

legislation also provided for the right of tenants under 

certain conditions to acquire ownership of their plots.1182 

There were two kinds of tenancy, in the colonial 

period. These were the occupancy tenants and tenant at 

will. In the first category came those who enjoyed the 

rights of protected tenants but in the second category 

people did ~ not have such right, not even nominally 

defined by the law. 

· But inspi te of the law passed to ::protect the 

interest of the tenants a large number of them could not get 

these rights. Because (1) a large number of share cropper 

were not recognised (legally) as tenants, ( ii) in some 

states the ten~ts could not get the permanent or 

heritable occupancy right. In· this regard the lowest 

stratum of peasantry suffered most, (iii) In same states 

such as Andhra Pradesh and Madras the tenants were given 

only temporary occupancy rights and (iv) they were given 

occupancy .rights provided they have worked on the land 

continuously for a longe period~ S3 

82. I bid .. , p. 128. 

83~ I bid •. , PP• 129-131. 
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These legislative measures it seems, instead of giving 

occupancy rights to the tenants. became source of their 

eviction.. According to A.M. Khusro 4.2 per cent of occupancy 

tenants were evicted between the period 1951-.55-·lhe same 

kind of opinion was given by M.B. Desai in his study of 

Gujarat. 83 

The final objective of this legislation was to give 

complete ownership to the tenants. These laws, therefore, 

provided the tenants the right to ·buy all or part of their 

holdings. But it became difficult for them to buy these 

lands because of large scale competition for land and high 

rates of land. As M.J~ Desai's study of Gujarat indicates 

that out of 770 tenants only 17 could bu9 land though 

80 per cent of them wanted to buy it. 

In short, it can be said that the main goal of 

tenancy i.e. *'to confer rights of ownership on as large a 

body of tenants as possible" could not be implemented. 

Furthermore "as regards tenancy legislation proper, its 

effect has been that tenants have lost more than they have 

acquired. 85 

84. Ibid., pp. 131 and· 134. 

85. I bid. , p. 138. 



Thus the land reforms measures taken together could 

not achieve its expected goal. 
:tP . 

According to A.S. App~ the 

implementation of the en•cted laws has been half-hearted 

halting and unsatisfactory in large parts of the country'!86 

Apart from the measures mentioned above by the 

Government, certain other measures too were taken in the w 

way of agrarian reforms. These include, Bhoodan and 

Gramdan movemen"b led by Binoba Bhave and his followers and 

Green Revolution. But these things also met the same fate. 

A brief overview of the above discussion on the 

'Basic Issues in Agrarian Relation' makes it very clear 

that all the three issues are subjects of various 

interpretations. There is no dearth of opinions so far 0.$ 

the issue of 'The mode of production is concerned'. But it 

seems that the Indian agriculture is still ·under the dominance 

of semi-feudal force (If the Marxian theoretical Paradigm is 

accepted). The rural India can still be characterised by 

share cropping, usuary, begar and in many cases by master-serf 

relations. But usuary is not the main source of income of 

the landlords. One may see the genelemen farmers in Punjab 

but there is nothing like this in other parts of India such 

as Bihar. It would also be inadequate to compare the rural 

agriculture with the urban industries (on the basis of profit). 

86. P.s .. Appu, '"Tenancy Refonns in India", E.P."l·, vol.X, 
Nos. 33-35, Special Number, 1975, pp. 1360:>61. 
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In reality the economic position of even big landlords is 

deteriorating because in some parts of our country such as 

Bihar, agriculture is no more a profitable job. The absence 

of adequate employment as a substitute for fanning is of 

course, acts, like an impediment for capitalist development. 

But it would be baseless to argue that the determination of 

even poor peasants to continue with cultivation is also 

a barrier in the way of capitalism. In fact there exists no 

such phenomenon in the rural areas of India. In fact the 

rich peasants and even the sons of big landlords want to do 

job outside their villages (in the city) what to talk of 

poor peasants. It is largely because the income which comes 

out of farming cannot fulfil their needs. 

As regards the differentiation of peasantry, it has 

been recognized by the common opinion that peasants are not 
' 

only differentiated from the tribals, industrial and 

agricultural workers but also heterogenous from within. 

