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E.T. Dalton

The Brahman like the santal, carefully preserves the bones in an earthen vessel;

he is ordered to bury them in a safe place till a convenient season arrives for

his journy to the sacred river – in his case the Ganges – where he consigns the

vessel with its contents to the river.
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Dalton Edward Tuite, Descriptive Ethnology of Bengal, Printed for the Government of Bengal under

the Direction of the Council of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, Calcutta, 1872, page -229
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Time Magazine

Time Magazine

Born in 1962 with an inspirational assist from visiting U.S. Beatnik Allen

Ginsberg, Calcutta’s Hungry Generation is a growing band of young Bengalies

with tigers in their tanks. Somewhat unoriginally they insist that only in immediate

physical pleasure do they find any meaning in life, and they blame modern society

for their emptiness.
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The Subjection of Land and Indigenous People : Revisiting Linda
Hogan’s Mean Spirit from the Perspective of Ecocriticism

Bapin Mallick

Abstract
The present global scenario is characterised by environmental catastrophes caused by

human-induced climate change and ecological degradation. Within this context, the dualistic
frameworks of culture/nature, human/nature, and mind/body contribute significantly to the
prioritisation of human interests over those of the non-human natural world. The Renaissance
ideal of the human establishes a hierarchical structure based on the concept of self-fashioning,
which requires the subjection of various others, including those defined by race, sexuality,
nature, and technology. The present juncture calls for a rigorous revaluation of the traditional
understanding of the “human” in response to the post-Covid-19 period, which is marked by
the imminent ecological crisis. Ecocriticism has emerged as a critical response to the agency
of humans in the wake of the ascendancy of Cartesian philosophy. Throughout history, humanity
has been engaged in a relentless pursuit of increasing material goods in order to satisfy their
materialistic desires by creating a division between nature and culture. In this context, the
present paper tries to revisit Linda Hogan’s Mean Spirit (1990) in the light of ecocriticism to
dismantle the notion of human supremacy with a view to providing an alternative perspective
to the existing view of environmentalism, which is characterised by the notion of
anthropocentrism.
Keywords:Anthropocentrism, Ecocriticism, Agency, Other, Linda Hogan

The field of literary studies has traditionally focused on historical and cultural perspectives. In
recent years, there has been a growing recognition among critics regard ing the interconnection
between literature and nature. The interconnectedness between nature and literature has long
been seen throughout various civilizations across time, as demonstrated by the powerful
articulations of various writers. Currently, there is a growing recognition and emphasis on the
interconnectedness of the natural and social realms across several academic disciplines. Literary
critics endeavour to examine the textual representation of the intricate interplay between nature
and society as shown by writers in their literary compositions. In this context, it is pertinent to
understand the basic principles of ecocriticism with a view to exploring the representation of
environmental issues in literature. First, let us examine the definitions provided by prominent
thinkers of this domain. Subsequently, we will be able to discern the ramifications and extent
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of this theoretical discourse.
John Loretta delves extensively into the etymology of the term “Ecocriticism” and elucidates
that the term”eco” derived from the Greek root “oikos”, signifies “house” in its original
context.Similar to how “economy” refers to the governance or principles of managing a
household, “ecology” pertains to the examination and analysis of the household. Ecocriticism,
in essence, refers to the critical analysis of the natural environment as portrayed in literary
works.In this context, it is pertinent to mention that the book The Ecocriticism Reader:
Landmark in Literary Ecology (1996) edited by Cheryl Glotfelty and Harold Fromm, is a
significant contribution to the field of ecocriticism. This literary work comprises a well curated
compilation of essays that delve into the ecological perspective within the field of literary
studies.In her scholarly work, Glotfelty provides a definition of Ecocriticism. Glotfelty argues,
“Ecocriticism is the study of therelationship between literature and the physical environment”
(Glotfeltyxvii). Explaining the definition, she further writes, “Just as feminist criticism examines
and brings an awareness of modes of production and economic class to itsreading text,
Ecocriticism takes an earth-centred approach to literary studies”(viii). In order to facilitate the
process for practitioners of this theory, they provide a set of inquiries that may be employed
to conduct an ecocritical study of a given text. These inquiries are outlined as follows :

How is nature represented in this sonnet? What role dose the physical settings pay in
the plot of this novel ? Are the values expressed in this play consistent with ecological
wisdom ? How do our metaphor of land influence the way we treat it ? How can we
characterize nature writing as a genre? In addition to race class and gender should
place become a new critical category? Does man write about nature differently than
women do? In What ways and to what ways effect is the environment crisis seeping
into contemporary literature and popular culture? What bearing might the science of
ecology have on literary studies? How is science itself open to Literary analysis?
What cross-fertilization is possible between literary studies and environmental discourse
in related disciplines such as history, philosophy, psychology, art, history and ethics?
(xix)