If the criteria of land and work are used they can be ·~ 

classified into poor, middle and rich categories. These 

things can be accepted inspite of opposite views regarding 

peasantry of the classical literature such as that of 

Redfield. and Marx. The only moot point is the number of 

sub-categories in. the peasantry. 
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Thus the classical view of peasantry regarding the 
- ~~~ 

~t.li~~_;~o.t structure has been rejected. N~t only,...-tha~ 'the 

classical formulation which refused to see the poll tical 

cap~ci ty of the peasants has .< . .,~ been challenged success-

fully. It has been shown that it can:~t·: like the Industrial 
. " 

proletariate. But yet certain questions are still 

unresolved. Thus there are different opinion regarding the 

role of different classes of peasants and the Indian 

peasantry • 

. But it has been shown that the poor Indian peasantry 

has always stood against the exploitation in the history 

of India. These peasant uprings have proved as one of the 

e~fective causes of agrarian reforms measures taken not only 

by the governri1ent but also sometimes sponsored by individual 

organizations. But these measures, only benefit-ed the rich 

peasants. The agricultural workers and the poor peasant~ere 

left much behind in the race of receiving the gain of these 

measures. 



CHAPTER ..;II 

CASTE •• LAND & POwm:PAST & PRESENT ------
(I) From plo§ed to open system of stratification; 

A lion-Marxist interpretation: 

57 

The non~arxist frame-work of analysis emphasises 

that the traditional Indian Society was more or less a 

closed system. It was, according to non-marxists, not 

absQlutely closed because some of them have proved that 

even in traditional India there was some scope of social 

mobility. M.N. Srinivas has, for example, shown that in· , 

traditional Indian Society mobility was caused by 'fluidity 

of Political System' and 'the availability of mariginal 

land'. 1 But even then that- system was not absolutely 

open if not absolutely closed because of the fact that the 

mobility was based on caste and not on individual performance. 

"Trad~tional Indian Society was based largely on the regime of 

caste and was to that extent a peculiarly closed system". 2 

In fact the caste-system has been so peculiar3 to 

1. M.N.Srinivas, "Mobility in the Caste System" in 
Milton Singer and B.S. Cohn {edt.), St~ctur! anf 
change in Indian Societv. (Chicago,rs68~pp.1Bf3:99. 

2. Andre Beteille, "Closed and open social stratification 
in India" in Castes:Old and New. (Bombay,l969),p.57. 

3. Peculiarity of Indian Caste System is a controversial 
issue. But I feel that caste-system is uniquely an 
Indian phenomenon, some of its characteristics in 
modified or even the some form may be found in other 
societies. ' 
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Indian Society that 1 t has led some students of Indiall . 

Society to reject the significance of other social organiza-. . . . ~ 

tions such as "the village community'", 'Kinship' and 

• religion• as the basis of. studying Indian Social reality. 

L. Dumont and-Pocock, for example, have seriously ehallenged 

the social ~eality o~ Indian Village CQmmunity.~ Although 

F.G. Bailey, has very effectively defended the social 

l"eality of village community.5 

.However, the most fundamental difference between the 

closed and open systems of stratification lies. in the ·tact 

that while in the former there is absolute correlation 

between different dimensions of social inequality, such as 

class, status and power; in the latter there is no such 

type of correlation. In other words in the closed system 

of stratification the same group or individuals would hold 

top position in the status hierarchy, most effective in 

influencing power structurea and economically most powerful • 

. In another, some one may be the richest person but may not 

4. L. Dumont and F. G. Pocock, •Village Studies", ·. 
Contri}&tion to Indian Sociology, (Delhi, 1957). 
No. 1, pp. 7-22. 

F.G. Bailey, "For a Sociolo~y of India? Contributiop 
to Indian Socologv, No. 3~ (Delhi,l959), No.3,pp.88-101. 
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belong to the top strata of status hicrachy and even 

less effective in influencing power structure than some 

one else. Theoretically, the closed system of stratification 

can be explained in terms of Marx' s Conception of Base and 

Superstructure6 , where economy always determines the 

superstructure (power, status, ideology etc.). The system 

of stratification which is open, can best be fitted into · 

weber' s three parati te dimensions of social ine~ali ty, 

where he shows that none of these can be reduciable to 

any other.7 

.· According to the N on-Marxists, the periods which 

begins with the beginning of the last century, marks the 

transformation of the old system of closed form of 

stratification into a new one which can be described as 

comparatively a new one for there i~grea~possibility 

of individual mobility.. This process was further accelerated 

by the forces of Independence. There were several factors 

which delinked, at least to some extent, the caste from 

other determinants of social inequality. Th~·e were, 

6. 

7. Max Weber, "~Status & Party" in R Bendix and 
S.M. Lipset (ed)~ 
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. ( 1) the growth of money economy governed by Market 

Condition, (2) growth of caste free occup'ational structure, 

(3) emergence of the modern system of education. and 

{4) emergence of modern differentiated political structure 

including legislature and political parties. 8 

(a) Caste and Cla§.§: The proces.s of delinking has 

been observed by quite a large number of students .of the 

Indian Society. All of them have found that a separation 

between caste and class is increasing very rapidly. Here 

caste woul~ largely refer to different local jat:!s, and 

class to different groups stratified hierarchically 

exclusively in term of ownership,, use and control of land. 

However., for the first time this process of delinking was 

noted by. F .• G. Baiely. 9 

Bailey, in his famous study of Bisipara showed 

how land came into ·the market and how the warrior castes, 

who controlled all the lan.d sold to other castes (mainly 

untouchables). He remarks "The warriors no\'1' have only 

28 per cent of the land and must be considered ·the 

principal losers. What evidence indicates that before 

1885 warriors owned all the lands." 10 

B. 

g. 

10. 

Andre Beteille, Ibid, pp. 21-28, No.2, p.6o. 

~ •• p. 61. 

F. G. , Bailey, Caste and the egonomic frontier, 
(Mancheeter, 1957), P• 49~ 
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The same trend has been observed by other students 

of Sociology during their field studies in other parts of 

the country. The three ~ntensive studies of some villages 

of Tanjore District 11 show that the modern different 

classes are not formed by the same castes as they did 

previously because the traditional land owning caste of 

Brahmins are selling their land to the non-brahmins castes 

and others. Similarly, Professor Srinivas in his study of 

Rampura shows that although earlier most of the land \1as 

owned by Brab.B.mins, 1 t is owned now by the Okkaligas who 

are the dominant caste there. 12 ·A similar kind of 

observation has been made by Epstein in her study of Delna 

and Wangala.. 13 Apart from the above mentioned studies, 

a common awareness suggests that tbe dominant castes 

found in almost every region of country do not necessarily 

belong to the upper stratum of the caste hierarchy. 

11. The three intensive studies have been done by 
K. Gough "The Social Structure of a Tantore Village", 
in Mckim Marriot (ed), Village India, Studies in the 
little Community, (Chicago( 1955), D. Sivertsen, 
When Caste barriers fall, New York, 1963), Andre 
Beteille, Caste, Class and Power : Changing Pattern 
of Stratification in a Tanjore Village lBerkley., 
1965). 

· 12. Srinivas Study of Rampura in }1. t-1arriott (ed), 
~ •• pp. 1-35. 
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(b) Land ang Power: As regards the relationship 

between land and power, it has been emphasised that the 

dominant c;:1ste was the most important source of high 

concentration of powers. 14 However, it should be repeated 

again that all the dominant caste did not enjoy high 

position in the Caste Hierarchy but were numerically 

large and controlled large land holdings. But in most of 

the cases these dominant castes people also belonged to the 

upper stratum of caste hierarchy. Therefore, it seems that 

in the past, large land holding and high status in caste 

hierarchy were the two most. important factors which 

influenced power arena most effectively.15 

But· since the time diarchy was introduced by the 

Bri tishers and Congress successfully involved the masses 

in all. India movement the situation started changing. It 

was further accelerated after 1947. The responsible factors 

accelerat.ing the process of change after independence were 

the adoption of Parliamentary Democracy based on adult 

franchise, introduction of Panchayti Raj, which incorporated 

in it the spirit of differentiation of Po'!r;er and modern 

education. Consequently, now it is neither large holding 

14. Beteille, No. 2, p. 62. 

15. Ibid., p. 80. 
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nor the caste hie~archy but "Numerical strength and 

organisation into parties, Pressure group and machines 

have acquired greater significancen 16 for political 

arena. Selig Harrison•·s analysis of Andhra politics17 

and Srinivas description of the politics of post - 1947 

Mysore18 explain the above mentioned point very clearly. 

Beteille's observation of the change in the political 

structure of Tanjore Village also confirms the above 

emphasised standpoint. According to him, "There the 

Brahmins constituted the traditional elite; they took 

the major decision and organised collective activities 

within the village." "Today", he further remarks, "the 

village Panchayat is dominated by Non-Brahamans" • 19 

It appears, therefore, from the above analysis, that a 

change has come not only in the state level politics but 

also at village level - it has come both at Macro and 

Micro levels. 

16. I bid. 

17. s. Harrison, "Caste and the Andhra Community", 
American Political Science Review, June,l956, 
pp. 378-404. 

18. M.N.Srinivas, No. 11, pp~ 32-34. 

19. Beteille, No. 2, p. 79. 
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According to the Nori-Marxists, therefore., the main 

achievement of the post-1947 Indian Society is that it 

has successfully, although partially, delinked the as.sociation 

not only between caste, and class but also between these 

two taken together on the one hand and power on the other. 

Of course there are examples of people like Kamraj, J agjeewan 

Ram and Karpoori Thakur who without the help of caste and 

class achieved high political status. But still 1 t is 

partial, because the importance of caste and land holding 

cannot be categorically denied. 

II. From Caete to Class:A M§fxi§t Approach: 

{ 1) Pre-Colonial Period 

(a) Mode and Rel{!tions of Production and Agrarian 

Classes: Marxist approach, as usual, tries to explain the 

process of de~ink.ing between caste, class and power through 

mode of production and other similar Marxist tools. Broadly 

speaking, most of the Marxist Scholars believe that at the 

advent of.British the predominant mode of production in 

India was feudal. It was feudal in character, for the land 

as the primary means of production in Indian Society was 

largely owned and controlled "by the feudal exploi tating 
20 classes at the village level•" 

20. Gail Omvedt { ed) Land Caste & Politics in Indian 
Statg§ (Delhi., 1982), p. 15{~ 
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The relation of production and class structure 

were governed largely by the traditional Indian Caste 

System. In the Zamindari areas, in majority of the castes,. 

the landlords or the upper classes beionged to the non

cultivating castes and were classified from the rural 

poor on the basis of Varna criterion. In most states 

of North India, the Rajputs, Brahmans (and Bhumiars in 

Bihar, particularly) constituted this class and were 

considered as twice-born. In the South Indian states 

too, this distinction was very clear. In Tamil Nadu1 

for examplec~ this cla.ss was constituted by the Brahmans 

or vellalas. Similarly, in Kerala, though the landowning 

class, i.e. 1 Nayars were Sudras in Varna hierarchy yet 

they were sharply distinguished from the Izheva and the 

untouchables, because they regarded them as excluded 

castes. 22 

On the other hand, the exploited class of caste 

feudal society, according to the Marxists, has been divided 

into three sub-classes of Kisans or Peasants, the Kamins 

or artisans, and the untouchables labourers. The people 

who constituted the class of Ktsan came from cultivating 

21. Ibid., p. 16. 

22. Ibid. 
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castes of region, such as Kunbis, J ats, Kurmis 1 Redd.is, 

Kammas, etc. • Although they belonged to cultivating class 

and caste, in term of Varna they were drawn from Shudra 

Category. The Ahirs or Yadavas also belonged to this 

class and similar Varna category. 23 

The small section of people called artisans, who in 

terms of Varna were levelled as Shudras but performed 

specif~c function and were given specific names to their 

castes according to their specific functions or occupation 

, such as gold-smith, barbar, etc. 

( 2) Colonial Period 

The forces of Capitalism, to some extent, the 

Marxists go· on to argue, was developed by the British 

Colonialism because the Indian tradition was not able to . 

develop it. But even in the colonial period the force 

of feudalism continued to persist. This led not only to 

the growth and acceleration of anti-imperialist movement 

but also anti-feudal movement~ 

(a) Differentiation of Caste from Class: The most 

important contribution of the Britishers was the introduction 

of new legal rules and courts which emphasized on the 

recruitment in various occupation on the basis of individual 
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ability as opposed to the caste and other traditional 

organizational basis. The colonial bourgeoise state 

came into being. But thls chang~ should not be identified 

as the abolition of caste-system in the sense that still 

the agricultural production was organised on the basis of 

semi-feudal base. Yet it was different from the pre-

colonial period for now the population of agrarian economy 

was classified as 'land-lords', tenants,and' the ' . .: 

agricultural labourers' • The caste was differentiated from cl.ass 

through legal norms and court. ·"Caste and Class no longer 

Coincided.n 24 The emergence of capitalism in Indian society 

made possible the separation between the economic 

organization (class) and the social organization (caste). 

But this separation, according to the Marxists, was 

not complete because in the agricultural sector, the class 

of land-lords was constituted mainly from the upper castes., 

such as Brahmins, Rajputs, Bhumihars, Vellalas, Nayars, 

N amburdaries, etc. 

The cultivator or Kissan still came from the 

Peasant castes and were Sudras in the Varna hierarchy. 

Lastly, the class of agricultural labourers was constituted 
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by no else than the untouchables and Dali ts. Thus, even 

in the colonial period. the caste and class continued to co

exist, abroad correlation was still maintained. Yet it was . . . 

only correlati_on and not an identity. 25 

(b) I solation og Political Fo,rc§..§: The colonial 

perio.d of India, Marxists approach further emphasises, 

not only witnessed an effort towards the dissociation 

between caste and class, but also helped in isolating 

political forces. The various exploitation under semi

feudalism!, spread of universalistic system of education, 

link between urban and rural proletariat caused by the 

forces of Industrialization led to the large scale 

peasant and tribal movements in the different parts of 

country. 26 In this regard, both the Congress and Communist 

Parties played a very significant role. All these movement 

caused to the development of political consciousness among 

the rural proletariat to stand against not only the 

alien rulers but also the native land-l·ords and zamindars. 

(3) Post-colonial Period 

(a) Transfonnation of Caste into Cls;s§: The post

colonial era of Indian society, according to the Marxists, 

is witnessing a different kind of relation between caste, 

25. Ibid., p. 21. 

26. See first Chapter Section on 'Agrarian Movements 
and reformsfl of this dissertation. 
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land and power. Now the atrocities done on the harizans 

and dalits are in most of the cases by the rich pasants, 

who generally do not belong to the upper land-owning Castes, 

such as Rajputs, Brahmins, Vellalas,, etc. They are in 

middle castes. Gases of Belechi, Bajitpur, pipra show, 

according to most of the recent Marxist scholars, that the 

struggle is no longer between the land lords on the one 

hand and peasant and agricultural workers on the other, 

but between the rich peasants and the poor agricultural 

workers. 27· This indicates the emerging growth of 

capitalism in Indian Society. These cases further "show 

that caste structure of rural Indiaa has changed in the 
. 28 

new emerging class struggle." But still there is a high 

co-relation bet"Ween caste, land and power. 

(III) Oyervig: 

A comparative analysis of these two approaches 

suggests that both the Marxists and non-marxists believe 

that dissociation between caste, land (class), and power 

21. For Recent interpretation o:f caste and class in 
India see: 
(a) H. Dhar et al, Caste and Policy in Bihar, No.20, 
{b) H .• P.Pradhan, Caste and Class in Bihar,~. 

(Bombay, 1977) • Vol. XIV, Nos. 7-8. 
(c) Ajit Roy, Caste and Class:An Interlinked View, 

Ibid. 

28. I'Qig., No. 20, p. 26. 
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has been taking place in the agrarian society of India 

through various historical phases. Both the approaches 

attribute greatest credit to the British Colonial forces 

for this change. These two approaches also realise that 

a complete d.issociation between caste, class, and. power 

is yet to reach. Till now there is no disagreement. 

Differences are in their approaches of perceiving social 

reality. While for the Marxist castes are merely the 

reflections of class divisions (Ajit Roy and others), and 

therefore, in India of today, the caste-class equation has 

taken entirely a different form. The non-marxists consider 

caste an independent variable and the concept is accordirg 

to them, absolutely distinct from economic organization. 

It is the. organizational basis of status hierarchy and a 

Pan-Indian Phenomenon. 

The Marxist position regarding the recent caste

struggle turning into a new form of class-struggle is not 

very strong, because it is clear that different cases of 

recent caste conflicts show that it is between rich peasants 

and poor Harijan agricultural labourer. But what has 

remained unanswered is the fact whether during these 

conflicts the poor peasants or agricultural labourers belon.g

ing to the same peasants 6'tstes do· not, at least morally 1 

support their rich caste members.. Secondly, if the atrocities 
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are done on the poor harijans, do not the rich and power

ful H arij ans feel offended and if feasible do not go to 

any extent for their help? These questions will remain 

unans\'tered and will lead to sheer orthodoxy if the caste 

and class are given the same colour. 

AGRARIAi.~ CLASSES IN INDIA 

Agrarian Classes in the 
· Inqian H!§:torv: 

Before going into the details of the various 

classifications put forward by different social scientists 

of the agrarian classes in Indian Society, it seems 

necessary to trace the history of agrarian structure and 

nature of agrarian classes in differen.t historical epochs. 

It would help us in understanding how the modern land

lords and other classes cameinto being. 

(a) T,.be Mughal P!riod: Taking the Mughal period of 

I ndia.n history as tl'le point of departure, it can be said 

that among the Mughal rulers it was Alttbar, who first of all .. 

systematically prepared a land revenue system and a 

bureaucra·tic organization to deal with it. This bureaucratic 

organization was constituted by the I1ughal empire by 

appointing various local rulers who obeyed. its command. 

These rulers were free to collect revenue on the behalf of 
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the empire as long as they showed their loyalties. They 

were known as zamindars and Mansabdars. Apart from these 

rulers some chieftains of caste. clan and ethnic groups 

also enjoyed this privilage. 29 

In consequence., it seems that there must be some 

arbitrary revenue collections and suppressions by these 

chiefs despi ts the unwillingness of the empire because 

these rulers must be aware of the fact that the territory 

is not their permanent settlement. 30 

There is difference of opinions regarding the 

concept of property in Mughal Period. Some suggest that 

during this period, ownership of property was communal. 

Although this thesis has beeri seriously challenged but it 

seems that this was the cause which led to the formulation 

of the myth of self-sufficient Indian villages. The main 

advocate, however, of the communal ownership of property 

was Karl Marx.31 The critique of this view, on the other 

hand, argues that this myth was created perhaps because 

of the fact that very often the villagers co-operated with 

29. 

30. 

31. 

D.R. Dhan.agre, Peas6;t Mgvements in India, 1857-1920, 
(Delhi, 1983), p. 2 • 
T. Raychandhary has emphasised on this point while 
reviewing Irfan Habib's book. See EnQUiry, No.2, 1956, 
p .. 102. 

Karl f,1arx., fisr~ital - A Critique of Political Economy 
(London, 1970 , pp. 357-9. · 
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32 .. · each other. The critique, on the contrary, emphasises 

that during this period there was private property in land 

and the o1qner was free to s~le or mortgage it.33 

Some students of Medieval Indian History and Society 

have tried to formulate a categorization of various agrarian 

classes. Professor Irfan Habib gives a four fold classifi

cation on the basis of '*value of possessions and taxes 

imposed on land". The four classes were of (i) Zaruindar, 

Money lenders. Grain t'lerchants, {ii) well to do or rich 

peasants, (iii) Majority of the Peasants poor cultivators 

or land-holders, and ( iv) l.andless labourers or agricultural 

workers. s. Nurul Hasan, however divides the class of 

Zamindars into three broad categories of {a) the autonomous 

chieftai.ns, (b) the inter-mediary Zamindars. (c) the primary 

Zamindars.34 A similar kind of indication towards the 

internal division of various classes of this period has been 

given by R.S.Cohn.35 

---·--
32. 

33. 

34. 

35. 

I rfan Habib1 "Agr:gie.n Sy§t~m .Qf Mugbal. In~", 
1556-1707, \Bombay, l9b3), pp. 120-22. 

I bi.d. , pp. 123-25. 

S. Nurul Hassan, nztFindars under the Moughfllstt • in 
R.E~ Frykenberg ( ed7Land C~ntrol and Social Structure 
in Indian History, {Madison, 1969), pp. 17-32. 

B.s. Cohn, "Structural Cha,nge in Ingian Ruriil Societytt, 
Ibid., pp. 53-122. 
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D.N. Dhanagre on the other hand,merely classifies 

the entire Medieval Indian agra_rian population into two 

broad categories. He calls them merely categories and not 

classes because he feels that in the absence of scientific 

data the analysis would be futile. However, his criterion 

is what he calls "interest in land". The first broad 

category, according to him, was constituted by those 

intermediaries who were appointed by the empire and were 

involved in revenue works and benefitted from the· taxes. 

The seeond broad category was comprised of all those 

peasan~ who, although heterogenous in terms of caste 

and ritualistic background, were undifferentiated so 

far as their right and interests in land were concerned.36 

(b) Land Settlwnent in the CQlonial Period: The 

Bri 1:1:shers introduced three types of agrarian reforms, 

known respectively as the Permanent Settlement, the 

Royatwari Settlement, and the Mahalwari or Malguzari System. 

Under the Permanent settlement of Bengal, the Zamindars were 

conferred with the full property rights in land. Thus. 

these who were merely the revenue collector became the 

actual owners of the land~ 37 

Royatwari System of land settlement was introduced 

tn Madras, Bombay (including British Gujarat) and Berrar 

36. D.N. Dhanagre, No.29, pp. 29-30. 

37. Ibid., P• 31. 
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region., Under this system the ryot (occupants) were given 

hereditary rights of land holding which they could sale. 

mortgage or give to anyone. Theoretically the ryots were 

the states tenants and were not supposed to be evicted as 

long as they paid land revenue to the state. 

T~us, in principle, there seems to be a fundamental 

difference.between the two land revenue systems discussed 

so far. But in the case of Royatwari, wi~ the introduction 

of the principles of revisable assessment, the difference 

between them blurred. Because the rising rate of land 

revenue and the increasing demand of land due to growing 

population in the absence of ample alternatives for land;~P~ 
av u,.,.J. -~ t;t, ~ ~ tJf d..MJ, &wJ. " 
A substantial number of land-holders became rent-farm.er and 

was followed by a seriesof sub-tenants and share•cDoppers etc. 

This led to the emergence of different kinds of tenant, 

such as 'Protected' , 'Occupancy' , 'Ordinary' and 'Share Cropper1 

alongwi th ' attached labourers' • 

Lastly, the Mabalwari or MalgC1zari system was 

introduced in the United provinces (excluding Awadh), Punjab 

and the Central Provinces (M.P.) excluding Berr.ar region. 

Under this system a village was taken as the co-operative 

or joint farming<t~ In the village settled under this system, 

the cultivation was done under co•sharing basis which was 

/ 



identified with joint ownership or communal management. 3B 

Only those as a co-sharers would be selected for paying. 

revenue who had impressive- social standing. But even in 

this system, the spirit of Zamindari emerged as the sons 

and grand-sons of land. lord became dominating co-sharers 

and conquerred tribes, caste and ethnic groups were compelled 

to lead the life of agricultural labourers • 

. (c)· Agrarian Cl@S§es in Pijst..Colonial Period: Various 

Interpretations: So far as the nature of agrarian class• 

structure in post.-eolonial India is concerned• there is 

no dearth of interpretations. A large number of social 

scientist.s .fran different aeademi.c backgrounds have given 

their classi~ication of agrarian classes in India based on 

their own field studies and experiences. 

Daniel Thorner propo.ses mainly a three fold classi

fication of propriters., working peasants .and agricultural 

labourers.· But he prefers to 'f~ive them distinct localised 

Indian names of Malik, Kisan and Mazdur.39 The criteria 

adopted by Thorner for this classification are the forms 

of income obtained from land, nature of rights in land and 

the degree of actual involvement in cultivation. 

38. 

39. 

I ]21d• , PP• 30-34. 

Daniel Thorner, The Agraria.n Prospect 1n India, 
(Delhi, 1956), P• 9. 
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e. 

The prop,ri,.ters or Malik includes the members of 

those family whose agricultural income is based on the 

property rights in land. Although there may be other 

sources of income but.· the main· or the largest source of 

income is. derived from the share in the produce of land 

in the form of rent taken either in cash or kind. 

Thorner further sub-divides this broad class of 

Malik into two sub-categories of ( i) absentee land lords and 
a 

( ii) smaller proptriters. The difference between these 

two refers to the fact that '\'Ihile the former possesses lands 

in more than one· villages and do not personally participate 

in the work of agricultural activit.ies. They are called 

absentee land lord primarily because they periodically 

visit their land and .collect their rents. The latter,on 

the other hand, personally live where they possess land 

and do some kind of managerial work.. One common thing, 

however, between them is that the people of both the 

categories want to increase the rent and keep down the wage 

level.· 

The labourer or the Mazdoor, according to Thorner, 

is constituted by members of those rural families who are 

dependent on others for their existance. ·.· 'rhey work on 

other' s farm and. get thf;!! wage either in cash or kind. Some 
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of them of this category may have tenancy or() sometimes even 

property rights but these small and negligible holdings are 

unable to fulfil the family demands. Therefore. they have 

to work for others and in actual fact the difference between 

the poorest croppers, tenants-at-will, and Mazdoor is 

bl~rred. 

In between the.se two classes of Malik and Mazdoor,. 

are the people who -constitute the class of what Thorner 

, itl.UJ.z kisa.n or working peasants. Like the Malik, they also 

"have a recognised property interest". 40 Among them there 

may be small holders or tenants but so far as they 

customary rights in holding is cone erned they are inferior to 

the Malik and superior to the Mazdoors. 

These classe.s, Tho mer concludes,- are differentiated 

not only in terms of economic right and privile_ge but also 

in caste terms. Thus tte class of l.JJalik generally comes 

from the upper castes, the Kisan from peasant castes, 

and the M azdoor from the scheduled castes and dali ts. 

Similarly, a difference can be seen in their life style and 

standard of living. So far as the difference in their 

standard of living and style of life are concerned, a 

similar kind of ob.servation has been made by some other 

students of Sociology too. 41 

40. U!,g.. t p. 11. 

41. A. Beteille, Studie~ in agririap §OCiSll structure, 
(Delhi, 1974), pp. 2-72. 
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A close glance at Daniel Thormer1 s classification 

suggests that he has adopted both the I.,Yarxian and Weberian 

methodology. There is clear stinct of Marxism in his 

broad classification into three on the basis of property and 

work (means of production and relation of production). 

However~ when he indicates about the internal sub-division 

of these classes, he is influenced by weber for here his 

criteria of categorization are the kinds of rights and 

services. 

Daniel Thormer* s classification has been recently 

slightly modified by D.N. Dhanagra. Dhanagre proposes a 

five told classification of Indian Agra~ian Classes where 

except the two extreme rests are sub-divided into different 

sub-classes. His classification is as follows: 

( 1) Lang-lorWai Comprises of big land-lords or to· use 

Thormer' s terminology • absentee land-lords' • 

(2) Rich Peassmts: (a) Rich land lords or to use 

Thormer' s tenn "Smaller 
e. 

Proprij\ters" • 

(b) Rich Peasants who possess sub

stantial holdings, have secured 

or occupancy rights, and pay 

some rent to their land-lords. 



( 3) Middle· Peasants: 

(4) 
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(a) Self-sufflclent land otmers of 

medium size holdings. This 

· corresponds to Thorner's small 

land-owning Kisan Category. 

(b) Corresponding to Thorner~ s sub

stantial ·tenants of second. broad 

category, this includes those 

tenants who have substantial 

holdings but less than what 

Dh.anagre himself calls 'Rich 

Peasants', but pay high rent. than 

the 'Rich T~nants•. 

(a) Small landowners who are not 

self sufficient and therefore 

are found to rent their land. 

(b) Those tenants who have small 

holding with some tenurial securi t~ 

or 1n the terminology of Thormer 

"Poor Tenants•. 

(e) Tenants at will or share cropper 

corresponding Thormer' s share 

cropper of Mazdoor category. 

( 5) Landless LabOY.£§£§! All those whom Thormer call 

landless labourers of the last broad class. 42 

42. Dhanagre, No. 29, p. 15. 
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Apart from Daniel Thormer and D.ri. Dhanagre. there 

are also some other Indian and foreign mary.ists students 

of Indian Soci·ety who have tried to interpret the agrarian 

class structure of' India in their own ways. However, the 

fundamental difference between them and those discussed · 

above is that some of them unlike Thormer and Dhanagre, 

provide differently, agrarian class structure of different 

regions. However, their attempts are worth noting for it 

will provide not only the regional variations but also 

a general trend which is emerging in Indian agriculture •. 

These scholars are Joan Mencher, Nirmal ·Chandra, Utsa Patna~k, 
•( 

Ashok Rudra, Pranab Bardhan, Pradhan Prasad SJ;J.d John H-arrisS. 

Joan lVIencher proposes a six fold classification of the 

rulE'al class structure of Chingleput district of Tamil Nadu. 

Her classes are (1) DJ.e Indete.minate class of 1arge land 

holders: In this class she includes few those \'Alo possess 

more than 30 acres of land. But she says that it is difficult 

to decide whether they are capitalist or feudal. (2) Ri~b 

~ilrmer§. Capitali§t fJltm~rs and Traditional !@nd-lol)i§: In 

this class all those households are taken who have between 

15 to 30 acres of land holding. However, this class is 

further sub-categorised into (a) Rich Farmer ,a: those who 

give a very small holding to the share cropper and cultivate 

rest of their holdings through hired labour. These farmers, 
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apart from doing supervisory work personally participate 

in the actual cultivation• (b) Under C§t>ital~st farmer come 

those landholders who do not particiJ)2te in physical work 

of cultivation. (e) Traditional landlord§ are those who 

generally rent out their all lands to various kinds 

of share-croppers and only receive the share. (d) Rich 

FarmerSJ,. Under this category she puts those farmers who have 

landholdings between 7. 5 to 15 acres. These farmers, 

according to her, are self sufficient and after accumulating 

some for the future, sale for consumer goods such as radio, 

electricity etc. (4) Middle P~fUtinu: In this class of 

farmers fall those who are self sufficient and d.o not 

depend on other for labour force. And those who have more 

than 2. 5 acres of land and sometimes employ labourers. ( 5) 

Poor Peasant~: 'l'he poor peasants possess small land holding 

between l to 2.5 acres of land and sometime go for day 

labour (some of' the members only). ( 6) . Tbe Lan4J.esuu. 

The vast majority of landless poor fall in the _last 

category. They are depertdent on other for their livelihood 

and work on other•s farms in various forms such as day

labourer, attached labourer or share croppers. (1 out of 

6 type). 43 

Joan P. Mencher, "Px:oplems in §nalysing Rural Cla§;; 
.?tructure", E.P.w., IX. 1974, 35, pp.l495-1503. 
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It appears that for Mencher, like Thorner, size of 

land holdings and degree o_f physical work done i.n the 

process of cultivation, are the criteria for identifying rural 

classes. Ninnal. Chandra, on the other hand, adopts a different 

method. He takes the income, whether coming out of land 

or other source, as the main base for the c1-assification of 

classes in the. villages of Burdbwan district of West Bengal. 

Broadly .speaking, he classifies the, village population into 

two almost equal classes of those who give land on rent 

or hire wage 'II!Orkers on the one hand, and on the other, the 

poor peasants ~n.d agricultural labourers.~ 

The upper classes families are not very much 

dependent on the income which come out of agriculturers. 

This class is further sub-classified into landlords, J otedars, 

rich peasants and middle peasants. The landlords are 

dependent mainly on the income which they receive in the 

form of rent. 'rhe characteristic features of J otedars is 

that they function in the capitalist manner. The 'Rich 

Peasants' sometimes do some sort of physical work (mainly 

like managerial work) but generally depend on others for 

wage labour. The middle peasants are primarily d~~endent 

on their family labour but sometimes need the help of 

labour outside.family. This classification proposed by 

44. N.K.Chandra, "Agrarian Transition in India", 
Frontier-VII 29, 1975-76, PP• 3-9. 
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Nirmal Chandra has been very efficiently given a tabular 

form which is worth not~ng.: 

Percentage o·f Household$ in diff.erent 
Rural Classes in Burdwan Village: 

. ' 

Land lords 

Jotedars 

Rich Peasants 

Middle Peasants 

Total Upper Classes 

Poor Peasants 

Agricultural Workers 

Others 

- -

. ·Agricultural 
income .only 

3.5 

19.2 

16.0 

9•0 

- - - ... - - -
47.7 

-·- -

Inceom from 
all sources 

2.4 

10.8 

19.8 

15.0 

- - - - - -
48.0 

19.9 

30.3 

2.1 

-

Source: Alice Thorner,. E.P.W .. , December 11, 1982, Vol. XVII, 
No. 50, p. 1994. 

Utsa Patnaik, taking the help of successive censers 

reports on land holdings, emphasizes that a high. degree of 

concentration of land has taken place. Consequently there 

is a minority of group who possess so large a holding of 

land that they are depending on others :for labour force. 
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On the other extreme, she argues, there is vast majority 

of people who possess so a small land holding that they 

are fully dependent, for their livelihood, on others farms. 

Between them there are those who neither work for other 
. . . 45 

nor need~;7, labour except family labour. 

Patnaik' s basis of agrarian classification is not 

the size of the holdi.ng for she strongly believes that 

this is not the sufficient criterion to determine the class 

position in rural society. Instead, she argues ulabour 

exploitation eriterian" S}tmbolis~d through the letter 'E' 

should be used as the criterion .far this purpose. 

However, these classes of .landlords, Rich peasants 

and poor peasants are sub-divided into two categories. 

Table formulated by Alice Thonner would make it clear how 

Patnaik., _like Nirmal Chandra, has also distinguished 

sharply between the eJCploi ted and exploiting classes. {See 

next page). 

45. Utsa Patnaik "Class Differentiation within the 
P easantary:An Approach to Analysis of Indian 
Agriculture, E.P.W., XI 39, 1976, pp. 82-101. 
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Economic. Class . Characteristics 

- - - - - -- - - - - - - - ~ 

( 1) Land lords: 

(a) Capitalist 

(b) Feudal 

( 2) Rich Peasants: 

Labour hiring greater than 
rent. 

Labour hiring almost as hi.gh 
as rent. 

(a) Proto-bourgeois · Labour hiring greater than 
rent. 

(b) Proto feudal Labour hiring almost .as high 
as rent. 

( 3) Poor Peasants: 

(a) Agricultural 
labourers 
operating land 

(b) Petty tenants 

Hiring out greater than rent 
payment. 

Hiring out at most as high 
as rent payments 

(4) Full time labourers Hiring out only form, no 
rent payment. 

Source: Alice Thorner, E.P.W., Vol. XVII, No. 50, December 
11, 1982, P• 1995. 
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The basic feature of the $1~§ of landl9rd§ 

including ca.pi tali st and feudal is that the members of · 

this class do not do physical.work in cultivation. They 

may do managerial or superVisory work. But for P atnaik 

these things are insignificant for it is not manual work. 

The rich peaaants th&~selves do manual labour yet 

they are dependent on wage labour because their source 

from land· compell them to be dependent both on the family 

as we 11 as· outside labour force. 

The m1dd1e peasants are basically self sufficient 

bee ause they cannot dare to hire labour from outside 

their families. The poor peasants may possess small 

pieces of land but they have to. rent ~ut physical labour 

for their subsistance. -,Their consun1ption standard is 

below customary level. 
....._ ... -

The sam.e-i..s,_ also true for those 

who have been called as 'full time libourgrs' • 

In the opinion of Ashok Rudra, .in Indian Agriculture 

of today there exists only two-classes. These are the 

classes of big landlords and those of agricultural labourers. 

The class of agriculture labourers include in itself both 

the landed and landless, and the poor pea: fmts Who do not 

hire wage labourers •. 
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Rudra believes that the classification made on the 

basis of ~,.;the degree of participation in the manual work 

stands false in Indian context because while in some pa-rts of 

country even those who cannot be included in the category 

of landlord do not do manual work such as ploughing because 

of attached prestige or social status. There are certain 

region such as Punjab where even women do participate in 

mannual work. 

The class of big landlords, whom Rudra calls "ruling 

class in Indian agriculture':46 j.s a hybrid class of semi

feudal and semi-capitalist in character. This class is a 

singie class. He further argues that those who fall outside 

these two classes do not form a clas.s because although there 

are contradictions within themselves but there is lack of 

class contradictory relation between them and any of the 

two classes; though there may be subsidiary contradictions. 

Although Pranab :Sardhan agrees with Ashok Rudra 

and feels that the real contradictions in Indian agricul·ture 

is between big landlords (including rich peasants) and 

labourers {including landed and landless). But at the 

same time, he expresses his disagreement with Rudra 

primarily because the latter does not cons~der the middle 

46. Ashok Rudra, "Class Relations in Indian Agriculture", 
E.P.W., 1978, PP~ 998-1003. 
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peasant as a separate class. Ba.rdhan., on the other halld 

believes that the class of middle peasant is a distinct 

class for it neither needs wage labour nor goes for hire 

labour. Similarly, he does nClt feel that there is no 

contradiction between the big landlord and rich peasants 
41 and therefore constitute .single class. 

Pradhan Prasad classifies the agricultural sector 

of Bihar in particular and the whole of North India in 

general into three broad cat-egories 48 of ( l) :rsm pgasan:t 

only~ ( 2) Middl!i apd poot mid.gle peasmtry, and (3) Agri~Yl

.lm;al lapourers. In the class of top peasantary come 

those landlords and Rich f-armers who consider to work even 

on their own fann as contrary to their dignity. In the 

second class,. the. people may work physically for themselves 

but not for other·s. The 1r1iddle peasant hire wage labour 

but the poor peasant car.not. In the category of agricultural 

labourers come that large population who are dependent 

for their livelihood on other farms; though some of them 

may possess smin piece of land. 

47. P. Bardhan, "On Class Relation in Indian Agriculture"; 
E.P.W., XIV, 19, 1979, pp. 857•860. · 

48. H.P.Pradban, "Caste and Class in Bihar", E.P,W •• 
No.27. 
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Lastly John Harriss gives a four-fold classification of 

agrarian classes on the basis of his field study of Tamil 

Nadu. His criteria in defining classes are "size o~ 

production resources (including land) in relation to 
49 household requirement and labour relations." The classes 

are as follows: (I) Capitalist fa.rmen: Those who possess 

capital four times more than their basic livelihood. They 

are employer of permanent labour force but nominally 