These inquiries elucidate the framework of the ecocritical approach, which suggests a
comprehensive scope of ecological investigation. In order to provide a more comprehensive
understanding and broaden the range of analysis within the field of ecocriticism, Glotfelty
offers a more detailed analysis of this discourse. In this context, she argues, “Nature per se is
not only the focus of ecocritical studies. Other topic includes the frontier, animals, cities,
specific geographical regions, rivers, mountains, deserts, indians, technology garbage and the
body”(xix). In addition, Glotfelty says, “Ecocriticism has one foot in literature and the other
on land, it is a critical and theoretical discourse that negotiates between the human and the
non-human”(230). In his essay “Literature and Ecology : An Experiment in Ecocriticism”,
William Rueckert provides a definition of ecocriticism as the application of ecological principles
and concepts in the analysis of literary works. Rueckert argues that ecology, as a scientific
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discipline and the foundation for human perception, holds significant relevance for both the
current and future state of the world (105-23). This analysis explores the potential connections
between literature and the physical world within the framework of ecological principles. Hence,
it may be said that Rueckert incorporated the principles of ecology into the application of
literary criticism. Ecocriticism emerges as a discipline that presents the potential for blending
literary and natural science in a distinctive manner with a view to offering an alternative discourse
for addressing the ecological crisis of contemporary society.

In his article, “Some Principles of Ecocriticism”, William Howarth elucidates the concept
by delving into its etymological origins. The terms “eco” and “critic” have their origins in the
Greek words “oikos” and “kritis”, respectively. When combined, these words collectively
signify “house judge”. According to Howarth, an ecocritic is an individual who evaluates the
strengths and weaknesses of literary works that portray the impact of culture on the environment
with the intention of appreciating nature, criticising those who harm it, and advocating for
environmental restoration by dismantling the boundary between nature and culture. According
to him, the concept of “Oikos” represents nature, which is considered to be our expansive
dwelling. On the other hand, the term “kritis” refers to an individual who acts as a judge of
aesthetic preferences and strives to maintain the household in a well-organized manner. This
individual disapproves of any items, such as boots or dishes, being scattered around, as they
would disrupt the original decorative arrangement of the house(Howarth 69-87). Howarth
advocates for the adoption of a comprehensive approach within the field of Ecocriticism. He
has engaged himself in literary analysis by considering two aspects: the concept of being
spoiled and the role of being a spoiler of the environment. Furthermore, they advocate for
political measures to address and enhance this situation.

According to Lawrence Buell, Ecocriticism is alternatively referred to as “environmental
criticism”, and its primary objective is to examine the ecological aspects of literature with a
genuine sense of environmental awareness. In his succinct explanation, he provides a concise
definition of Ecocriticism as “the examination of the interconnection between literature and the
environment, approached with a dedicated commitment to environmental praxis” (Buell 430).
According to Buell, ecocriticism has the potential to make a substantial contribution towards
comprehending environmental issues and the diverse manifestations of ecological degradation
that affect all forms of life in the biosphere. In his scholarly paper titled “Literature and
Environment”, Buell asserts, “Ecocriticism concurs with other branches of the environmental
humanities-ethics, history, religious studies, anthropology, humanistic geography-in holding
that environmental phenomena must be comprehended, and that today’s burgeoning array of
environmental concern must be addressed qualitatively as well as quantitatively” (Buell 418).
According to Buell, creative thinking is essential in understanding and addressing the potential
impacts of environmental factors and the forces that pose harm to ecosystems. Buell expands
the purview of ecocriticism by incorporating other disciplines to examine contemporary
ecological issues. In this context, Jonathan Bate rightly argues :

Revisiting Linda Hogan’s Mean Spirit from the Perspective of Ecocriticism



34

OPEN EYES
A central question in environmental ethics is whether to regard human kind as part of
nature or apart from nature. It is the task of literary Ecocriticism to address a local
version of that question. What is the place of creative imagining and writing in the
complex set of relationships between human kind and environment, between mind
and word between thinking being and dwelling? (Bate 8)

The notion of place has consistently been a focal point in the realms of literary and
environmental studies. There exists a profound interconnection between the existence of human
beings and the surrounding physical world. Numerous proponents of ecocriticism assert that
it constitutes a unique and noteworthy contribution to the prevailing areas of scholarly inquiry
pertaining to race, class, and gender. Ecocriticism, often known as ecological or environmental
literary criticism, is a term used to refer to the field of study that examines the relationship
between literature and the natural environment. Kroeber highlights the role of literary
ecocriticism in bridging the gap between humanism and science. He refers to the Romantic
poets as “proto-ecological” due to their recognition of the existence of a natural environment
beyond one’s individual psyche (Kroeber 19). According to Kroeber, ecological literary
criticism focuses on the examination of the ecological and social concepts that are expressed
in the literary works of the English Romantic poets.