contribute physically in the organisation of production, 

(II) Riph pea§ants: Those Whose yielding capacity is two 

times more than their family needs. Although they employ 

permanent labour but partially depend on their own family 

members for labour force, (III) Independent middl;e, Pii\S§nto~: 

Those who possess yielding capacity more than 1-2 times 

their family requirement. Mainly dependent on family 

labour but sometimes work for others, s.nd (IV) f.2.2.t 

Pecuijant§: In this class come these who include even 

marginal farmer and agricultural workers. What they 

produce is not enough to fulfil the basic family requirement. 

Therefore, they go for the wages on other farms. 

pgmments §lid Conclusion: 

The above given attempts of various social scientists 

diserve the following comments: (l) It is adequate to 

John Harriss, "Why poor people Remain poor in Rural 
South India", sozial ScieJtt;tst, (Trivendrum), VIII, 
1979, p. 1, 20, 7. 
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consider the size of land holdings, the income ~nich comes 

out of it and the degree of participation in the cultivation 

as the criteria for agrarian classification, (2) Size of 

the holding., as a criterion, cannot be. rejected beeause 

despite the fact that the value o:f' land varies very often, 

it is relevant because in most of the eases the big land

lords hold large amounts of good land. This is the reason 

because of which even the laymen differentiate between 

rich and poor on the basis of the size of the land. 

( 3) If the size of the holding is substituted by 'E' - the 

labour exploitation criteria, it is not clear what this 

labour exploitation refers to and how varying degree of 

exploitation will be measured. (4) The degree of participation 

in the work may not be relevant in the state o!Punjab and 

Haryana, but still in other pe.rts of .Indla one ca.11 see the 

land/work ratio in the form of greater the size of 

holding, lesser the degree of participation of the owner. 

I r all the above criteria are used, only three broad. 

classes of landlords• peasant and agricultural workers 

can be identified. But 1 t dbes not mean that these classes 

are homogenous. All the three classes. can be sub-divided 

·':into further sub::;classes. This suggest.s that in the Indian 
-, J 

agr~i-'a.t~'re are more than two classes, and the indepen-

dent existence of the middle pe~santry cannot be challenged. 
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:rhe Green Revolution and Agrarian Classes: 

The wind of the Green Revolution began to blow over 

some parts of the Indian country-side about a decade after 

the inauguration of Panchayat Raj. It happened so because 

the country had the misfortune of suffering extensive 

crop failures, famine conditions in the mid-sixt4es; and 

planning for development was diagnosed as having entered a 

period of crisis. The main objective of this revolution was, 

in the short run1 to help in increasing agricultural product

ion through the adaptation of highly mechanised farming, 

and.,in the long run, to elable the poor villagers to share 

in the prosperity. 

So far as its short run objective is concemed it 

has been successfully achieved to a great extent and 

there cannot be two opinion about that. But as regards the 

long term objective "Very heated controversies have arisen 

regarding the distribution of gain of the green revolution!5° 

There are ~ainly three opinions about it. 51 One group of 

researchers believe that the Green Revolution has success-

fully been attempted and its loopholes are unnecessarily 

se. 

51. 

A. S. Narang• 11 Punjab:Development and Politics", in 
Gail Omvedt ( ed), No. 20, p. 124~ 
T.J. Byres, "The Dialectics of Indian Green Revolution", 
Ssmth Asian Reyigw, Vol-:. 5, No. 2. January 1972. 
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singled out. The second opinion argues that inspi te of 

the fact that there are certain problems, it has undoubtedly 

benefi t'~:e~ all sections of society. It furtheJ:" argues that 

these problems are not beyond solution and can be hopefully 

sorted out. In the last category are those who categori

cally deny its success so far as its long term objective is 

concerned. They emphasize that the gains of this revolution 

has seriously and successfully excluded the poor section 

and specially the agricultural workers. 

Since there 1 s a broad .agreement in the gain of .1 ts 

short term objective and a debate on the long term, therefore, 

the latte.r issue should be taken up. An evaluation o:f the 

~ecent field studies on the impact of Green Revolution on 

agricultural workers will help in drawing certain concrete 

and clear conclusions. For this purpose some important 

aspect of the general condition of the agricultural workers 

wi 11 be discussed. These are (a) the effect of Green 

Revolution on the employment condition, ( b') it's effect on 

wage rates in agriculture, (c) the total share ·Of workers 

in consumption and lastly, (d) evaluation of this general 

condition, for ·example, their distance from the poverty line. 

(a) EmnloYPumt: The recent field studies of the Green 

Revolution areas clearly differentiates the short term 

effect of the mechanised farming over · employment from the 
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long run effect. Thus according to one view .the highly 

mechanised farming certainly increases the agricultural 

demand but it takes an opposite direction as the mecha

nization proceeds further.52 ''Tnus a pump set requires 

25 per cc:mt of the man-hours required for a_persian-wheel, 

a wheat thresher 25 per cent ot the man-hours ne.eded by 

the indigenous method, a tractor 20 per cent of the man

hours entailed in bullock-drawn implements; a reaper 

20 per cent of the man-day.s needed by the indigenous method 
It 53 and. so on •. 

Another experience in the field study of Punjab 

reveals the same thing. "Examination of lQ acres well 

irrigated fann 1n Punjab, wi,th typical cropping pattern and 

using traditional technology including the persian wheel 

as means of irrigation, shows that on an average demand for 

labour per acre is 51 man-days. With the use of HYV in 

conjunction with other inputs such as fertilisers, pesticides 

etc., the demand increases to 60.1 man-days_, resulting from 
J...; NN 
~ yields anq input.s. But when we introduce a pump-set 

a wheat threasher, a corn sheller., and power cane crusher, 

a tractor and a wheat reaper, without any change in cropping 

the average demand for labour goes down to 25.6 days i.e. 

by about 57 per cent. This loss, however, is offset to a 

52. Jbig. 

53. Ibid. 
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large degree by the additional labour required for the 

increase in cropping intensity.54 

Thus it seems that :the frequent use of water, 

fertiliser, insecticide-s and weeding and other::: things 

such as double cropping, and large volume of transportat-
; 

ion which are the important parts .of mechanised farming ""e.e.~ 

="!:'-:.: more labour at the primary, secondary, and tertiary level. 
w.i.tk 

But" the introduction of new farm technique such as tractor, 

e lee trici ty· operated tube-wells1 the cul ti vat ion needs much 

less manual power.55 

Even if the:_official verdict is accepted, it has 

been noted that the total. humber of· full days/year 1n wage 

paid employment of male agricultural workers of agricultural 

households increases 194 in the year 1956-57 to 208 in 

1964-65 and female workers from. 127 to 138 in t&e India 

as a· whole. This increase is certainly not an impressive 

one seeing the 27 per cent increa~e in agricultural 

production of the same period.56 

56.· 

M.H. Billings, and· Arjan Singh, *'Labour and the Green 
Revolut1on:The .Experience in Punjab•, E,P.W., Vol. IV, 
.No. 2, December 27, 1969., PP·· A-221 - A•224. 

W. Ledejinskey, "Green Revolution in Bihar", E,P.W., 
September 27, 1969, Vol. IV, No.39, pp. A-147 - 162 .• 

P. Bardhan, "Green Revolution and the Agrieul tural 
Workers", E.P.W., Special No. Vol. V, No. 29-31, 
July 19'70, pp. 1239-46. 



96 

There is o.ne more interesting piece of calculation 

according to·which the number of additional hired labour 

days that were given employment by the HYV programme in 

different ~tates in India 1n 1968•69, and calculated 

proportion of the reserve of\L~employed effected varied from 

one region to another. lt was 40.7 per cent for U.P. 

and 24. 3. per cent for Punjab at one end and 1.5 per cent 

and 1.8 per cent for Assam and Bihar at the other. 57 

(b) Agricul;tyral Wage Ratfti: Although it has been · 

noted by some that· money wage rate particularly in Punjab 

has increased to some extent. 58 But if this increase is 

compared with the general level of price, it can be shown 

that the condition ·of agriculturallabourers has not. improved 

much. 59 This is true not only of the casual labourers but 

also of the daily wage workers of the Punjab, Haryana and 

some distr~cts selected under the Government sponsored 

programme of I .A.D.P. Suprisingly, the increase was 

found in the districts of Kerala and not in the heart land 

of Green Revolution.. The researcher, who based his study 

57. 

sa. 

R.:K. Lahir~i, "Impact of HYVP on Rural labour Market",. 
:§1P .• W,. • September,. 26, lf5TO •. 

A. Rudra, "The. Green. and Greedy Revolution", South. 
Asirm Renew, Vol.· IV, No. 4, J.uly 197.1, PP• 291-305. 

Lahiri, No,. 57, and Rudra, No. 58. 
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on various report published by go-vernment officet's. 

believes that the rise is high in wage rate of Kerala 

because it has been a strong hold of peasant Movements. 60 

(c) Acstumula.tiop of A§eet§ and Share in Total 

Consumption: A survey conducted in the economics of large

scale farming in Punjab reveals that between 1955-56 and 

1967-68 farmers between 100 and 150 acres 1n J:and size 

increased their total land, mainly through purchase by 38 

per cent, whereas farmers of 20~25 acres did so only by 

4 per cent. It appears that large scale holding is becoming 

larger. 

Another survey based on official materials re.garding 

the share in total consumption suggests the following things, 

(a) there is no significant change in the relative position 

of the bottom 30 per cent of the rural population of the 

Green Revolution area and since there is high price rise 

in the 1960s1 therefore, the relative position of those 

rural poor has declined. {b) between 1954-55, the bottom 

10 per cent of the rural poor had to pay much more than the 

those who are at the top {top 10 per cent), (c) between 

196o-61, and 1967-68, as the consumer price index of U.P. 

had been higher than those who were less poor. 

60. P. Bardhan, No. 56. 
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(d) GeneJ:al Copdition§: It has been noted that 

between 196o-61 and 1967-68 there has b~en a marked percent

age growth in the rural population 11 ving below the minimum 

level of living. The percentage growth was 40 per cent. 

It trebled ·1n West Bengal and grew more than two times in 

Punjab and Haryana. In Assam, Bimr, Gujarat, Mysore and 

U.P. it went up to more than 40 per cent. There are, 

according to this estimation, of. course, some states such 

as Andhra Pradesh, Kerala and J&K, where there is no 

::!pificant change. But at the same time there is not 

even a single state where a significant declined has been 

noticed.61 

Findings: 

The above given facts are enough to suggest that 1n 
. t;.o 

the distribution of gain of the Green Revolution~as in 

the cases of land reforms and other measures, the poor 

agricultural workers have been treated step-motherly. 

The lion ·.share has once again ~De en captured by the landlord_s 

and rich peasants. The gain of this class of landlords and 

rich peasants is evident fr?m the fact that while everywhere 

(baring some exception because of different reasons; Kerala) 

61. See P;. Bardhan, No. 56, and a Revised data in .E.P.w., 
Vol. V, No. 46t Nov. 14; 1970, P• 1861. 
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in the Green Revolutionary areas there is marked increase 

in the number of rural proletariate, decrease in their 

employment opportunity • no significant ( change in their 

wages seeing the increasing price rise a."ld increasing cost 

of 11 ving of. the poors as compared to the rich. . They are 

trying to make profit n:lt only by tactics but also by force. 

According to one estimation, • for Punjab 1 t has been 

estimated that the number of tenant decreased between 

1955 and 1964 from '583.,000 to 80,000 and it is presumed 

that this reduction has been effected mostly. through 

evictiontt62 

62. Ashok Rudra, No, 5§. 
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CHAPTER - III 

A COMPARATIVE STUDY Of AGRARjAN SITUATION 

Kerala: An increasing growth of rural agricultural 

workers is perhaps the most important feature ot the changing 

agrarian situation in Kerala. Within the agricultural 

sector there is ample evidence of fall in tbe proportion ot 

cultivator and a rise in the agricultural workers. This 

phenomenon bas been caused, apart from various hist()rieal 

forces, by the two important factors which came into being as 

a result of the successful implementation of land reforms. 

Firstly, not only tne hutmen-dwellers have become the owner 

of atleast some land but even poor peasants, \'lho used to 

cultivate the land of landlords, have been conferred with 

occupancy right as a result of tenancy. Secondly, the poor 

peasants have been unable to raise the productivity of land 

and therefore to improve their standard of living. 1 

Another feature of the changing aspect of the agrarian 

situation in Kerala refers to tb.e fact that there is 

decreasing evidence of •landlessness among agricultural 

labourers." 2 But this is largely because of the fact that 

1. N ~ Krishnaj1,, "Agrarian Relations and the left 
Movement in Kerala" in S.A. Shah ( ed), India: Degr§.datl.on 
tmd PE:Ytlormumta Part II, (Secunderabad, 1983) • pp. 280-81 

2. Ibi,9. 
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even the hutmen-dwellers who. due to land refonns becam~

owner o.f some lan<l, utilize a small portion ot land for · 

cultivation and become qualified to be called as agricultural 

labourers. 

Increasing pauperisation of the peasant is another 

trend in the changing agrarian. relation ( esp4aeially in this 

century) of this sta.te. The phenomenon o.f increasing 

pauper1satio:n lies in the man-land ratio of this state which 

bas hi.ghest man-land ratio in India. This state is also 

one of the few densely populated region of the world. But 

this has been so from the beginning of the 20th century. 

Since the growth 1n arable land could not keep pace with the 

inereasi~g popula.ti.on. an increase was witnessed in man•land 

ratio from 1901 onward. 

This pauperisation of peasant. has also been to some 

extent caused by partition. of land. Because partition of 

land of a joint family among the members would lead to 

smaller pieces of land. In the year which preceded 1931t due 

to passing of regulation' for the partition of Tarwact'• • 

property of certain communi ties were distributed in Trave.ncore. 

3. 1J?.!1t,. • P• 286,-

4. 'Tarwad' is mor·e or less-equivalent of joint family. 
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The above given facts may give an impression that 

the condition of poor .agr1cul tural workers and peasant have 

deteriorated in the· present century. Specially the quanti

tative datas eompell one to believe so, but if the impact 

of land reform is evaluated properly.. 1 t can be seen that 

qual1 tati vely their condition has improved as compared to 

their counterparts in other states. 

It is Kerala among other Indian states where land 

reformshave most successfully been implement~td. It will 

be obvious by analysing only three aspects o.t land reforms: 

( 1) provision regarding hutmen-dwel-lers, ( 2) regarding 

tenancy and (3) regarding land ceilings. 

Kerala land reforms Act of 1963 which was amended 

respectively 1n 1969, and 1972 proved very beneficial for 

the hutmen dwellers. These dwellers were the landless 

agricultural labourers and would live in small huts on the 

land of the landlords. This act provided them right to 

their dwelling houses and some land. Thus the gain of the 

landless agricultural labourers may not have been very 

impressive quantitatively. But so far as the distribution 

of land is concerned, qualitatively it has given them better 

work.ing condi tiona~ 
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T.he tenancy in Kerala was f.inally abolished in 

the year 1963 aftE!r an .amendment ·Of Kerala land reform act 

of 1963. Although some of the landl.ords successfully could. 

transfer their land because by that tim,e the future course 

of the ruling Communist Party was known to everyone.5 

Yet the transfer o.f land was very limited at the time of 

implementation of tenancy. 

A 1 though some tenants had to pay the canpensation 

but there were others who were conferred with occupancy 

right but never paid compensation for it. Simil.arly. there 

were some formerly big tenants who. as a result of this, 

became big farmers. This led to the emergence of class of 

eapi talist farmers in some areas such as Malabar. 

As regards the third aspect of land reform in Kerala 

i.e., ceilings; the government could not successfully 

implement it as it did in the case ot other two above mentioned. 

eases. It happened so because some of the land by the landlords 

had already been transferred. That apart there were some 

loopholes sufficient enough .for evasion. 

The cropping pattern of Kerala is also an important 

factor to understand the existlmg situation 1n the agriculture 

of that state. It is more important from the Marxist point 

5. I big., P• 284. 
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of view because that .society is governed by Communist Party. 

The striking feature of the eropping pattem is that unlike 

in other states, there even the poor cultivators are involved 

.in cash cropping such as Coconut, Pepper and other spices. 

This leads to strong position. of the poors in the market 

situation and therefo.re slows down the process of polarization 

between the two classes. But it does not mean that polarization 

has come to a state of stagnation, but only the process is 
6 very slow. 

W tt§t B§!Silt Ramakrishna f-lukherjee identified the 

three main agrarian classes in the Rural Class structure of 

West Bengal of pre-colonial and colonial period. These wJre 

(a) Class formed by the occupational group of landlords and 

supervising fanners. C astewise it was formed mainly by the 

'upper caste Hindus' (b) Class comprised by self-sufficient 

peasantry and .some artisans and trad.er who came from • low 

caste Hindus' and Sayad Moslims, and (c) the class of 
l( 

agriculture w~ers which included the scheduled caste, the 

Scheduled tribes, the intermediate group and the moselim 

functional caste.7 

6. Ibid.; P• 288 

Ramkrishn.a Mukherjee, "Rural Class Structure 1n West 
Bengal" , in . A .R. Desai ( ed) , "RutD.l Sociglogx in I p.p.ia• , 
(Bombay, 1969), p. 281. · 
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The rur'tl economy of Bengal in the early fifties can 

be described as predominantly sharecropper' s economy because 

major part of total land was cultivated by the "bargdars" 

( landless tenants). These tenants did not have occupancy 

rights over land. In 1940, the direction of desirable 

change was indicated by ttThe Floud Commission". It recommended 

that the bargadar should be recognised as •occupancy tenants". 

Similarly it recommended that the bargdars on the lands· of 

"riyats" should be granted the status of the 8 under-ra1yati 

(Protected tenants)8 • 

Inspite of these land reform measures, since 1953, 

however, the question of providing occupancy tenants rights 

to Bargdars are still to be implemented. The same problem 

was raised in 1976 and a Committee was formed. This Committee 

too advocated :for the tenancy rights to the Bargdars. But 

tbe job of the enactment of necessary legislation is yet to 

accompolished. 9 

Yet certain changes in the agrarian relation of West 

Bengal have come into being. It is no more the old agrarian 

economy primarily based. on bargdari. Similarly, it has also 

8. Daniel Thorner, 'l'he AgrariAn prospect in Inc&j.a, 
(Delhi, 1956), p. 33. 

9. Kalayan Dutt, "Changes in land Relations in West Bengal" • 
No. 1• PP• 233•324. 
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not followed the legislative measures introduced right 

from 1953.1° Certain basic features of the existing 

agrarian s1 tuat1on in West Bengal are as follows. 

Firstly, a change has come in the pattern of 

ownership. There is a decrease in the proportion of .landless 

households but increase in· the proportion of small owners. 

However, the proportion of holdings of small owners has not 

increased as bas increased their members. This suggests that 

there is a greater degree of inequality among the land o~ng 

households. Further more, a concentration of ownership has 

been observed among the middle group, but this concentration 

has decreased among the top group. 

Secondly; there is a gap between ownership and 

operation. There is decrease both in the proportion of 

landless cultivators and cultivating households. It is 

largely because of the fact that a large number of rural 

households, 1n$Pi te of owning land, is leasing out their land. 

In short, the gap between ownership and operation increases 

not because the cultivators are landless but primarily because 

of the fact that they are leaving cultivation and leasing 

out their land. 

10. Jbi,d •• p~· 324~ 



107 

Thirdly; there is change in the modes o.f tenancy. 
' ' 

It is indicated by the fact that the small owners who lease 

out their whole land b.ad to rely on agricultural wages. In 

fact. the, sudden increase in the population of agricultural 

labourers in 1971 is primarily because of the de-peasantization. 

Another· feature of the changing mode of tenancy in :rural 

Bengal is that small owners are becoming middle owners through 

leasing in but on the whole, this group of middle landowners 

is weakening. This change further indicates that those who 

do not possess land but have capital, lease in land from 

either the absentee landlords or from small owners i.n order 

to make profit. 11 

pu.1arat and Mabara§hy=a; 

G Gujm:at: Gujarat state is formed by the two regions 

of mainland Gujarat and peninsular Gujarat. The region of 

mainland GUja~at was lni tially a part of Bombay presidency 

(before 1947) and, a.fter independence to 1960, vas included 

in the Bombay state. The peninsular region which is consti tutec 

mainly by Saurashtra and Kutch belonged to princely states. 

All these states were integrated with the Indian Union 1n 1948. 

Ultimately as a result of the recognization of states both 

were included in the Bombay state in 1956. 

11. l.bid •. 
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There were two different land tenure systems in the 

two main regions of Gujarat. 12 In the mainland GU3arat the 

predominant form of land tenure was the R1yatwar1 sy.stem. 

There the state was the owner of land, and therefore the 

people who tilled the state land had to pay the revenue in 

cash to the state through intermediaries. These intermediaries 

generally belonged to the patid.ar or Anavil Brahmin caste. 

But even in this area some "Zamindari oasis" in the form of 

Bhagdar1, N arwadari and Talukdari ex1 sted. 

The Peninsular Gt.tjarat which includes Saurashtra and 

Kutch was characterised predominantly by the zam1ndar1 systE!ID 

of land tenure. There the intermediaries like Girsadars, 

Bbayats and Mulgirasias had the property rights 1n land. These 

intermediaries were Rajput by caste. However, the BarkhaUdars 

who included Inamdars, Jiwaidare and Dharamdars etc. lacked 

property rights in land. 

With the achievement of Independence, a legislation 

was passed by the respective government of Bombay, Saurashtra 

and Kutch. This legislation was successfully implemented and 

abolished the intermediaries. Some legislations were also 

12. Ghansbyam Shah, "Rural Politic.s in Gujarat" in 
Gail Omvedt ( ed) '. 1.m:&.Ca§.~f-·'P4 Pol:!-tics 1n Indian 
States (Delhi, 1982), p. 13 • 
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passed by the state government to protect the interests of 

the tenants so that they could be made the owners of the 
.. 

land. But like zamindari system, these measures could not 

be effectively implemented. The prime factor responsible 

for ·the failure of tenancy was the class of Patidar land 

holder who possessed considerable support in the congress party 

and in the adm1nistration.13 Evaluating the effect of these 

measure in Saurashtra Daniel Thorner remarks "The net effect 

has been to weaken the hold of girasdars on the country side, 

but by no means to eliminate it altogethel·.n·14 Similarly · 

M.B. Desai points. ou·t "About a balf the a.rea previously under 

tenancy passed into the ownership of their respective ~~erst-

while tenants •. About 12 per cent o£ the land held by 9 per cent o~ 

the ten.ants continued under recognised tenancy. A 11 ttle 

over 2 per. cent of the lands ot tenants slipped from their 

in default of payment of compensation amounts. The. rest 

were the cases in which the tenants ei the!" denied tenan.cy, 

surrendered their lands to the landowners or kept away from 

from the hearings of the tribunals and, therefore, missed of 

tbeir own violation to be owners of the land they cultivated 

on lease." 15 

13. 

14.· 

15. 

Ibi.d. 

Daniel Thorner, No,..§, p. 43, 

B.M. Desa1, 1.,nNJCX ,abolJ,..U...Q!l. . .fDd Emtrg.\pg patterp '=» 
~ujgr§t, (Baroda,· 1971) •. P• 100. · 
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~he land ceiling act of GUjarat which was for 

the first time passed in 1960 was amended in 1W4 in order 

to further down the limit on ceiling. But this measure 

could also not be implemented efi'ectively.16 

However• the rural class structure of Gujarat of 

Post Zamindari abolition periods shows that "The owner

cultivator and the owner-cml-tenants cultivators are the 

only two classes who own sane land. The rest are landless 

and f'orm the agr1cul tural proletariate group."17 Among the 

class of owner-cultivator, the average size of holding is 

9.4 acres and 5.8 acres is the average size of ownership of 

the other class who holds lend. 

I t a relationship, in the context of GtQarat. is 

formulated between caste structure and class division, then 

1 t can be seen that caste ancl clas.s do not co1nc1.de. Because 

only 4.3 per cent of the owner cultivators come from Brahmins 

and Banias who are at tbe top of caste hier.archy. The other 

class of land owner is constituted either by intermediaries 

castes or by "lower castes" • The proportionrf the intermediaries 

is 44.4 per cent and 37.5 per cent among the owner cultivators 

and owner-cum-cul t1 vators respectively. On the other hand, the 

proportion of the lower castes among the total owner is 51v3 

per cent and 5. 5 per cent of among the part owner. The 

16. Ghanshyam Shah, No. 12, P• 137. 
17. S.M. Shab, "Rural class structure in Gujarat"'• No, 7, 

p. 287. 
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labourers exclusively come from lower cste. 18 

M§hat§sbtr§: Commenting on the very partial succe.ss 

of the Bombay tenancy .Act which was implemented. in 1948. 

Daniel Throner pointed out that it failed partly because in 

the backward regions of this state even ifthe peasants were 

economically not very week., they were unaware of the Act. 

Thus, their backwardness was the one reason of this result, 

for in the areas where poor but conscious peasants lived, 

they r.e$ented against the landlords. But poor conscious 

peasants were limited in number. 

In fact, the concentration of land has Thorner further 

observes, been so high that majority of the peasants always 

·had to face indebtness. In this situation it was just 

impossible for them to be involved in judicial fights with 

the rich landlords. Even if sane of them dared to do so, they 

easily surrendered their status of tenants through tbe 

provision of "protected tenantsc._n 19 

Tbe various land refoms measure taken by the g overment 

could not affect much the big landlords. Other developments 

such as increasing commercialization and developmental measures 

such. as cooperative movements and the Pancbayati Raj System 

18~ Ibid., 

19. Daniel Thorner, No1 8, p, 4$', 
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have benefi tjed rural rich P'easants. Al;tbough the • Green 

Revolutlon' could not spread largely due to the lack of 

irrigation facilities. a further differentiation in the 

peasan:tary came into being because of commercialization. 

Thus, "A class of Kulaks has arisen in the irrigated sugar

cane and cotton areas of Mabarashtra." 20 

The rural rich have become stronger, both economically 

and politic ally, after more than 30 years ot independence. 

also because of highly developed cooperative cred.1 t structure. 

It is a fact that the Reserve Bank of India has invested a 

large amount of money in the cooperative movement. Mabarasbtra 

possessing most developed cooperative benefitted most. 

Naturally these funds were utilized more by those Who dominated 

the cooperative societies. 

Even the Panchayati Raj System, which was introduced 

in J.1aharashtra after 1960,provided the rural ellte a strong 

hold in the administrative structure. These rural elites have 

emerged not only as a powerful ·economic class but even in the 

field. of education they have left the lowest section much 

behind them. In short 11 this increasing concentration of power 

in the .hands of the rural rich belonging to tbe major peasant 

castes is an important features of rural life in Maharashtra 

today." 21 

20. Nalini Pand.it, 11Caste and Class in Mabarashtra" ,EPW, 
Vol. XIV, Nos. 7 &. 8 (Bombay,1919), p.435. 

21. Ibis\. 
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It 1$1 however, clear that di.fferent measures taken 

by the government could not affect much the agrarian structure 

of Maharasbtra in favour otthe Harijan and other backward 

sections. But largely due to the spread of education they, 

especially Mahars. are becoming more conscious about the 

political and economic opportunities provided to them by 

the government. The long tradition of political consciousness . 
created by Jyot~a Phule and Amvedkar and-social consciousness 

generated by the spread of Budhism have contributed a lot in 

this regard. Now these Mahars have been reported to compete 

_ with the caste Hindus 1n the field of education and services. 

Even in the villages there have been cases where the Mahars 

have tried to break the traditional feudal bond imposed 

through caste system by giving up flaying of dead. cattle 

and other such degrading task. 'fhis kind of consciousness 

sometimes causes conflict in the villages.22 

;Pyn;lab pnd Hary®A,~ 

Pup.1fi!!? : The reorganization of state in 1966 brought 

out some remarkable changes in the population pattern of 

Punjab. As the 1911 census shows, the Sikhs constitutes 

t.hree-fifth of the total population. The Hindus population is 

22. Ip1d. 
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37.54 per cent and other reUgious group ,.t,ogether constitute 
'•,, 

less than 3 per cent of the total population. 

Although Punjab is very oft.ifn cited as the notable 

example of state without caste influence but 1 t would be 

wrong to assume that this state ha.s been absolutely untouched 

by the sp1r1 t of caste ,system. even in its modi tied form. 

Thus the Sikhs population of t..11.J.s state can be categoriesed 

into ~0 a¢cul turist (J ats) , non-agriculturist and H arijans. 

These castes are, broadly speaking, attached with different 

economic categories. The agriculturist Jats are landowners{/. 

The non..J at population of Khatri and. Aroras are :lnvol ved 

in business etc. ,and most of the Harijans (Majhbis) are 1n 

agriculture or industrial workers. 23 Even among the Hindu 

population there is more or less same pttern of categorization 

interms of caste and class. 

After Independence, even after passing of various 

legislative measures for the agrarian reforms Punjab was 

reported to be the greatest centre of tenant eviction. Even 

after certain measures taken by the government to improve the 

conditions of tenants, the landlords were found either by force 

or mariipulation, successfully enjoying large land. holcl1ngs. 

23. Amarji t Singh N arang, 0 Punjab: Development and Poli ticstt , 
f\o .... 12, p. 118. 
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The landlords have been, further .more, successfUl in diffusing 

the effort of the government to impose ceiling through their 

representatives in the Sta.te Assembly. 24 

Before the Green Revolution came into effect approxi

mately one halt of the land was cultivated through tenancy~ 

Broadly speaking• there were two forms of tenancy: tenant 

at will and occupancy tenants. Below them there were two 

more classes of agricultural workers and tbe class of 

attached labours called S.iris, the latter being the distinct 
t.AI 

f'ture of Punjab agr1cult;ure. The siris would do the havlest 

work in the agriculture and in ·turn were given one-sixth to 

one-eighth of the crop• However, if these exclu.sively 

economic eategories (classes) are identified with the 

exclusively social categories we find that those who had 

"malik rights ere usually J at Sikhs or pakka sikhs. The 

tenants (muzara) are usually ranked as less pure Muzhabi or 

Muzbi sikhs (tobacco smoking, possibly liquor consuming) ; 

the siris usually are. Ramdasis (Hari.jans) liho live in a 

separate part of the v.illage." 25 

The small holders· of land, Muzara and some times even 

big tenants protested against the exp loi tat ion or big landlords 

in sometimes violent form. The reason behind this seems to be 

24. Daniel Thorner, No. a .. p. 43. 

25. ~bi,d •• p .• 44. 
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the kind of rent they bad to pay and the type of the work 

they had to do. . Gen.erally the tenant_s had to do all the 

works and bear all the expenditure on landlords land leased 

in by the fonner. They had. to pay even the land revenue 

which in other parts of the country was paid by the owner. 

The Green Revolution b~s brought about certain changes 

in the pattern of agriculture without substantially affecting 

· its basic structure. As we have alrea.dy not1ced26· that the 

issue of the gain of the green revolution is a controversial 

one and there is no need of repeating it again. But some mQ3or 

changes brought about by the green revolution can be 

summarised in brief~ 

First of all. Punjab ot today is a land of ow.ner 

cultivator and now only about 11 per cent of cultivated land 

is leased out. 27 The general style of agricultural production 

is that of capitalist one, and even ordinary peasant regularly 

hire labour for profit making. This is true even in the case 

of marginal fam:e.rs_ i.e. those who have 5 acres of holding 

and depend mainly on family labour'. 

The forces -of green revolution has also affected 

posit! vely employme.nt and produoti vi ty level and the wage 

level of' agricultural labourers. Specially in Ptmjab which has 

26. See chapter II of this d1smerte.tion. 

21. Amarjit Singh Nqang, No.12, p. 125• 
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never experienced large scale landless labourers, due to 

mechanized farming and increased agricultural output, 

agricultural wages have increased.. However according to 

one interpretation this initial gain of agricultural labour 

is successfully countered by the landowner. The landowner 

substantially we~ the bargaining position of agricultural 

workers by relying more on .machine, refusing to give them 

the traditional extra help in the form of fodder for the animalas 

of wo.rkers, and by denying to give them interest free loan 

in advance which wa.s practiced earlier. 28 

As regards the <listribution of ownership and operational 

holdings• as has been stated at the outset, there are still 

very unevenly distt'ibuted landholdings and according to one 

estimation (j:j·land .distribution bas become even more skewed 

over the period 1961-1971. 

Haryana : The agrarian situation of Haryana, on the 

other hand, can be briefly sunmarJ.sed in the following ways. 

(a} The Green Revolution bas improved the general condition of 

the agrieul tural workers. The agr1cul tural workers in Haryana 

now earn more than they used to earn before. It has resulted 

in improving their standard of liVing in real terms. They 

28. 
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now have greater security of employment and it is true 

even in the case of casual workers• As a result ot this 

there is shift from casual labour to permanent labour status. 

Further .. more,the Green Revolution bas also strengthened their 

bargaining position• But inspite ·Of these benefits which 

have infaet made their position stronger, there is lack of 

capac! ty of eollecti ve action among them. SurprisinglyJ 

the permanent labours whose cont:ract are very formal, are 

less interested in collective action tban the casual labours. 29 

This phenomenon has ~en caused neither by the level of 

interest·· :nor by tbe amount of debt but primarily by the 

new formal labour contract an4 new form of indebtness. 
,J.. 

A kin« of conservatism is increasingly taking place 

among the landowners as group. Thus after capt tal accumul~tion 

of a· decade they are involved in spending on improvement of 

dwelling, ceremonial expenditure and other similar conspicuous 

consumption. In some areas they practice ·usury too. 

The highly mechanised farming has, of course 1 enhanced 

the labour demand in the agriculture of Haryana but at the 

same time increasing division of household hampers it. 

Because in most of the cases tbe small land owners do not employ 

permanent labour, no~ do they depend on the casual labours but 

29. s. Bhalla. *New Relation of Production in Haryana" in 
S,A. Shah ( ed) 1 No. 1, PP• 318-320. 
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are mainly depending on unpaid family labour. This brief 

account of .Haryana agriculture suggests thatthe condition 

of agricultural wage worker is not as good as it was expected 

to be made by the forces of Green Revolution. 

U;ttar PrB4c§b: Uttar Pradesh was,like the most of the 

north Indian states, a typical example of the closed system 

of strat1ficati.on. It was so because before 1947 and especially 

till the aboU tion of zamindari system in 1954, different 

dimensions of social .inequality such as caste (status) lend 

(class) and power coincided. The landlords and 281Dindars of 

this state (broadly speaking) not only belonged to upper 

stratum of the caste hierarchy sueh as Brahmins and. Thakurs 

(Ra.jputs) but were also very strong politically. 

'l'he lower caste peasants were totally depaddent on 

their upper caste maliks because their (peasant' s) land to 

cultivate and stay, the drinking water ot well and pond, and 

agricultural irrigation belonged to the landlords and zamindars. 30 

For this they had to pay not only in cash and kind but generally 

had to do beggar. This apart, they had to give to their mallks 

30. Rajend.ra Sin.gb, "Caste, land and Power in Uttar Pradesh: 
1975-1970" • No. 32, P• 79. 
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several other kinds of payment such as bidhu (payment at the 

time of malikt s daughter .marriage) hatbiahi and gborahi 

( for the purchase of elephant and horses) and Pujabi 

(payment for religious causes). This kind of exploitative 

measures were practiced all ove.r U.P.31 , 

But this system of closed stratification started 

changing in colonir')al period itself and manifested into the ,_, 

systematic and consistent erosion of landed class not only 

in Uttar Pradesh but whole of North India.32 During 1'1.:75 
"' 

to 1895 in U.P. the z~indars:and big landlords saw a kind o.f 

radical attitude towards them by the British although the 

rule of Bri tisbers du~ing 1858-1947 adopted a soft attitude 

towards the zamindar. But,influenced by the erstwhile 

company lntellectuals_,became very radical and anti-zamindars. 

The periods which followed 1947 became very disastrous 

for the zsmindars and big landlords. With the abolition of 

zamindari system in 1954, the whole of U.P. and for that 

matter the entire north Indian state witnessed growing 

pauperization of the class of big zamindars. This has been 

~eported by quite a few field studies of Basti district and 

31. 

32. 

M.H.Siddiqui, Agrarian tmrest in North India: .1lle 
Uniti!d Province§. 1948-22 ,(New Delhi, 1978), p. 101. 

Rajendra Singh, No.· 12, p. 83_, 
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some village of Rajasthan''. These studies not only draw 

our attention towards the pauper1sat1on of' the former 

zamindar but also the emergenc of a new middle . class of 

some rieh peasant castes. 

The relative change in the ·agrarian situation of 

post zamindari abolition U.P. should no~be exaggerated 

because the traditionally powerful zsmindar even after 1954 

efficiently manipulated the things and wi tb the help of 

' patwari' m.a.de a biased distribution between • 3.1%' and 

'kudkast' land. These former zamindars became bhumldbars 

and the 2/3 ot the peasants continued to be holder of weak 

and inferior rights in land.34 

Yet it is a tact beyond doubt that millions of 

peasant. after 19.54 became owner of land througJt purchasing 

it. Not on.ly thatt a large humber of what Daniel Thorner calls 

absentee landlord have been severed· tor ever. NotAJonly 6 to 12 

33. (a} 

(b) 

(c) 

34. 

Rajendra Singh., 8 Agrar1an Sovial structure and peasant 
unrest: A Case Study of land G.rab Movement in District 
Bast1; East Uttar Pradesp", Ia2sc&sloa1sa&l Jhtllt£Y:J, 
(New Delhi, 1974), Vol. R3, No. 1. 

Rajendra Singh, "Peasant Movement in Uttar Pradesh: 
A Study in the Politics Qf Land Control in Basti 
District, 1801-1970U in M.s .• A. Rao (ed), "§ociaj. 
Movemgnt§ l.p IIY!iih (New Delh1,1978). 

K.L. Sharma, 'Stress in Caste· Strat1ficati.on1 A Study 
o.f Six Villages in Rajasthan, E.flf...(Bombay, 1969), 
Vol. IV, No, 3. 

Daniel Thorner, No, 8, P• 47. 
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landlords who reside within villages but do not participate 

in actual cultivation are founa in each U.P. v1llage.35 

This change .in the agrarian structure of this state 

has $i'fected the caste, land and power equation too. The 

newly emerged class ot Kulak which consist of Ahirs and 
' Kurmis have become very dominant. Due to their superior 

position in cast~ hierarchy as compared to Harijans or dalits, 

and large joint family structure,.they have earned money fram 

urban sector by sending their family members there. 36 

In fact the abt;)lition of zamindar1 and even the forces of 

colonialism have benefi t:~;ed them most. The Harijans are still 

much behind these kultlks, ex-zamindars and landlords from 

upper castes are tne only looser. Recent cases ot conflict 

between backward class and Harijan explain this change very 

efficiently. 

Traditional Bih.ar,37 mainly before 1947 was not far 

different from U.P, so tar as the system of stratification is 

concerned. Traditionally upper castes- of Brabmins, Bhumihars and 

Rajputs controlled major part of land, inspite ot their weak 

1lumer1cal strength. Kayasths, another upper caste had a clear 

u till er 

35. ~bisl. 

36. Rajendra Singh, l!.2!...J2, pp. 71•81. 

37. A detail d1script1on of e.gr.arian .situation botb 
historically and in contemporary phase bavebeen made 
in the. last chapter. However, here only major points 
of similarJ. ties and differences will be m.entioned. 