In his work titled “Practical Ecocriticism : Literature, Biology, and Environment”, Glen
A. Love, an esteemed professor emeritus of English at the University of Oregon, presents a
compelling argument. Love, who specialised in American literature and environmental literature
during his tenure, effectively asserts,”Ecocriticism focuses on the inter connection between
the material word and human culture specially the cultural artefacts, language and literature.”
(Love 196). In this context, Donelle argues :

Ecocriticism or landscape criticism addresses issues concerning landscape and
environment that have previously been overlooked. Afew example include how nature
is represented, when it is represented,how the environmental crisis has influenced
nature and the concept ofthe environments have evolved through the centuries….
Ecocriticism covers a broad range of issues indeed, involving all that which comprises
our human interior and exterior contexts. An importantconviction of Ecocriticism is
that we are interconnected with the worldaround us and studying how human affect
and interact with the environment. (Dreese 4)

The novel Mean Spirit (1990) serves as a significant literary work that chronicles the
period of Osage killings, therefore making it a noteworthy tale within the context of Osage
history. Despite Hogan’s identity as a Chickasaw writer, she demonstrates her dedication to
pan-Indian perspectives in this novel. It is a mystery that explores the criminal narratives of
the 1920s against the backdrop of the Oklahoma oil boom. The novel portrays individuals of
Indian descent, mixed heritage, and white Americans, by constructing a distinctive cultural
framework that highlights the connection of Native Americans with others outside their
immediate community.
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The central theme of Mean Spirit (1990) revolves around the anthropocentric world view
of considering nonhumans as commodities for the exploitation of humans. This issue is closely
associated with the Native American land ethic, which, for a considerable period of time, has
been disregarded by Grace due to the dominant influence of white Americans. Significant
challenges arise when an infertile tract of land undergoes a transformation and becomes an oil
field. This factor contributes to her eventual detachment from the natural environment.

The novel explores the tale of the Osage people’s forced relocation from their ancestral
territory and subsequent settlement in Oklahoma. In this new environment, the Osage community
deviates from their traditional practices by adopting the practice of dividing the land into
private allotments, a departure from their previous communal land ownership system, which
mirrors the practices of the white settlers. The Osage people’s deep association with the land
is characterised by a collective obligation rather than individual ownership. The discovery of
oil in certain Osage communities in Oklahoma coincided with the development of the tribe’s
relationship with white Americans. Certain Osage women choose to abandon their customary
practices and enter into matrimony with Caucasian males. In connection with the matrimonial
experiences of Osage women, there exists a phenomenon of opportunism among white males
who view marriage to a native woman possessing oil-rich territory as a strategic commercial
enterprise. Nola succumbs to this situation, as she becomes allured, although only for a while,
by the concept of participating in large-scale exploitation. The trajectory of her narrative
encompasses a transition from an initial adherence to Native American principles of land
stewardship to ultimately assuming ownership of territory endowed with substantial oil
resources.

Hogan’s literary work presents a perspective on Native American land ethics, which is
further examined by Joni Adamson. The author demonstrates this phenomenon by illustrating
the manner in which Nola and her fellow Native Americans disassociate themselves from the
avarice associated with the exploitation of indigenous territories for oil extraction, therefore
reinstating their innate and mutually beneficial connection with the land. The opening of Mean
Spirit (1990) presents profound and prescient ecological significance. The narrative commences
with Michael Horse making a prediction regarding a forthcoming period of two weeks
characterised by a lack of precipitation throughout the summer season. This forecast serves
to alert readers to an impending environmental catastrophe that Oklahoma subsequently
experiences.

Hogan further portrays the Osage tribe’s peaceful pastoral existence prior to the discovery
of oil on their territory. Hogan provides a captivating depiction of the Osage community’s
existence amidst hilly terrain and agricultural fields. This event serves as a commemoration of
the pastoral, a theme frequently emphasised in the field of ecocriticism. Hogan’s portrayal of
the Osages characterises them as indigenous people residing in hilly regions, with a particular
emphasis on the depiction of the elderly matriarch, Belle Graycloud. Belle adorns herself with
a meteorite pendant suspended on a leather necklace. It is a cherished family heirloom that

Revisiting Linda Hogan’s Mean Spirit from the Perspective of Ecocriticism
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has been passed down through generations, originating from an ancestor named Osage
Star-Looking. This individual had the unique privilege of seeing the descent of a meteor and
subsequently gathering fragments of this celestial body. The emblem serves as a symbol that
signifies the Osage people’s reverence for the cosmos and its enigmatic nature.

Grace’s family also possesses a lineage of environmental knowledge and wisdom. The
mother possessed a revered status as a river prophet, demonstrating the ability to discern
truth by attentively interpreting the messages conveyed by the river. Hogan writes, “Her mother,
Lila Blanket, was a river prophet, which meant that she was a listener to the voice of water, a
woman who interpreted the river’s story for her people. A river never lied. Unlike humans, it
had no need to distort the truth, and she heard the river’s voice unfolding like its water across
the earth”(5). Grace’s tragic circumstance arises from her departure from traditional Indian
cultural practises following the discovery of oil on her land. Oil symbolises the economic
prosperity of the white population, contrasting with the ecological knowledge and wisdom
passed down by their female ancestors, such as Belle Graycloud and Lila Blanket.

Lila expresses her desire for her daughter to have an understanding of the cultural norms
and expectations of white Americans by being in close proximity to them, as she confides in
Belle Graycloud. The author argues that it is important for her daughter, as a Native American,
to acquire knowledge of American laws in order to critically analyse and identify any
shortcomings within the legal system.The narrative demonstrates, “I need to send my daughter
to live near town. We’ve got too far away from the Americans to know how their laws are
cutting into our life”(6).The author also expresses apprehension regarding the construction of
a dam in the estuary of the Blue River. Based on her astute understanding of environmental
issues, she anticipates that this project will have detrimental consequences for various forms
of life. Nevertheless, she succumbs to the allure of the town, as do her two other daughters,
Molene and Sara. This represents a deviation from the indigenous cultural practices. Hogan
argues, “The longer they were there, the more they liked Watona. And the more Lila visited
them, the more she hated the shabby little town with its red stone buildings and flat roofs. It
was a magnet of evil that attracted and held her good daughters” (7).

Meanwhile, plots of land are allocated to the indigenous population as per the provisions
of the Dawes Act. Hogan further elucidates the deficiencies inherent in this legislation, ultimately
resulting in the dispossession of indigenous populations from their land holdings. Furthermore,
she sheds light on the government’s misleading display of benevolence and highlights the
incongruity between the new allotments and the land ethics upheld by the indigenous population.
She writes :

Those pieces of land were called allotments. They consisted of 160 acres a person to
farm, sell, or use in any way they desired. The act that offered allotments to the
Indians, the Dawes act seemed generous at first glance so only a very few people
realized how much they were being tricked, since numerous tracks of unclaimed land
became open property for white settlers, homesteaders, and ranchers. (8)
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Hogan further exemplifies the indigenous notion that the welfare of the broader community
necessitates the sacrifice of something or someone. Lila holds the belief that she has made a
sacrifice for her daughter, Grace, and that the presence of oil associated with Grace has
resulted in a postponement of dam construction. She believes that the decision to have Grace
reside in the allotment has had a positive impact on her neighbourhood. Once again, the
emphasis is placed on the dedication of Native Americans to the land and their community’s
opposition to the unrestricted use of technology.

Reverend Joe Billy is a figure who expresses concern about the impact of American culture
on indigenous cultures as it seeks to supplant them. In a particular instance, he asserts, “The
Indian world is on a collision course with the white world”(13). Billy espouses an eco-centric
perspective when discussing the whites and their avarice. Specifically, his attention is directed
towards the indigenous reverence for the soil, a perspective that is often disregarded by
Americans. Billy comments, “It’s more than a race war. They are waging a war with earth.
Our forests and cornfields are burned by them. But, I say to you, our tears reach God. He
knows what’s coming round, so may God speak to the greedy hearts of men and move them”
(14).The indigenous population’s relationship with the natural environment is evident even
within the confines of their allocated plots of land. Rena and Nola derive pleasure from engaging
with the natural world in a manner characterised by essential simplicity.Hogan writes, “That
night, the lights of fireflies and the songs of locusts were peaceful, as if nothing on earth had
changed. How strange that life was as it had been on other summer nights, with a moon rising
behind the crisscross lines of oil derricks and the white stars blinking in a clear black sky”
(26).

Hogan adeptly employs a plethora of symbolic representations to convey the detrimental
impact of human activities on the natural environment. One emblematic representation pertains
to the season of summer and its heat waves.The author writes, “That summer, with the record
high temperatures, heat waves rose up visibly from the hills. Along the roads, a number of
trees lost their green summer leaves a little at a time, and they were filled with the exposed
white cocoons of ravenous bagworms” (43-44).The heat wave has been documented as
causing death among a subset of the bees that Belly cares for. The death of bees serves as a
foretelling of the imminent ecological catastrophe resulting from the phenomenon of global
warming caused primarily by the activities of humans. Belle experiences a heat stroke while
conducting an examination of the bee hives. Hogan focuses on the localization of the global
warming phenomenon and the inherent risks associated with climate change.

Hogan further elucidates the impact of temperature on seasonal variations. She explains
how autumn arrives in a distinct way for the indigenous people.She writes,”In Watona that
autumn the temperature dropped by only a few degrees. The leaves that had not been eaten
away by hungry bagworms turned red. There was a hint of fall in the air, a slight odor of
decay, but the hot weather had not broken” (53). The novel may be classified as a work of
environmental fiction due to its focus on the weather, climate, and ecosystem, which serves as

Revisiting Linda Hogan’s Mean Spirit from the Perspective of Ecocriticism
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a platform for addressing ecological concerns.