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lead in the field of education. These four castes together 

dominated the political fi.eld till 1907. 

r.rhe peas~t tenants belonged to the upper middle 

castes, al thou,gb some of the upper caste poors have also 

been from the begimling, peasants. The agricultural worker 

mainly eome from the scheduled castes and poor lower middle 

castes. 

The zamindari abolition, and other measures tor 

agrarian reforms could not effect the asrarian structure 

of Bihar because still there are estate.swhich possessce more 
' . . 

than 500 hundred acres of land.38 Even big l.andlors still 

have,in some cases, more than 300-400 acres of land. 

But even in the case of Bihar ~. a middle class has 

emerged.. This middle class consists of the Koeris Kurmi·~ 

and. Yadavas. This emergence was caused, apart from the 

abolition of· zard.ndari, by mechanised. fa.rm!.ng. Their newly 

gained strong position in the field. of economy helped making 

them strong in the political arena also. This phenomenon has 

been observed by a good number of sbtdents involved in the 

study of society in Bihar. They remark "after the abol1 tion 

of zamindari and the J.ntroduction of new technology in 

38. Daniel Thorner, !fo. 8, p. 35• 
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agr1cul ture the upper middle castes emerged as an important 

factor in the politics of Bihar. The Koeris, Kurmis and Yadavas 

are efficient agl'1cul tural enterprenures.. The generaJ;ed the 
- ~ 

maximum surplus in agriculture with their newly acquired 

economic power they started vying for political power.tt39 

The Scheduled castes of Bihar, as elsewhere, have 

found 1 t difficult to improve their position substantially 

either in the field of economy or pol! tics. A 1 though. there 

are certain cases of Harijan elites who are economically 

well off hold top po.sition in the politics of Bihar and some 

time occupies proJDinent pos1 tion .1n the nattlonal politics 

but these are the individual cases and entirely irrelevant 

for making universal comments. 

Ra;\u:tban : 

Till Independence Rajasthan was considered to be 

the least developed state in India. The land reforms measures 
~ 

taken by the government was resisted most Slagely in this 

state by its landed gentry. The resistant was natural because 

all of the jagird.ars (intermediaries) land was cultivated by 

their inferior tenants. A complete and effective abolition of 

land reform and therefore intermediaries would have vanished 

39• H.Dhar et al, "Caste and Polity in Bihar', No. 12, p.108. 



125 

the entire community of J agirdars. The J ag1rdars end 

most of the princely kings have been very dominant there 

interms of not only caste and wealth but power also. 

Therefore, probably to maintain the status quo the Rajasthan 

land Refonns and Resumption of J agirs .Act of 1952 made a 

provision allowing these Jaglrdars to keep sane land for 

self . .-cultivation. This led to the mass scale eviction of the 

tenants and ~n most of the cases this was done throush 

physical means.40 

Thus these measures, could n.ot change the old class 

structure of Ra:Jasthan. The same thing has been noted 

by some recent studies done by some students of Sociology. 

Dr. K.L. Shama41 for example, on the basis of his study 

ot the class structure of some villages in Rajasthan, 

concludes that even after the abolition of zamindar1, jagirdar1 

and in.troduction ot Panchayati Raj•' there is no marked cb~,mges 

in. the class structure of rural Rajasthan. 

A comparative study of the agrarian situation of the 

above mentioned states would suggest that all the ' agrarian 

reforms measures taken by the governments tbrougb land reforms 

have beenafailure except the abolition ·Of zamindari, in all 

states. Kerala is the only state where land reforms measures 

40. Daniel Thorner, No. 8, PP• 31•32. 
41. K.L. Sharma, "Changing Class .stratification in Rural 

.Rajasthan", Mp J;n Indi§h Vol. L, No. 3, July-September 
1970. 
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have been implemented successfully. But even in the case 

of Kerala, the land ceiling could not be implemented 

successfully. From this point of view Bihar, U.P. and 

Rajasthan have been the least a-ffected regions. 

But despite the tact that the states like B.thar and 

U.P. have been least affected a change in its class structure 

( fo~· that matters entire North India) has come into being. 

This has been noted. by. a large number of field studies 

which reveal the growing pauperisation of ex-zamindars 

(upper caste) and emergence of a 'kulak class• • The latter 

phenomenon has been noticed 1n the case of Maharashtra too. 

The position of the weakers section of the society • 

i.e. the class of agricultural labourers hasnot improved 

substantially except in the case of Kerala end West Bengal. 

K.erala has done well than West Bengal in this regard. · The 

posi t1on of ·working agriculturists have improved. somewhat 

in Punjab and Haryana :largely due to the Green Revolution. But 

their bargaining position have not improved substantially. 

Maharashtra' s weakest population has been reported to be 

improving largely because or the cons1011sness generated by 

Budhism and its .age old tradition of social. movements. Although 

there is no correlation between caste and class 1n Cu.jarat, yet 

the position of lowest section has not changed substantially. 

Overall picture, therefore, gives an impression of· some changes 

in the class structure which is contrary to the expectation of 

agrarian reforms measures in post Independent ~ndia. 
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gtAPTER • IV 

AgRARIAN RE\oATION§ . IN BIHAB · 

'the agrarian question:..; ot Bihar not only requires 

a clear understanding of the ext.sting mode of production 

but also a close look at the historical :forces which led 

to the developmen-t of this mode of production. The 

permanent settlement of Bengal1 introduced by CarnwalJls 

in the year 1793 is the first sequence of this series. 

The ideological motive of the permanent settlement . 

introduced by the British East India Company has been a 

moot point, but it is a fact beyond doubt that it confirmed 

the property right over land in zamind..ars. The permanent . 

settlement of 1793, was, 1n consequence, so .exploitative 

that not only it declared tbebig land-lords and zam1ndars 

as the owners of the land but also prepared. the way for the 

exploitation of poor peasants and poor section of society 

through exorb1 tant rent. It was so because. there was no 

mention of the wage through which the interest of the poor 

1. Bihar was part of Bengal when the Permanent 
Settlement was introduced. 
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peasantry could be sate-guarded. This helped in g1 ving 

the feudal shape to the agrarian economy of Bihar. 2 

Some subsequent regulations such as the famous 

haftma.n regulation 7 of 1799, the Panebam Regulation 5 of 

1812 and 11 of 1822 only :helped in consolidating the strong 

position of the zam1ndars a't the expense of poor masses. 

Through the Act 19 of 1859, Act 8 ot 1885 and the rjfnouned 

Bengal Tenancy Act which became with certain changes, the 

Bihar Tenancy Act, the rights of peasantry were recognised 

by law, though these were based on the basic sp1r1 t of the 
I 

Permanent Settlement.) 

The agrarian structure ot Bihar proper till 1930 s 

evolved under the guidelines of the Act ot 1885, an4 1n 

modified forms 1 t still continues to exist. The Act of 

1885, however, contained in it some worst features ot 

permanent settlement in Bihar wblch was, to some extent, absent 

in Bengal. It was so because while in Bengal there was some 

aware leadership and education; the Bihar' s peasantry 

lacked proper awareness~ Apart from this, the growth rate 

2. A.N. Das, Agrarian Unrest and Socio-economic change 
in Bihar 1900-1980, (New Delhi, 1983), P• 22. 

3. lbi£1•, P• 23. 
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ot population in Biber proper was higher tban Bengal. 4 

Similarly inspite ot the fact that in B1har, UD11k_e .. Bengal. 

there were few large(States like Darbhanga, Bettiab• 

Banal! and. Dumraon etc. , there were lar.ge number of small 

zemind.ars. 

But even the small size of the holdings were not 

effectively and ef~1ciently managed by the landlords and 

bidt zam!ndars themselves. They had large number of people 

who worked as the • highly remenified set of mid.dlemen" to 

look after their business. Barring some. these landlords 

did not involve themselves in the affairs of cultivation. 

They only confined themselves to tbe work of general 

inspection. Because actual participation in these a:tfairs 

was regarded as derogatory on their part. It was so because 

in the ±raditional Indian Society there has been a binary 
; 

opposition between the amount of land holdings and the degree 

of participation in the physical labour.' This binary 

opposition between these two were formed because of concept 

of status symbol interpreted in terms of Purity and Pollution 

4. 

5. 

B.B.Chawdbury, "Land Market ln Eastern India 1793-1940"·, 
JDdimt Es;onomt.sc ansi Sgcial H&s'torv Redmft Vol. XII, 
No. 1, Jan-March 1975, p. 33. , -

Andre Bete1lle, Studies in·Agrarian Social Structure, 
(Delhi~ ·1914), particularly Chapter "ideas aitd. interestfl. 
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leading to hierarchy, restricted marriage, and varna 

occupation.6 

However. these middlemen created by the zam1n4ars 

and big landlords not only explo1 ted the poor peasantry 

but also adversely effected the Zamindar' a economic position 

leading to their 1ndebtness to the extent that land- came 

into market. Consequently a considerable amount of land 

passed into the hands of various money lenders. 7 This 

phenomenon ofland-market was camnon not only to the whole of 

Bengal but the similar kind of t-rend of deteriorating 

condition of large holdings have been reported by some other 

students of sociology in other parts of India. 8 

1 t has been pointed out that the land increasingly 

came in the madtet in the Whole of Benga.l Province. But 

there were certain differences in the situation of Bengal 

and Bihar proper. First of all, there was variation J.n the 

land price in these two states (higher 1n Bihar). However • 

there were several factors responsible for the rising price 

of the land. Important among them were ( 1) Population growth 

6. 

7. 

a. 

L. Dum<mt, HS'jq llitrarchl.cw; ( traw. by M. Sainsbury), . 
(London, 1970 • 

A.N. Das, lih z, PP• 27-31.,, 

F .G. Bailey •. Ca;1f gd tb,i Ecgnomic FJ:Ontl~r. 
(Menchester, 19 • 
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leading to pressure on land. ( 2) Increase and stability 1ft 

the income of various estates and (') Certain favourable 

laws. Increase and stability 1n the income of estates were 

caused by improved cul t1 vation and cash crop farming such 

as jute and sugar cane. 9 Apart from the above mentioned 

factors, there were certain others which also hel.ped in 

increasing incane of landlords and big zamind.ars. These 

were the system of produce rent, some favourable laws and 

practice of joint estates. 

However, there were <=ertaln important causes wbicb 

le.l to high price of- landed property in Bihar as compared to 

Bengal. Firstly, the revenue demand 1n Bengal was higher 

than in Bihar and it was more in bigger estates. Secondly, 

while in Bengal the systems of J otedar came into being, 

in Bihar even tbe rich peasants remained under-tenants. 

Thirdly, in the Southern District of gangetic plains • after 

1876, there came into being i!Tigation f'acili ties out o.t Sone 

canal leading to 1nc~ease in agr1cul tural output and increasing 

the income of zamindars. This kind of irrigation tacili ties 

was absent in Bengal. This 1mproved irrigation fac111 ties 

and improved CGB~ercialization of farming of th.1s region 
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proved to be the material ground tor .the large scale 

peasant movements. 10 It seems that due to. large scale 

participation of the peasantry ot this . region 1n the revolt 

of 1857, the Br1tlshers would. have decided to improve agri• 

culture to stop agrariaD tension in the future. Lastly, 

the low level of poll tical consciousness among the peasants 

of BibarJ unlike that of Bengal and growing rate ot population 
7 • 

also contributed to a ireat extel',lt.11 

In brief, the condi:tions of the poor· ·se<:tion of the 

lower strat\111 of the agrarian society of 1930s of Bihar 

can be summarised 'by quoting one para of Arb1ncltc. Daa. 

"The sl tustion 1n the 19'30 • in Bihar was such that the 

pressure of the zamlndar and zamindar• s agent or aaala, 

defeated. all efforts of the administration even to p.rovicte 

- such llmi ted :relief as .1 t thought 1'1 t to tbe oppressed 

tenantry. ·Rights of tenancy had. little meaning w~eee, 

occupancy could not be proved. and. the near universal 1'e1lure 

to grant receipts scarcely pemtted much proot. Thus tbe 

provisions of the tenanQy Act regarding 12 years cultivation 

bringing about occupancy rigb'ts notw1 thatandlng, the large 

11. 

. K. Mukherjt~ et al, •Bhojpur: the Long W arfl Mainstream, 
(Mew Delhi), Vol. XY.t, Nos. 45-46; July 8 and 15, 1978. 

A.N-- Das, No8,;,2t PP:• 34-35. 
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bUlk of the tenantry was composed of tenants at will• liable 

to evictions. subject to oppression forced. labour-begar and 

illegal but e1'fect1vely exacted cesses-abwabs - not to 

speak of exorbitant rents which were ruthlessly collected" •12 

ifhe most important thing on which the permanent 

settlement was based was the • share in the agricul ture.l 

surplus in t.he control over land." 'lbe share in this surplila 

varied in time and region but the essence remained there. 

The prime mOde of control over land of the landlords, therefore, 

was the payment m04e by the peasants to the leD4lor4s. 

The share of the Government payable by the z8fll1ndars 

was fixed but the actual surplus coming out of agriculture 

was not known to the Government. It was largely because ot 

the fact that the British administration was not interested 

in 1 t. Secondly • the zamindars were able to hide tbe facts 

through lteeping dupli.cate papers. Thus the extension of 

cultivation irrigation and income from fisheries. orchards, 

etc. benefi tt{ed th-e zamindars only - neither the Government nor 

the peasants. These zamindars and big landlords were bene:t1 t:ied 

also from some other sources such as labour rent. produce rent 

and homage etc. 

12. A;bid.' PP• 35-36. 
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The system of primary tenancy, 1 tself was very 

exploitative and in it the most exploitative was the "produce 
j.( 

rents" or bbaol1 system" • The produce rent system was 

different from another rent p.ayable in kind by the share 

cropper.s in which tber.e was absence of custanary or legal 

rights. This customary produce .rent has been one of the 

various causes of agrarian tension in this 1Jer1od. 13 

There are tour main types of agricultural surplus. 

These are ( 1) In the form of product-s (use valuw) • ( 2) In 

the form of work (labour service) and in the form of money 

{exchange value). Tbe surplus 1n the form ot money is the 

basic feature of capitalist economy. In the pre-capitalist 

society the other two forms are found. In the transitional 

economy which is characterised by the semW'eudal or semi-

cap! talist mode of production, all the three foras are found. 

The zamindari period :of Bihar~ :therefore, can be characterised 

as transitional in n~ture because of the presence of all three 

forms in varying degree and forms) and sometimes 1 t was 

collected ruthlessly by the landlords. 
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However, the land used by the. peasants were declared 

as 'Bakhast' land if they failed to pay tbe reCl\lh"ed rent 1n 

the foi"Dl of cash~ The ppor peasantry generally had to pay -

for thilr own land declared as 'Bakhast land' and generally 

the landlords would not give any kind of r.ece1pt to be 

produced to claim the occupancy right. This became the source 

of agrarian tension. 

Apart .from the above mentioned form of exaction, 

the poor peasantry was exploited through salami -money paid 

at the t.ime of transfer of occupancy holding from on• peasant 

to another, and system of corvee or .Begar -physical work 

wi tbout payment. Not only th1s1 • there existed in tact • an 

extra ordinary large number of such exactions e. g. Bhuaavan 
f:.l)/)1)€~ 

(supplying Neh for the Z81Dindar' s ~a ttl e), motoravan (tor 

purchasing zandndar' s car), Hathlyavan (for purehaslng 

zamindar' s elephant) , Begavan (for planting the %aminder' s 

orchard), Petpiravan. (when t.amindar' s wife conceived), 

J ammavan (when the zamin<iar was blessed with an offspring) • 

Holiyavan ( whell the zamindar celebrated the HoU. test! val) • 

Pakawan (when the zamindar got a boil) and. so on.• 14 A 

s1milar kind of payment was given by the poor peasants to the 

zamindars for their other personal causes such as tor the 
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education ot their sons and if the zaJilindar gave any _party 

to big government off1c1als.15 

Thus, the above mentioned kind of the uneven distri

bution of land surplus 1. various kinds of payment in the 

three forms of service, goods, and money and other kinds of 

exploitation in all forms of lives of the poor peasantry 

prepared the framework under which the agrarian relaUon of 

Bihar developed till the abolition of Zam1ndar1 System and 

other measures adopted after 1947 by the Govemment of India 

and other independent efforts. But 1 t do~s not mea~~, as we 

will see later, that these measures brought about a drastic 

change in tbe basic structure of the economy of Bihar. 

Despite a general backward conditions, the agricultural 

economy of Bihar dm~tng the fit~st half of the 19th century 

witnessed some kind: of progress. It was caused. by the increase 

of cultivation of some Cash crops like p&pVJand opium, 

intrOduction of ttPotato and improved irrigation facilities. 

15. H.D. Malav1ya1 Land Reforms in India, 
(Hew Delhi, 1955), pp. 103-4, quoted in 
A. Des, ftg. 2, P• 45. 
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But the gain achieved by tbe 11m1 ted progress in 

agr1cul ture was countered by the forces ot Colonial1SJD. 

First of all1 tbe de•1114ustr1alization and de-urbanization 

which were caused by the increasing import of goods troa 

England had an adverse effects on agriculture, for 1 t led 

to the pauperlzation of rural masses. Secondly, growing 

cultivation of cash crops such as indigo and poppy which 

was linked directly to the colonial trade of Britain became 

a barrier in the growth of food grain cultivation 1n the 

country-side. The limited srowth of local .industry hindered 

the progress in the field ot other cash crops. 

As a result of this •wbile the food crop section of 

Bihax"' s agr1cul ture continued for a long time to exist in 

relatively non-commercial, subsistence set-up under condition 

of raclt-renUngJ conee and heavy 1ndebtness ot the peasantry, 

the cash crop section was tied not to the operation of tbe 

Bihar, over even the .. Indian Market, but to the colonial 

market mechanlsm." 16 However. af'ter 1920, the situation 

started changing 1n the positive direction but before 1 t 

could 1mprove to a sati-sfactory point, ln the ye.ar 1929, the' 

wide dep~ession came into force leading to the plunder of 

the peasantn for next 12 years or so. In 194Z...43, the pric 

16. A.Jii. Das, No, 2• P• 49. 
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started shooting up due to second." war:. TbJ.s further 

deteriorated the . ·cond11:1ons of the poor masses.· ·The 

conditions ot the landowners. on the other band improved. 

to some extent. 

Insp1te of the tact that the· tea plantation and. 

Industrial City of Calcutta absorbed some rural labour, 

those who rema1ned 1n village lost their control over land, and 

faced worst conditions between 1931 and. 19511. only 50 per cent 

of the increased population were absorbed in the work other 

than agricultural and the percentage .of the population on 

agriculture wblch was 98.8 in 1931 9 came to 87.3 in 1951.17 

i'be poor masses in the countryside waa not only .adversely 

effected by tbe UDnatural p-opulation growth but some other 

factors too cont'.ributed in this regard. Since there was 

abandant cheap agricultural labourer in the rural areas, the 

position o:r lm\downer in the form ot money lenders became 

strong. It was so because now the poor peasants were dependent 

on them not only tor the payment of land rent but also for 

tulf1111ng their be.sic family reGuirement• 

thus, the pr-edominant mocie o£ production in Bihar 

which was tt semi-feudal"'; wi ttl the rapid commerc.1allzat1on and 
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economic tm1fication of the country • made a link between 

poli tlcally isolated villages. Th.e peasantry of this region 

which had been unconscious traditionally • ,as compared to 

Bengal, stood against the landlords and big ZElllindars. 

Although there had been some cases of peasant revolt even 
..,. 

earlier such as 'the Santbal Insurection of 1955•56, Munda 
A. 

uprising of 1899-1901 and Indigo riots of 1867, 1871 and 

19071 but only after the first world war it took a different 

form of more sustaining and continuing character. 

The Champaran Satayagraha led by Mahatma Gandhi in 

the year 1917 was prQbably the first in the series of new 

agrarian movements after the first world war. Hov this all 

happened is known to everyone. Therefore, it would l.)e suffice 

to analyse tbe movement from the view point of this study. 

We will, therefore,. deal mainly with (1) nature of the 

leadership of the movement and (1.1) the characteristics of 

the movement in general~ 