The depiction of Grace’s oil field as a monstrous entity stands in stark contrast to the
surrounding landscape and its verdant scenery. Hogan effectively establishes an atmosphere
of profound sorrow and mourning in relation to the gradual disappearance of the indigenous
homeland and the cultural heritageassociated with it. Hogan’s critique of the machinery and
economic aspects of the oil sector is quite conspicuous. In this context, Hogan writes :

Up the road from Grace’s sunburned roses, was an enormous crater a gas well blowout
had made in the earth. It was fifty feet deep and five hundred feet across. This gouge
in the earth, just a year earlier, had swallowed five workmen and ten mules. The
water was gone from that land forever, the trees dead, and the grass, once long and
rich, was burned black. (53)

Moreover, Hogan employs the imagery of blood to enhance the portrayal of the degradation
of land caused by the actions of oil billionaires. The environmental hazards associated with oil
are evident in this context. She argues, “These bruised fields were noisy and dark. The earth
had turned oily black. Blue flames rose up and roared like torches of burning gas. The earth
bled oil” (54). Hale, the prominent figure within the oil industry in the region, employs economic
strategies that result in the local inhabitants accumulating debt, ultimately enabling him to acquire
their land. Hogan adeptly critiques the viewpoint of the dominant white American, interpreting
it as a form of possession. She writes :

Every quarter, when Indians were paid their loyal royalties, most found themselves
still in debt, owing the stores, the court-assigned legal guardians, and some of them
obligated to bookies and bootleggers. That meant they’d sell off a few more acres of
land and Hale was always ready with a quick offer and fast cash. A geologist had
mapped out the underground for Hale and a few other men. The maps pictured the
locations of oil pools. If  he could just keep going a little while longer, Hale was
certain he could make his fortune in oil. (54)

Hale serves as a representation of the white American perspective and their approach
toward land. Hale, representing the ranchers, was earlier held responsible for the degradation
of the land due to his inappropriate agricultural methods, which included the growing of high-
yield grass. Hogan elucidates the adverse impact of ranching, associated with the oil industry,
on the ecological integrity of the land.Hogan writes, “Hale had hired Indian men to help him
cut, burn, and clear their own land. He introduced new grasses, and they swept over the
earth, the bluegrass, which fattened cattle quickly, and the Johnson grass, that had roots so
strong they spirited away the minerals and water from other trees and plants, leaving tracts of
land barren-looking” (54). In this context, it is pertinent to note that Hale’s introduction of
new grass has a detrimental impact on land.

According to Hogan, the oil company also has a negative effect on indigenous populations.
This situation provides oil industry professionals with the chance to exploit indigenous
populations and their territories. Hogan posits a compelling ecocritical perspective, asserting
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that the act of exploiting land is inherently intertwined with the exploitation of indigenous
populations, and conversely, the exploitation of indigenous populations is intricately linked to
the exploitation of land. In this context, the emphasis lies on the study of human ecology as
opposed to the examination of the environment in isolation from human presence. Hogan
says, “Some of them were wealthy from only the small two or four percent royalties and
interests the companies paid. But even with such a spare tithe, the oil company owners resented
having to pay the Indians for the use of their land, in spite of the fact that the Indian people had
purchased it themselves” (56).

Michael Horse, a Native American individual, expresses his apprehension regarding the
erosion of indigenous cultural practises. He possesses the occupation of a medicinal practitioner
specialising in the gathering and procurement of various botanical substances. Hogan portrays
the individual as being profoundly connected to his surrounding landscape and environment.
He adds, “Earlier that same evening, Michael Horse had left his tepee and walked across the
land. He traveled by foot, collecting medicinal plants and sassafras. He carried two bags”
(72). Hogan asserts that the perpetuation of stereotypes by white Americans contributes to
the hardships experienced by indigenous populations. She highlights the lack of knowledge
among individuals of white descent who engage in the practice of romanticising and idealising
Native Americans.She writes, “They believed the Indians used to have power. In the older,
better times, that is, before the people had lost their land and their sacred places on earth to
the very people who wished the Indians were as they had been in the past” (81-82).

Another enigmatic demise has occurred among the indigenous community, pertaining to an
individual named John Stink, who was also known by the appellation Roaring Thunder. Upon
the assembly of individuals for the interment of John Stink, it becomes apparent that a multitude
of animals have also congregated, potentially indicative of John Stink’s greater affinity towards
the animal world as opposed to his fellow human beings. Hogan incorporates the involvement
of nonhuman inside the realm of human drama, by foregrounding the importance of the
reciprocal relationship between human and nonhuman. She further writes :

The oak leaves were dry. Once the wagon stopped for a slow group of migrating turtles.
It was their last journey before they would dig themselves beneath the ground and hibernate.
They crossed the road, with the dwindling sun on their shells. When the last turtle was safe,
the men drove on to the older burial grounds. Moses and Joe Billy were still singing the deep,
slow song, and as the sun lowered, the shadow of the horses grew longer on the ground.
Behind the dogs, a coyote began to follow. (101)

Throughout the novel, Hogan advocates for the fair and equitable treatment and meaningful
inclusion of individuals, irrespective of their racial background, ethnic identity, and
socioeconomic status. She asserts, in alignment with the viewpoints espoused by eco-
philosophers Joni Adamson and Lawrence Buell, that the active participation of Native
Americans in the nation’s developmental processes and the formulation of environmental
policies and regulations is an important aspect for maintaining ecological harmony which is the

Revisiting Linda Hogan’s Mean Spirit from the Perspective of Ecocriticism
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urgent need of the hour. The author contends that mainstream American culture fails to
acknowledge the cultural distinctions present within groups such as Osage and Creek. The
author additionally underscores the notion that local wisdom is disregarded in favour of scientific
knowledge, resulting in the commercialization and exploitation of both individuals and the
environment.
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Decoding the Intersection of Race and Gender in Select
Works of Buchi Emecheta

Amrita Chattopadhyay

Abstract:
This paper examines the condition of women and their experiences in post-colonial
African society as portrayed in selected novels of BuchiEmecheta, a prominent Nigerian
novelist (1944-2017). The texts that have been discussedare Second Class Citizen (1974)
and Kehinde (1994). Emecheta referred to her works as “social realities” implying that
her works faithfully portray the contemporary social condition of post-colonial Africa
in general and Nigerian Igbo community in particular. After Nigeria gained independence
in the year 1960, several writers specifically woman writers came up to share their
experiences in the post-colonial Nigerian society. The novels highlight the plight of
Nigerian women in Nigeria and England in the face of intersection of exploitation
based on race, gender, and their indomitable spirit to overcome all odds to ascertain
their respective place in the society.
Keywords : Intersectionality, Race, Gender, Nigeria, Igbo Culture

I.  Introduction:
Buchi Emecheta’s novels are mostly based on her own personal life and experiences both in
Nigeria and in England. Emecheta’s language is simple and straightforward so that the
experiences and emotions of the female characters are frankly expressed and are easy for the
readers to comprehend. Emecheta has addressed complex issues such as forced motherhood,
slavery, the practice of bride price, domestic violence and others that were plaguing the post-
independence Nigerian society that were further complicating the already complex lives of
women.According to Malve (2022), Buchi Emechetaembodies the spirit of African feminism
and has played an important role inexposing the suppression of women in the patriarchal
society. Ambreen Kharbe (2017) writes :

“The Nigerian women have its own niche and place in the society.
BuchiEmecheta portrays the real African women without playing down the
negativity meted to them in the society. Her keen awareness about traditional
customs helps her to successfully focus the minute details of the women in her
novels.” (P. 2)
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In this essay, we will be applying intersectional theory to underlineEmecheta’s portrayal of the
plight of contemporary Nigerian women in her novels.Intersectional theory deals with the
multiple sources of oppression that individuals face based on their gender, race, class, sexual
orientations and other things which contributes to an individual’s identity. The term was first
coined by the feminist scholar Kimberle Crenshaw (1989) to identify the multiple sources of
oppression on women of colour. She in her seminal work, “Demarginalizing the Intersection
of Race and Sex : A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory
and Antiracist Politics”, writes :

“Black women can experience discrimination in ways that are both similar to
and different from those experienced by white women and Black men. Black
women sometimes experience discrimination in ways similar to white women’s
experiences; sometimes they share very similar experiences with Black men.
Yet often they experience double-discrimination-the combined effects of practices
which discriminate on the basis of race, and on the basis of sex. And sometimes,
they experience discrimination as Black women-not the sum of race and sex
discrimination, but as Black women.” (p.148)

Further she observes:
“It seems that I have to say that Black women are the same and harmed by
being treated differently, or that they are different and harmed by being treated
the same. But I cannot say both. This apparent contradiction is but another
manifestation of the conceptual limitations of the singleissue analyses that
intersectionality challenges the point is that Black women can experience
discrimination in any number of ways and that the contradiction arises from
our assumptions that their claims of exclusion must be unidirectional.” (p.149)

Thus, she has emphasised the importance of taking coloured women’s intersectional experiences
into account in order to improve their condition and eliminate discrimination based on both
race and gender. In this essay an attempt is made to show how Emecheta’s works havetaken
this intersectionality of coloured women’s experiences into account.

This paper is organized in four sections. This introductory section is followed by two
sections, which analyse two texts: Second Class Citizen (1974), and Kehinde (1994). In the
novel the Second Class Citizen (1974), the protagonist Adah was forced to accept a second-
class status because of her racial and gender identity, but she fought against all odds and by
the end of the novel was able to create an identity of her own.  In the novel, Kehinde (1994)
the eponymous character struggles to make her identity in England, and once she does that
she realizes her potential and finds her independence and refuses to be mistreated and dominated
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by her husband, Albert, who returns to Nigeria. Finally, in the last section we conclude the
essay.

II. Intersectionality in Second Class Citizen:
Both the novels discuss and explain the way Black women are discriminated by the prevailing
practices of socio- cultural customs in the family and society, which are heavily biased towards
men. In addition to gender discrimination, Emecheta focuses on the issue of racism that Black
people encounter and how these Black women suffer from intersections of oppressions.

The first instance of gender discrimination that the protagonist faced was when she was
born, as everybody around her hoped her to be a boy:

“So, since she was such a disappointment to her parents, to her immediate
family, to her tribe, nobody thought of recording her birth.”(P.7) Her father,
who seemed to like her because he believed her to be his late mother’s
reincarnation, was also not happy with the birth of a daughter before a son.