It is generally asstm1ed that there were only three 

consti tutnts of this movement~; These were the leadership of 

Mahatma Gandhi,. a group ot Bihar advocates, and some people ,. ' . .. ' 
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from agriculture such as RB3ltumar Shukla. 1 t u also argued 

that the peasantry of that region remained 1Dact1 ve. This 

kind of arglBent has been put forward by a large number 

of CoQentional Historians and. some other writers on this 

movement of Bihar. 18 

A cr1 tical analysis of the soc1o-p011 tical dimensions 

ot C.hamparan Movement, and particularly its leadership would 

suggest that this movement was lim1 ted in 1 ts scope. It 

was so, largely because of the tact that while there was a 19 

"' wide-spre~ grievance against the Bri tisb forced indigo 

planters, the local leadership was involved in it mainly 

because of 1 ts own interest. 

Tbus recently some students of social movements have 

rightly. argued tb.at to say that the peasantry of Chaaparan 

remained completely •assive is to bide the facts. Jaques 

'ouch~epaduss for example • observes that the local leaders 

Uke Rajkumar Sbukla •. Khendar Ra1, and Sent Rautt belonged 

to that class ot J"Ural Bihar which could be characterised as 

rich pe.asantry. Because the Independent size o~ the holding 

18. For a brief descr.iption of the analysis made by the 
conventional historians see A.N. ·nas, ent1tled ·~he 
seeds of Peasant" • No •. 2. 

19. Jaques Pouchcapaduss. "Local leaders ·ana the Intell1-
gent1a in the Champaran Satyagraha." C9Dttibution $9 
the Indian SopAoJ.og,y,(New Delhi), November 1974~: 
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ot these leaders, were many times more than the average 

size o1 the holding of Cbamparan of tbat period. 20 

The rich peasants of Cbamparan were afraUl of the 

British Indigo planta:tion because of the rising prices of 

food grains and cash crops like sugar;cane etc. Especially 

the developed fac1l1 Ues of irrigatlon made them conscious 

of the fact that by cultivating indigo they were suffering 

a massive economic loss. Not only the economic interest of 

the local rich peasants clashed w1 th the foreign indigo 

planters. The local rich peasantry was also jealous ot 

the alien power because of .. forced labour force. According 

to the local customs, the local high caste people and 

especially the landlords had the first right to employ the 

agricultural workers on their farms. It was so because 
• ot the fact that being the high caste people, they would not 

think tn\terms of doing phy.sieal work by their OWl'l hands. 21 

The local rich peasants were also annoyed wi tb the 

allen power beeause the ~;,ere proving as a barrier in 

expanding the money lending capacity of the fo.mers. 1 t 

20. G. Mishra• 8 The Socio-economic Backsround ot Gand.b1• s 
Cbamparan J«ovementft • I'W&an Ecogric and. §octal 
Hj.stoa RetJ.II'• Vol. 5, o. 31 1 8~ 

21. A.M. Das, J!q, 2 • P• 6o. 
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should be born in mind that the local leaders like Shukla 

and Khendar Rai were money lenders. 22 This is also a fact 

that the 1 ndigo-planters encouraged the local agricultural 

workers through advance payments every year., 2' though 

:for their own parpose.. However, the advance payment by 

the alien rulers was on free interest unlike the money 

lending by the indigenous laJldlords and money lenders. It 

is interesting to point out that the second level leaders 

like Dr. Raj1ndra Prasad and Anugrah Narayan SintJa were too 

the big zamindars. 

The above analy•is ,of_the socio-economic and political 

aspects of the Cballpa~an ~oven.ent indicates that ( 1) the 

theory of middle peasant propogated by some students ot 

agrarian movement does not stand .valid in this context 

because the local leaden of this 11ovement were 1nfact rich 

peasants. ( 11) The movement, from the view point of socialist 

revolutionary appracb, was Umlted in its scope because 

the leaders of this movement were act! ve more because of their 

own interest and less for the rural poor masses. 

However, one should not draw a conclusion, as some 

msrxists students of social science d.o, that even Mahatma Gandhi t 

22. J a~es Poucbc$paduss, No, 19. 

23. G, Misbra, pg, . 2Q• 
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stand was a bourgeoi' s stand. 24 One should. try to aee tbe 

context in Which. GaDdh1j1 bad to seek the.. cooperation ot 

middle and rich peasants end even landlords' etc. ·Mahatma 

Gandhi was aware of the fact that tbe foreign colonial forces 

were more dangerous and. exploitat11fe 'than tbe 1ntf.1genous 

feudal capitalist forces. Because under coloniaUsm. tbe 

poor masses were exp1oi ted both by the foreis,n colonial 

forces and the native feudal, capitalists elements. And 

anY revolutionary mass movements cannot be successfully f~~t 

with these two forces, at a time. It was more true in the 

~ndian context· for at 41fferent.phases of ~eedam struggle. 

the Indian bourgeoise ha.s alllfled with the Britisbers. 

Most of the Marxist wr1 ters should agree with the above, 

given arguments._ Gandhi's later activities such as his 

movement for the upliftment of the poors like Harijans and. 

his life long struggle for communal harmony are suffice 

to suggest that he was no less progessive than any leader 1n 

the h1story of mass revolution in the world. 

K,1san Stlllif: Kisan Sabba grew up out of the Sri 

Si taram Ashram at Bibta (Patna) established by SwaJDi Sahjanand 

Sarswat1. the exploitation by the landlords of Masaura 

24. A.N. Das bas vehementally cri tic1sed even Mahatma 
Gandhi. No. Z1t 



144 

(near Gaya) contributed most in 1 ts formation. ltd tially 

Sabj aaand did not take up the issue for he believed that 

this would provotre. landlords and lead to further explo1 taticm 

of the peasantry. But ultimately when he bec81De eonvienced 

about the notorious exploitation of that locality. he decided 

to form an organiaat1on which would promote harmony between 

the landlords and kisan~ The 1n1 tial objective of this 

organization was to avoid tension in the countryside but soon 

after Sabjanand started. bellev.lng in class struggle after 

seebg the ad.ament att1 tude of the landlords. 

In the meantime_, tension in other parts of Bihar • 

partly due to Bakhast issuef and partly because of a Bill 

supposed to be passed. by the daninant factions of legislature 

supported by the big _landlords and zam1ndars. Tbia Will 

was meant to amend tbe tenancy act. Some peasants leader like ,, 

Ramdayalu Singh,_ and Pandit YallUfta Kargee etc. decided to 

form an All Bihar Kisan Sabha to pressurise from outside 

for dropping the Bill! Ultimately it was formed on 7tb 

November, 1929, with Sahjanand as the President and s.K.Sinha 

(i'irst C,M~ Bihar) as the General Secretary. 

Tbis orgai'lisation insp1 te ot opposition .fran certain 

sections of congressmen and poll tical leaders became so 

popular that 1 t successfully forced tbe governnent to w1 tbdraw 
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the Bill; which 1f passed, would have further weakened 

the poe1 t1on of the peasants. 25 

There are certain s1m1lari ties and differences 

between the contemporary movements and those which occurred 

in tbe past due to agricultural exploitation .in Blh$.1". In 

both the phases some extra economic issues such as caste 

factors, were common. 26 So tar as the difference is concerned, 

in the social movements which oec~ed in the 1960s and ?Ost the 

main part1c1pal'lts came from low socio-economic order of 

society, They were mainly the poor' peasants_, .share-croppers 

and agricultural workers belonging to the scheduled castes 

and other weaker sections of the society. 27 The second point 

of difference lies in the fact that unlike under zam1ndar1 

system, now these poor section ot people had to fight witb 

the new rich peasant which emerged as a consequence of the 

~11 tion of zamindarl system. 28 

26. 

27. 

28. 

A.N. Das, 19• 2. PP• 88-95. 

A run Sinha, "BeleW Revised" • if:i, 6tAugust,. 1977. 

R.s. Joshi, ttDark World of Hari,jans and Adivasi•, 
~-~ (Delhi), 5 June 1977. 

Gail Omvedt (.ed), ~ Cpsts gd Politic§ in Indian 
§tates (Delhi, 1982 , PP• 1-~: 
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Post-:t-947 Period, Stry.ggle for. tt1e Sathi 1@l'lftJiS 

The Sathi farms. movement was the first important 

agrarian movement in post.o.~ndependent Bihar. It was 

launched in the Champaran District where Gandhij1 had launched 

his famous 1911 Movement against forced indigo fannin,. In 

fact the root of thia movement goes back to pre-independence 

days of the first Congress Ministry (under Provincial 

Autonomy)~· It was started against the misconduct of 

Mr. B. B. Venne who waa appointed as the first Indian Manager 

of tl'u;~ Bettiab Raj which was under the court of wards. 

Mr. Verma bad settled large amowt of land not only on the 

name of his kinsm~n but: also on the name of some of important 

congress leaders and sODie industrialists Uke Birla and 

Nepani who wanted to establish sugar-cane plantation for their 

factories, This was just against the rule of settlement of 

such lands in a ward of ·~Encumbered estate• • Due to peasants 

resistance. the congress party and some ot 1 ts leaders, 

_Brajapati Mishra was c1toos~ as the mediator between the 

Peasants and Shah.is (another party on whose name too but later 

the land was transferred), 

'Mr~ Mishra not only said that only 45 acres of land 

should be surrendered by Shahi but A5ettled some land' on his 
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own name too., The peasants refused to accept llb.is settlement. 

In the meantime Dr. Rem Manohar LohJ.ya, on behalf of the 

Socialist Party • intervened. But ultimately on tbe advice 

of Sardar Patel the settlement between Misbra an4 Shabi 

was cancelled 'by the government of Bihar. Mr. Misbra made 

a trust and transferred tbe land on tbe name of trust~ For 

tbe cancellation o:f the settlement wi tb shabi, the government 

of Bihar passed a legislation called n Sath1 lend restoration 

Act, 1950'. But it was declared null and void by the Supreme 

Court. Although the land is still under the control of these 

big shots, this movement became a source of inspiration for 

the peasant struggling against their exploitation in other 

part of Bihar. 29 

One of them was the mov~ent of Jhakla Village of 

the eastem part o.f the same Champaran district. 'there the 

peasants stood agelnst the social and economic exploitation 

of landlords~ On the social level tfie poor peasants who 

belonged to the lower caste hierarchy refused to pay the 

tradl tionally continued. respect to the upper caste landlords. 

For the economic exploitation, they took the question of 

wages of agricultural labour and on both the levels, inspite 
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of the resistance from big landlords and state power!• 

they successfully showed their strength.by increasing the 

wage of 6 Katchi seers to 9 K.atehi seers. 30 After 1960 • 

although cases of peasant revolts against their exploi ta.t1on 

have been reported from different part o:t Bihar but some 

regions have been tile strong hold,of organised movement.s. 

In most of the cases the parti.cipants have beeri guided 

by the ideology of one o~ another taction of CPl (M. L. ) • 

Three cases ·of this p er1od from different parts of Bihar 

would be suffice to indicate the k1nd of exploi tat1on of 

peasantry and their loe.ally organs. sed strength. Although 

these small cases o.f peasant revolts are regional 1n character, 

yet draw the attention of not only the government officers 

and national leader.s but .also social scientists. 

(A). To begin with the 0 L;md grab moxemeattt· wbich 

came into force after the failure of the various measure,g 

of aararian reforms such as tbe land reforms end Bboodan 

Movement. A resentment culminated among the evicted poor 

tenants and the agr1cul tural labourers~ 

30. I b1.$). • PP• 226-226. 
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Even in this ease there we~several reasons other 

than economic which helped in growing the landgrab movement 

in 1970s. These were ( 1) Inspiration ~th~ landgrab movE!IJ18nt 

of Bengal and some parts of Bihar, (2) the fall of Congr-ess 

in 1967 and coming into power ot the Joint Front Ministry 

in Bihar. Because it was believed that various parties 

of the front· such as CPI , Sociallst and Jherkhand were 

favourable to the poors. ( 3) Commitments of this new 

government, perhaps because of its own political. purpose, and 

enactment of some legislations such as the abolition of 

"The fata Jamindari Act"'' and (4) '!be stated .firm decision 

of the government to implement land reforms end ceiling~ 

This movement took a momentum in the three districts 

ot Purnea, Muzzaffarpur and Plongbyr and the peasants 

(especially the evicted tenant) started capturing the evicted 

land. Inspite of opposition of various political parties such 

as J ansangh, B.K.D. , and an effort for mediation by J.P. , 

1 t could not be checked. 'the poor peasants continued to 

occupy more and more ev1cteci and ceiling surplu$ lands. 

U 1 timately the government had to publish the name of 

125 big zamindars like Dharbanga~ Hathua, K~la , and 

Ramgarh etc~, and armounced that their surplus would be 
-~·~ 
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immediately brought into ceiling Act o£ 1961. It vas also 

announced that notices are being served to 5 big :zamindars 

, of 587 blocks. Through these measures government could 

narrowed it down to some extent. But unfortunately it came 

to end when on 18th August, 1970 the C.P.I decided to 

withdraw this movement. 31 

(B} Masaurbi (Patna District} also witnessed some 

cases of peasant ~risings in this period. Till 1970, 

Madbuban village of Dhanarua, block of Patna district ·some 

square miles of land would be cleared by the Harijans for 

their settlement on the instructions of the government. But 

after 1 t was cleared. Y adav rich peasants capture<l J. t by 

force. This led to the killing of three Yadev land owner a 

of a nearby village called Patharbat. · Arter that village 

was declared tt1faxal1te-1nfected.11 

· .. Neema Village, in Punpun block of the same district 

was a notorious case of exploitati.on by the landowners over 

the poor peasants (mostly harijans). The struggle started 

between the landowners and the agricultural labourers on 

the issue of wages prescribed by the government. Under the 

leadership of Virda Mushar in 1975 they refused to do begar 

and sent their women to the landlords houses !or work. 

31. J]a1d. • P•. 239. 

32. Ib!4•, PP• 239-240. 
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ultimately they were brutally supressed with the help ot 

state power and its para military force.32 

(C) ,Bho3pt1i£ : Like in other parts of Bihar, in 

Bhojpur too the agrarian Movements have seen the remarkable 

dif.ference between the two major phases of peasant movements. 

It is a well known fact that in the first war of independence 

the peasantry ·Of thiS region fought bravely under the 

leadership ot Kumtar Singh and his associates. During the 

final phase of national struggle. in 1930s and 1940s. too 

the peasantry was led by upper caste r.ich peasant leaders. 3' 

The peasants ot this reg101'1 fought against Zamindari system 

with the help of Kisan Sabha under the leadership of 

Tri ven1 Singh. 34 

But the p~riod which followed the 1947 have witnessed 

an entirely different equation. Most ot the peasant 

struggles have been fought between the upper caste rich 

peasants and the lower castes (mainly SCs) agr1cul tural 

labourers and poor tenants. 

32. 1 bid. • PP• 239-240. 

:53. K.Mukherjee et al, No. 10. 
34. Max ijarcourt. "Kisan population and Revolution in 

Rural India: the 1942 Disturbances in Bihar and East 
United Provinces"' in D.A. ~ow( ed) Csmgresa end tJu: Ba;t, 
London, 1977). 



152 
~()})_~ . 

One of the.~ causes responsible .tor spread 

ot agrarian tension in the contemporary Bbojpur is the 

mechanised taming as a result ot noreen R:evolutionft • The 

agricultural workers (mainly the attached workers) who were 

paid both in cash and in kind35, now found it very difficult 

to sarvive because the large scale tanning in the long run 

needs less manual labour. 36 

This disappointment of the agricultural workers who 

mainly hail from lower castes and scheduled castes were 

given the ideological suppQrt of sOine N axali te leaders Uke 

Satyanarayan Singh and Kesbo Prasad Singh. These were the 

outsiders. But some people from tbelllselves too ccame to the 

forefront. In most of the cases, however, these grassroot 

revolutionaries were compelled by the landlords to fight 

against the traditional suppression ofthe zamindars •. One ot 

them was J agdish Mahto. who was Harijan< by caste and . ·'-'f'Ould 
..------- 0 ' 

teach in H.D. Jain School, Arrab; the most prestigeous school 

of that loce.li ty. 3? In the 1967 election of Bihar, J agdish Mahto 

was a staun~ suppor~of Ram Maresh Ram- a c.P.I. candidate. 

!he main contest was between Ram R are.sh Ram supported by the 

35, A.N. Das. No, g. P• 249., 

36. See Section "Green Revolution and agrarian classes"' 
of C,bapter IJ. 2' >thi§ srk •. 

37. Talk with some friends o.f that region. 

I 
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backward castes agricultural labourers and other lower 

. sections, and Raj deo Ram (P.S.P.} supported by landlorcls. 38 

On the pollin& day J agdlsh, on the polling booth of his 

village Ekwari resisted against the rigging done by R athunl 

Singh, the biggest landlord of the village. As a result. 

he was brutally beaten-up and was hospi tall.sed tor several 

days. There he ·changed from an -ordi-tiary teacher to a naxaU te 

leader.39 

But in the meantlme several events occurred 1n 

Bbojpur district. The poor peasant under the guidance of 

Satya narayan Sitigh started occupying some lend .in Buxar diara 

(river bank land of Buxar) •. Charu Majumdar visited this 

region. J agdisb Master an4 others mobilised the oppressed 

Harijans and demanded for 'Harijanistan' • But this movement 

too, like other was suppressed. But it see~&s that although 

the flame has been ex~sbed bu.,t the fire is still there 

inside the ashes. 

The problems of agrarian reforms could become the 

issue of high priority at the level of policy making only 

38. This constituency was a 'reserved' constitu~ency. 

39. A.N. Das. Ng, 2•Jl251. 
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after independence •. Broadly speaking, to· quote P.C.Joshi, 

after independence • there emerged three major agrarian the sea 

and, based on them three blue prints for polltical action 

relating to the land problem. These were contrib\lted by three 

majox.- political trends in the country." 40 These were 

( 1) th• Congress party which came into power and advocated 

for the land reforms within tbe :framework of parliamentary 

democracy. (2) The Communist party of India which gave the 

slogan of "Land to the 'fillet" through militant mobilization 

of the Peasantry, and (3} Some followers of Mahatma Gandhi 
,, 

under the leadership of V1noba Ji Who wanted to solve the 

problem through 1 Sarvodaya• and latter through "Bboodan

Grandam Movement". 

All the measures adopted for agrarian reforms 

sponsored more ~r less by the three major above mentioned 

political trends have been critically examined on All-India 

level elsewhere in this thesis. The·re is,. therefore, no 

need of repeating it again largely beeause of the fact that 

what i.s time on All India level is more true tor Bihar. 

This is precisely so because ( 1) Bihar was one of the first 

40. P.C. Joshi, L~nd re:tonn§ 1p Iria: :rren4s and 
perspgst1xe, New Delhi. 1975 t P• 38. 
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stateg to pass land reforms legislation and any study dealing 

with evaluation of land reforms would certainly make an 

evaluation of the situation in Bihar, (2) Bihar bas been the 

heart land of Rhoodan and Gramdam movement. Therefore • an 

evaluation of this movement in India is in fact the evaluation 

of its effect large.ly in Bihar, and ( 3) Communist sponsored 

movem~~t like land grab movement has already been evaluated 

(especially 1 ts nature and scope) in the preceeding section 

on "agrarian movement in Biber". Yet, a brief evaluation 

ot land reforms, Bhoodan movement and Green revolution seems 

necessary to see their effect exclusively 1n the context 

of Bihar. 

Inspite ot the opposition .from different officials 

and unofficial sections of.Bibar, the government of this 

state, largely due to the efforts made by K.B. Sabey, made 

its first legislative attempt to abolish the zamindari system 

in 1947. But it took altogether five years to become a law 

to be 1mplemented.41 

But even this act allowed the Z amindars to retain 

their • Sir' and 'Khudkast' • Thus even today there are big 

.landlords and estates having more then 500 acres and 1n some 

cases even around 1000 acres. The old structure is, although 

41. A.N"! Das, No. 2, pp. 199-200~ 
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in modified form. ,still continues to exist and still there 

are landowner, occupancy ra1yat1 non-occupancy ralyat. under 

ra)yat and bata1dars (share cropper). 

In 1974, on,- the request of J ai Prakash Narayan. a 

combined survey ot .Sociologist,· Psychologist ·and ·Economist was 

made of the developmentleffortg" done in Maus8har1 on behalf 

of Gram Swaraj Movement. After the survey the sociologists 

remarked • there still remain a Wide gap between tbe idea of 

the movement and the social realities with which one is 

~' confronted in the gramd• village. The psychologlst noted 

that the ·changes that have come "are far from being radice1 

and consequently • have failed in restructuring e1 ther the 

village economy or the minds of the people. At best they have 

provided some relief to the system." The economist remarked 