The patriarchal dominance was internalised deeply by both the sexes in the family. So Adah’s
mother is seen to be stricter towards her and she is found to carry a very low “opinion of her
own sex”. On the other hand, her father believed, “Women were like that. They sat in the
house, ate, gossiped and slept. They would not even look after their children properly”.(P.12)
After the death of Adah’s father, she was sent to live with her mother’s elder brother as his
servant. Her brother’s education was given a priority over her, though she was still educated
for the sake of fetching greater dowry for the family (bride price) which would give her
brother a better future. Women like Adah’s mother who were widowed in their society were
inherited like property by their husband’s brothers. The author here is very clear of the
disadvantages that women faced. Shesays :

“Children, especially girls were taught to be very useful very early in
life…Nobody was interested in her for her own sake, only in the money she
would fetch , and the household work she could do…” (P.18)

Adah was a smart girl from her childhood. She knew that all Ibo wives behaved like a slave
to their husbands whom they considered their masters, and she was very certain that she did
not need this kind of relationship in her life. Shewas called “the Ibo tigress”, for fighting with
the boys. She fought all odds to sit for the common entrance test to join the high school.She
not only cleared the examination but also won a scholarship and spent the next five years of
her life studying.

She just wanted a home to pursue her dream : “Not just any home...but a good, quiet
atmosphere where she could study in peace”. Since there was no way in which Adah could
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live in Lagos, unmarried, she had to marry. She therefore found herself Francis, a young man
who was preparing to be an accountant to marry.

What is interesting here is that Adah continued to look for a job after marriage and even
after having a baby. She was selected in the post of a Librarian in the American Consulate
Library at Campbell Street. Her husband was not in favour of her joining jobs which will
enable her earn “three times” his own earnings. He was afraid of losing power and status in
the society. Adah’s father-in-law however, prevailed over him, and advised that let Adah
work and earn for her family. Therefore, she was allowed to accept the jobas she would be
bearing the expenses for her husband’s family. Nevertheless, her higher earning did not change
the patriarchal exploitation of women in that she was never made a part of the family’s financial
decisions. She was only allowed to play the traditional role of a wife, a mother apart from a
forced provider of money to her family.

Adah was instrumental in sending her husband, Francis, to the UK for his studies and
borne all his expenses. She also wanted to go to the UK and raise her family there with
modern education. However, patriarchal barrier were put before her dream as both her husband
and father-in-law were against the idea. They tried their best to dominate and scuttle Adah’s
plan to visit UK using Igbo cultural practices and tradition but failed in the face of her
determination.
However, she started facing racism as soon as she reached London with her children. When
Adah expressed her disappointment about their chosen accommodation, Francis yelled,

“Everybody is coming to London. The West Indians, the Pakistanis and even
the Indians, so that African students are usually grouped together with them.
We are all blacks, all coloureds, and the only houses we can get are horrors
like these”. (P.38)

Francis even tried to slap her for being annoyed with the accommodation facilities in Britain.
Adah realised that the restraint under which Francis lived in Nigeria, under the control of his
parents were not there in London, which is why her husband is free to do what he likes. Also
the class hierarchies that they enjoyed in Nigeria, were dissolved here as Francis said : “ ……
you may be living like an elite (in Lagos), but the day you land in England, you are a second –
class citizen. So you can’t discriminate against your own people, because we are all second-
class.” (P. 39).

Francis used to sexually exploit her wife and when she became pregnant, she was blamed
for that. Adah had to give her children for fostering during the daytime to a woman named
Trudy. However she severely neglected her children and developed extramarital relationship
with her husband. Adah is found lamenting, “The only thing I get from this slavish marriage is
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the children.” (P. 64). Francis was bothered to see that Adah was aware of her rights after
arriving in London.

The fellow Nigerian people could not tolerate Adah’s affluent nature and the fact that she
was into “a white man’s job”(P. 68), and behaving “as if she and Francis were first-class
citizens, in their own country.”(P. 69). Therefore, they colluded to force Adah and her family
to vacate their house. This indicated another type of discrimination meted out by her own
race:

“Thinking about her first year in Britain, Adah could not help wondering whether
the real discrimination, if one could call it that, that she experienced was not
more the work of her fellow-countrymen than of the whites.” (P. 70)

Thus, racism inflicted on the black people was not only from the white ones but also from their
own black or coloured peoples.While looking for a house to live, she realised that her black
skin colour was preventing her from getting a decent house for them. She had to swallow the
ignominy that even “they were unsuitable for a half derelict and probably condemned house
with creaky stairs. Just because they were blacks?” (p. 78). Adah’s intellectual mind questioned
the racism that they faced while finding a home in London. This is reflected in her words to
Francis:

“But Jesus was an Arab, was he not? So, to the English, Jesus is coloured. All
the pictures show him with the type of pale colour you have. So can’t you see
that these people worship a coloured man and yet refuse to take a coloured
family into their home?” (P. 78)