"The semi-feudal social formation got a rude shake-up in the 

wake of the poor peasant movement in Musabari...... The poor, 

it seems had a brief period of respite. But this d14 not 

last long. The Sarvodaya movement, and . the intensification 

of the process of e.gricul tural transtormation from above 

without altering tbe land distribution pattern and rel41on of 

production and by pouring in. aid from outside 1n terms of 

inputs, employment opportlmities, 1ntrastructural items etc., 
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has once again tilted the power balance against the rural 

poor. Semi-feudalism has staged a come-back.042 

After a survey of post land reforms Bihar.-- Daniel 

Thorner remarked ... Insbort .neither zamindari abolition nor 

Bhoodan persuation (although Bihar hasft~ean -the site of the 

most intensive Bhoodan effort-s in the whole of India) has 

been able to transform rural Bihar. It remains a stronghold 

of large land holders and hierarchical property rights; 

leasing, subleasing and eviction- are all eommon."'4' 

As regards the effect of various programmes launched 

in the name of •Green revolution,_ Various schemes were not 

totally :truitless.- Agricultural production and product1v1 ty 

improved somewhat. But these all things were tor the best 

in the beat of all possible worlds because if the distribution 

of land is more or -less the same, the improved mechanised 

farming would help only those who possess lands. 

Caste, L~ and Pow-er;, 

An analysis of the relationship amon~e three 

d1mens1ons'.~'~' nJ of soci.al inequality would be worth doing 

42. A.N. Das, No, 2, pp. 213-214. 

43. Daniel Thorner, The at!rJ1t!an Rrospec!( w India• 
(Delhi, 1956), P• 35. . . 
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both from -the view point of tb.eoretical exercise and to 

understand certain basic trends in the society. of contemporary 

Bihar •. Theoretically by examining the relationship mnong 

these factors through various historical phases, 1 t can be seen 

whether any of them (caste, l~d or power) acts like a • base' .-, 

influencing others according to its own way or not. Although 

the study of the recent trends emerging in Bihar would also 

to some extent add in formulating certain theoretical 

postulates but 1 t would help more in understanding the changes 

which are coming in the social structure of Bihar. 

Castijwise, the Brahmins, Bhumihars, Rajputs and 

Kayastha form the upper stratum ot the social hierarchy. 

Yadavas, Kurmis and Koiris are the three important sections 

which constitute the backward class othsr than the scheduled 

castes and tribes. These three backward castes constitute 

the ha.lt of the total population of the backward .class. The 

chamars, Dusadhs and Mushars are numerically c1om1nant among 

the scheduled caste. 

All the upper castes constitute only 13.2244 per cent 

of the population of Bihar. But unlike their weak numerical 

44. Roy, Ramashraya, "Caste and political recruJ.tment 1n 
Bihar" in R.Kothari (ed), pagte i,p India Po).itjcs, 

· (New Delhi, 1970), p. 229. 
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strength tbey bad been more dannant 1n the society of 

Biber largely because of their hlgh r1 tual status 1n social 

hierarchy (caste h1erarcby) dolllnant economic position and 

therefore. capacity to influence the decision DakJ.ng process. 

In the caste hierarchy • the Brahm1ns cons'ti tute tbe upper 

most stratum followed respectively by the BblaJ.hars. and 

Rajputs. 45 AltbouSh the Kayastbas pos1 t1on 1a no. 4th in the 

r1 tual hierarchy but has taken the lead in the field o! 

education. 46 Similarly, so tar as the distribution of land 

is concerned the Braiuins (including Bhumibars) and Rajputs 

hold a considm-ably major part of land. In sho~. therefore, 

"The zamindars, the tenants, land-lords. cultivators and 

big peasants, ,;:ere mostly upper caste Hindua. The poor 

peasants were mainly trom what is today known as scheduled 

caste and middle castes. The poor middle peasantry and the 

middle peasantry were drawn mainly from middle castes. , 41 

45. A 1 tbOU&b otber castes may not accept tbis v1ew 
that BhwrdJ\ar comes just after Brahmins. It is a 
case of "an effort .by one caste to enhance its social 
status and resistance by other. 

46. B.B. Misbra, The Indian middle classes: :t'he1f sroxlb 
.ln m9dftl1l T3.mes• (London, 1961) , P• !)4. 

4$. H.P. Pradhan, Caste and Class in Bihar, iFtl -
Annual Number February 1979, P• 481. 
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The situation, however, could not change much even 

after the abolition \lf the zamindari system. !bus, according 

to one observation ttThe middle caste~were predominantly 

tenants of pre-independence days. After the abolition of 

zamindari, a section ·Of them became owners of sub.stantial 

lands, the others became mid~le or poor peasants, some others 

were pushed down to become agricultural labourers. The 

scheduled castes were reduced to poor peasants and agricultural 

labourers." 48 

Thus, even in the case of Bihar, lt seems that the 

economic position ot a particular caste is b1gbly co-related 

with its ritual status in the caste hierarchy. Inequality 

inherent in terms of economic post t1on and caste hierarchy 

have further cul.minated 1n other fields too. ThUs due to 

contact w1 th the British colonial forces, 1 t was Xayasthas 

among the four upper castes who got more benef1 t in the fields 

of education, 49 followed by Brahmins, Bhumihars and RaJputs. 

It seems further that when any opportunity is created fr011 

outside., 1 t is generally the upper stratum which gets the 

lion share. Bere one important thing to note is that 1nsp1 te 

48. Dhar et al, •caste and Polity in Bihar" 1n Gail Omveclt 
( ed) • ttLand caste and Politics in Indian states. tt No, 28. 

49. Ramasbraya Ray, No. 44, p. 232. 
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of the fact that the Brahmins who have been at the top 

of ritual hierarchy and ·others like Bhumihars and. Rajput:s 

who are dominant economically. education beni:fit·fjed to the 

Kayasthas. Reas.on seems to lie in the fact that. since 

the K·ayasthas were neither economically well off nor 

higher in the caste hierarchy, therefore, they must have 

choosen education as the means to maintain their upper 

position in the Societies. 

However .• this inequality in the field of education 

and its sccess of various castes started changing, although 

not in a very remarkable way. This change was shown not 

only in the access of e4ucat1on among various castes of 

the upper strata, but even among lower castes~ Education 

and especially the higher education is a kind of factor 

which is tq~great extent det~ned by the economic 

capacity one possesses. Therefore.,. 1 t was generally those 

castes who were economically dominant started strengthening 

their position in the field of education.. Thus the Brahmins, 

Rajputs and Bbumibars percentage of literary increased •. 

Even the other backward castes such as .K urmi and Koiries 

developed. a lot. In comparison to other mentioned abqve 

the position of scheduled castes eoula not change much, 
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1'his relatively closed system of stratiflcaticn.so 

started changing after the country in general and the 

society of Bihar in particular came to be influenced by 

the force of Pax-Bri tanica. 51 Because as has been noted 

by various social scientists no society remains static for 

ever. The British forces not only influenced our society 

from outside by creating new means o! communication, 

transportation and political institutions but also tbe 

Indian tradition from w1 thin. As a consequence, this 

internal element of Inai an social structure started 

changing through an efforts by various lower castes 

to i.'llprove their speeial status by imi tatlng the culture 

and r1. tual habits of upper castes. 52 

In Bihar~ these efforts of social mobility was 

made initially through organised action of various castes 

association and Varna association. However, the organized 

so. 

51. 

52. 

Concepts o.f 'Closed' and 'open• systems o~ stratifi
cation have been discussed in the secoaa, o.b.anter of 
Ws Wrk• 

This change has been discussed in detail l)y Prof'.Srinivas 
in Caste in Kode~ ~J,a ~ g;t~et easau, (Bomba.y,l962) 
and Beteille in Ciiti))l;Liii New \Bombay, 1969). 

See Sriniv:as., '"A. note on Senstivitization and 
·westernization" in Cl§'tg in flodern Ingia aJ}d Othgr 
t;;§flVS" .. No. 51 and "Senstiza:tion and Westernization• 
· "Social £hiJV!I tn Modem India" (Bombay, 1966). 
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social action on the part o.f various castes as.sociation was 

confi_ned to social realm but soon t·ouebed the political 

dimension of the social structure. 'eThe Varna (or a 

fraction of it) became the .basis of a political calculus; 

the concept which was relevant only for a peculiar 

rationale of a peculiar social order assumed new importance 

in the new realm o:f politics' 53 

In this raee o! statue mobility, the lower castes 

people naturally remained behind the upper castes. In the 

field of politics too, the backward castes people entered 

after the Higher castes people_, and occupied dominant 

position at much later stage of pol! tical development. 

The origin of caste politics goes back to the pre

independence days in the year 1911. It was manifested 

clearly in the issue of separation of Bihar fran Benga.l.54 

The Kayasthas of tbi.s stateunder the leadership of Sir 
~ 

Saehidanand Sinha wer-e very active ae!oee days. In tact. 

the Kayasthes. who were leading in the field of education 

were afraid of the Bengalis Who dominated the sphere of 

public service and other opportunities primarily because 

of the fact that they eame first into the contacts of 

53. R •. Roy. No. 44, PP• 237-38. 

54. Dhar et al 1n Gail Omvedt., No. 28 1 p. 105. 
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Bri tisbers. ~Al thougb the separation of Bengal and Bihar t 

in the beginning fulfilled tbc:t purpose of Kayasthas but 

later on, other castes too started struggling for it. This 

eompet1 tion among different castes led to alliance and 

counter-alliance of different castes according to need of 

the time both on. social and. pull tical forums. In the 

political field, it was evident from the competition among 

the leaders of different castes for dominant position in 

the congress party. 

However.if the political development in Bihar is 

interpreted in terms of caste and the alliance:? formed 

out of it, a trend can be very clearly indicated. This 

trend shows that till 1967 the .four castes of the upper 

stratum of social hierarchy have been dominant in the 

political area of' Bibar. In 1967, for the first time, the 

backward castes seriously and. successfully challenged the 

upper castes dominance in Bihar politics. It shOUld be 

mentioned that in 1967 the Yadavas, a.s the single caste, 

.sent the largest number of representative in the state 

legislative assembly. But till tb.en there was equal division 

in the membership of the assembly, between the upper and 

the backward castes. After that and specially when the 

J anta. Party came to power in l!T/1, the backward castes 

clearly ou.tnumbered the upper castes. Tbe 2$ reservations 

for the backward caste people in thevarious jobs of Bihar 

was passed and implemented after 197~. 
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ln conclusion, it can be said that tbe permanent 

settlement was permanently unsettled in Bihar. 1'be 

zamindari system was abolished largely due to the efforts 

of K.B. Sahay, Swami s. Saraswati and some peasant 

movements. But these measures have effected negatively, to 

some extent, the big land lords and zamindars and to e large 

extent positively the rich middle caste peasants. Other 

measures such as 'Bhooden and Gramdan Movement' end the 

'Green Revolution• have also followed the same direction. 

Increasing pauperization of big zamindars m:..d ~aFMnce 

of economically and powerfully strong castes peasants are 

the effects of these measures. But the position of lower 

castes agricultural workers has not improved significantly. 

It can be also pointed. out that the unequal distri

bution of land, and the exploitation o.f the poors arising 

out of it, .very often causes large seale peasant rebellions. 

In most of the peasants uprisings in Bihar, the poor peasants 

who were the 'W'Orst sufferer have always participated under 

the leadership of rich peasant leaders. It was only during 

1970•80, that these movements have been led by their own 

leaders. but they too nave been guided by the ideologies 

of the rich outsiders in the form of Naxalties leaders. 
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As regards the relati.onship between caste land and 

power, the old regime bas been weakened in course ot time• 

Although even today there is high ·eo-relation-between them, 

in the politics of Bihar today; it is neither the big landlords, 

nor the high castes people but the dominant numerical strengtb 

of the backward castes people seem to be most effective in 

constituting the assembly structure in their o'Wft favour. 

The dominant economic pos1 tion and the high ritual status 

together (of the upper caste people) cannot dominant over the 

numerically strong position of the backward castes in the 

assembly. 
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~ t-reditioool Ind1an s.ocioty \'d'd.eh e~d 

be.fore tl'iif~ co-lonial per.t,oo $11ould apt1~l be ~gank-d m:; 

the typ.1cal eltample c4 the cl.~~ syst.~ c£ stnltii'icstion. 

It Should be conside:rad as c~rntivel.y closed society 

prJ.marily because oz tbe :fact ~~t the~ \l1aS no possibility 

ot aoe1al r:..ob.!Uty t.ased 01'1 individual ei'forts • .Althoufh, 

og course. tbe.re 1~re cazes of social vobllJ. ty among various 

castes. Ccn$equent1y t there t-:as eoncent~tion ot resources 

in the~ 1ndiv1dual or groupo£ indlvidud_s. In other 

worcs, there Wf'!a a s-u:a."nations of roles. h~fiee, .. JneQuality 

\lith tho advent of colonialiso• this ralatively 

closed sys~""lll .$ttlrted ~~~. l':n £act, no syst.eo can 

:rel'la!r.i static for e"»cr. The colonial f'orces in the !-o:rm 

or tlOdem eaueeUnn., devel-oped means o;t CoortJunication, 

l'lm'1 political J.nstitutions and 1ndu~trial1zation not 

only altered the atrue~.tro of the traditional Indian society 

but also pr-ovided ~ ltirld ot d:,~itml., Ti:-e first c;ajor 

ef£ect l'!tls seen. on the pattern oi' aoeisl hierarchy in 

Indian society. 1iw p~_cEmoof ine~e bett1een ccstG, 

land mel p~mr began ut~tt net\t la.~ tenure cyGteos, EnGlish 

educat1cn and salaried 3Qbs. 
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~..is process o.f ~~e 't~ f~ accelerntcd 

by ·the post-.col.onial oovelcipments. But .tt woul-d be '\lr,"rWf3 

to assume that this proecas Jms :r0nctted ~;e stn~,;t:~ of complete 

d3.S$0C.lation b..~t~en car:.te• land. and potter. lt 1$ a: £act 

that unequal d.tstribtttion o£ econcmte res~ was the 

tt'~in cause of ~ian tensions in too British period.. It 

is t.odny tt.S well. ibe poor r..oosrmt~ttnve been fJ.O'lt.ing 

against their ~loitation right !rom the l'iugbal period •. 

.Duri~ colmU.al perioct anti evGn :after it• epeciel.l.y :from 

1857 till today, a large numbe~ of pea&ant revolts ba'V'& 

occurred in ciif1'erent parts of the eourttry. Theoo movements 

al~itb other !ecturs compelled the Gove1.·ment of 

Independ~ httiia to it'lpleoent ecnam lend ret'orr.~ 1n order 

to protect the interests of the poor peastmt& and nericl.J.tural 

worlters.. I~ only tl".tnt• .~ other ne~s have a~so been 

taken by some soeiQl '\"!Orlters. Jrot:o example, Bincb& Bhnve 

st~ 1l3b.oodan :and ~ FiOvement •" ,. But all tb.ese 

tt-cQJ!Ures fail~d to achieve tl1eir true· ob~tivee. ~ne 

memruraa have 1n t'e.ct. be!leKi:~:ted ·the mid~ caste rl.e."'l 

peasonts llbo rave emarc;ed ao 1kulal{S 1 ,in almost all parts 

o:r the country. . Broadly speali:!Gg, tbepoor ~icul.turol 

workers have re~ained unehongec. 
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A CO!llparatlve atuay ·of d1£tere.nt states ah~'1B 

that Keral.n is the only r~te ttlhere land rc.::torms measures 

have bentd'J:~c! tb.-0 poor ~1culturo.l 'WOrkers. Even. the 

con~..ittons o£ tbe :poor ae;rieul:tu:ral workers o.t BeJlgal is 

not much bette-r than ot.~r statee. In the states of 

Pu:njab e.nci ~~ the bargain~ pm.1er og tile agr:icultural 

t10r1:ers f"or ir£C:r&aood ~s hes not J.mpro'll'Qd. ibis .ts 

surpr1td.nc~ be.e~use theBe t\-10 rrtates are n;tJONed as the 

heartland ot' the •Gl;oeen Revolution',. In ctt~r states. 

1or example• in Dihar, U.P .•• f.~shtra ruld ~asthail• the 

1~4 group$, to s great e1rtent ,roaMged to escape 1'rom the 

necat.tve e.ttoot.s o:t lmd reforms. 

nnw tl';.ese· meastJr.es could r.tO"t substantially ~o 

t..~ a.gra:.rinn class stt'"U(;~ •. St11l a large amount o~ land 

1s CQll:trolleu by a f'ew (in most ·Of the cases by tbtl ut~per 

castes) lu:r.tK~s. 1'1'-~ mi<:ldl.e ~aste peasants are stlll .tnvol.ved 

in ectuo.l cult;tvation, eltbo'U{;b t:.tO~ time they hire waae 

lobourers. ~ ·qricultural ~rkers. on t.t'le other hand• 

are :facing t.t'r'!O ~ problerr;G as the-.r did before. The lruU.an 

peaaants, for cxa.tnple, cannot only be d.U'.ferentiated i'rCtn 

the class ~~ landlo~ and agricultural t~orhers., but they 

ore a heterogenous lot. ibeY bave been ai.vi&..."<l into rich. 

middle t'.nd poor peasants~ 
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'i!w middle peu~try, accordirt..g to n. Alav;f. and 

Erie ~*U:f, posse&secG t-..he lass p.~ten:tial .tor revolution. 

Aecol"d1n:g to ·t..~ ) tb.t: trd.ddle peasants are mom inelinefl 

tf)1'~S rewluticn be\,::l\Use they ora stroctU1f'QJ.ly .tree and 

least effected by the eris!a. 1lle 1mid.dle' peasont.s 

thesis ea.~ be cooll~d botl1 tl'leoreticelly and substent1Glly. 

At. t..~e theoreti.eal ~.it can be! asked U the middle 

peasants are 1t!SS effcated by the crisJ.s why should they 

go for revo1ut1011? In the context o£ Bihar, it bas been 

noted that during C!w...mpn~ Sa.t~a ~?.ost o£ the local 

leaders eame .frot1 the class of landl~. end they actJ.vely 

participated .L"'l it. In the p&~~t uprising, wl1ich took 

place tn the l.970s a.~ OO's in; Bihar• it t-:na generally the 

PC"(')r ~G wtiO stood aaainst the exploi;tt'ltion o.t landlor(la 

and big :zaminders. In sncrt ;it SL~B that it is not middle 

b~-t r.teh. nnr1 1..'1 most t;4 the enses poor peasantry t-rilo takO 

the 1nit1titive. 

So .fer as the que$'tion o'£ the ~ture of Indian 

peasantry is co-ncerned. lt is not prn~r to :d'"~cteriso 

them as docile. Village e~ty ar..d caste-system might 

have tltoppcdthem in chie'Vl.ng thetr final goal of' mtt1cn• 

wide aocialist revolution but the l.aelt of p~r org011..izat1on 

se\ll'llS to be most crucial impctJirJGnt in this regard. Proper 

conseicusne~-s on clans linea may trf~ns.ter them froo 'clean 
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in itself• to tJclass for 1ts&l:f*1• In !'net t't~ classical. 

i•'iandst eor1Ce,rlt1on oi' the, i:rench pea.sr~~r.t ~ valid 

booau,.,..~ ~ clearly at~ibuted ~ faUure o£ the French 

peaemtry to the t.ragmented n....."''i;ure o:.r livirs;g erA a lack 

·O:f c0ir~r.1lflietjt.:Ltm and organUa:t.ton. 

The lack of proper Con:Irm.m!eation .W:\d organization 

ttlone should not be regan.t~d as t..~ price variable in 

the t~·ay fJt :revoluticn. 11' the ~lsrxist approach .iS 

aceeptea. theN must be a certain basic cnviroru:ent tor 

revolution. Revolution) according to r~:arx, wlll alt'l.-ays 

be· follt'>'t1ed by social. structure chara.etarl,sed by cmp.lallst 

mode of prodUction-.. This theoretical eonstruct baa 

provol-red .some Indian and :toraign !7arxists to loot: £or the 

elk.~t mode oZ production in Indian agriculture. All or 
thG'O have t:Jiven di.fte.:-rent int~tations.. But so far 

the cr.tpi tolist mode of preduction doos not see."ll to bo 

dcm.i.nant 1n 1"\tt'al lna.ta. The rural sector of our country 

is still oharooterised by Sh~.re-croj.pJ.ns, usury • and in 

some areas by "master-ser.tn relation o1 .f:t:vdal type. Tl~e 

•Gentleman farmers• of Da.oiel Thorner io still a rare 

pl1enomanon in most parts of India and po.rticulcrly Bihnr. 

S.lmilarly, lnl!'ge scale .fami.ng cannot be compared to tbe 

in<lustr.tnl sector 1n terms of pro.ftt. But at tbe some 

time it would aloo be unrealistic to be11ove that the 

forces o.f cnpitali.sm ·tare altocet..lmr absent. 
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In i'aet a l~e .~lUmber o:t ~rd.-st aebolars 

characterize the conter,np~ l'ndim agrieW.tura as· 

c.apital.!st. Not only thist they interpret the recent 

confiicts bettc:een too 11ar13ans end the backlnlrd clasoos 

ric-'l peasants as the symbol. of capitalist f'ormatl.c.n in 

tba countryside. But this int.erpl"'etat1tm is morO' or 

less like that deVeloped by ~t and Pocock who re~cted 

the social reaU~y o1' v.Ulage ~ty in the Indian 

society~ The ~iment:G or l~at scholars do not 

convinCe a critJ.eal mind. If the r1eh and poor of" the 

same backwant castes together fight agn.i.r.wt ~ the 

harjJans mcllJdin:g rich aoo poor. it must oo rega~"t..-ileti as 

a c.ase e-f caste-conflict,. not a class-contllct. 

The. :feet that ~ste-syaten exists as a pivotal 

Sl"·stem cannot be negated easily. lt is still a £la.~or 

:force m th~ countrys.t.tte. But it does net mean that class 

analysie is totally irrelevant ror stt...~ying .lntUan 

society,,. In £ect the rel~tmoe of oeste and class can be 

understood in t~r.ms r;g their respective ~so£ influence. 

In spite of the .tact that caste haS played. a very importont 

role .1n the· l'lldJ.en society; uneven<tl distr-ibution of 

:res011rees sueh as land bas, alw-ays been source o~ acrarisl'l 

ter~ions.. It happe:ne so not cnly beonuse lend 1s tbe source 

o£ material inCome. bttt also because it is a. ayd>ol ot status 

and. bt"lsis of pq.-;er. 
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