Though racism existed in a rampant manner yetlegal provisions of the “Welfare State worked
for both second- and first- class citizens alike”, which made living in England a little more
comforting for the coloured people.
Emecheta paints her protagonist as a loving and protective mother, woman and wife who
withstood various types of discriminations based on gender and race. In the novel, the author
exposed vividly the burden of motherhood in the Nigerian society as they areseen as
‘reproductive machines’. Adah took the decision not to bear babies anymore and started
taking birth control measures. This infuriates her husband:

“It meant she could take other men behind his back, because how was he to
know that she was not going to do just that if she could go and get the gear
behind his back?” (P. 147)

This is clearly hypocritical how he was openly being unfaithful to his wife, while he cannot
tolerate his wife to take control of her own body. Marriage was nothing but slavery for most
Ibo women. This gets reflected in the lines:
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“Typical Ibo psychology; men never do wrong, only women; they have to beg
for forgiveness, because they are bought, paid for and must remain like that,
silent obedient slaves.” (pp.155-56)

The novel is replete with scenes of domestic violence. The cruelty and brutality of Francis
were shown when he beats and humiliates his wife even in front of their neighbous. To him:

“a woman was a second-class human, to be slept with at any time, even during
the day, and if she refused, to have sense beaten into her until she gave in; to
be ordered out of bed after he had done with her; to make sure she washed
his clothes and got his meals ready at the right time”. (pp.164-65)

However, Adah’s indomitable spirit made her take an oath to herself that “She was going to
live, to survive to exist through it all.”(P. 150)Thoughhis long stay in England had no impact on
Francis. He embodies all the social and familial backwardness of Nigerian society. However,

“Adah knew that she was changing herself. Many things that had mattered and
had worried her before had become less important…….What mattered was
that she should not be bothered with unhappiness, because she wanted to
radiate happiness to all those around her. And when she was happy, she noticed
that her children were happy too.” (p. 165)

By this time, Adah has found her real love and emancipation through her writing of the
manuscript, ‘The Bride Price”. She had “put everything that was lacking in her marriage into
it. During the time she was writing it, she was oblivious of everything except her children.
Writing to her was like listening to good sentimental music.” (p. 164).
However, as may be expected, Francis did not like the idea of his wife, a Nigerian women,
undertaking an intellectual discourse. His strongest refrains were that Adah was a black and
she was a women! He reminded her,

“You keep forgetting that you are a woman and that you are black. The white
man can barely tolerate us men to say nothing of brainless females like you
who could think of nothing except how to breast-feed her baby.” (p. 167)

The last nail in the coffin for their familial relationship was when Francis burnt her writing, her
story, her brainchild as his “family would never be happy if a wife of mine was permitted to
write a book like that.”(P.170)
She was aghast that he who could kill her brainchild like this could also harm her children.
This was the turning point when she decided to finally move on from Francis and leave him
finally.

“So Adah walked to freedom, with nothing but four babies, her new job and
a box of rags.” (p. 171).
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Thus, Second Class Citizen paints in minute details the hardships of ‘being both black and
woman’ in Nigeria and England. Emecheta has created a courageous and wise woman, Adah,
who could show the resilience in the face of different kinds of adversities. She was finally
successful in overcoming the hurdles created by the society in respect of her gender and race.
According to Ayyildiz, NilayErdem. (2017),

“Emecheta sets a model for black women, who set out to free themselves not
only from traditional bindings oftheir native culture but also a variety of
oppressive forces they face in colonial country. (P. 147-148).

III. Intersectionality in Kehinde:
In Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory, Patricia Hill Collins, et al (2021) writes:

Black women could see, feel, and experience how the treatment oftheir bodies
as simultaneously raced and gendered shaped the contours of theirsubordination.
This initial insight that both race and gender intersect reûected amethodology of
bottom-up theorizing to address social problems. The terms raceand gender
signify the intersection of racism and sexism, with other terms addedover time
to ûesh out contemporary understandings of intersectionality. (P. 691)

Kehindeis about a woman called Kehinde who lost her twin sister, her Taiwo, the one who
preceded her into the world, and her mother during her birth, which is why she was blamed
by others for their deaths. However, her aunt Nnebogo, who had no child of her own, raised
her with a lot of care.The story begins with Kehinde’s husband getting letter from his sisters
from Nigeria, who wanted him to return to their native place.Albert seemed to long for the
independence and privilege that men from their native culture enjoyed which is why he wanted
to return to Nigeria, in spite of their comfortable adjustments in London.However,Kehinde is
pregnant and is reluctant to leave London.

In fact, Kehinde enjoy some kinds of power, and liberty in England, unlike the condition in
their native place. “Kehinde was aware that she could talk to her husband less formally than
women like her sister Ifeyinwa, who were in more traditional marriages. She related to Albert
as a friend, a compatriot, a confidant.” (P. 6) Here the narrator compares the condition of
Kehinde with her sister Ifeyinwa who lived in Nigeria throughout her life.Velma Mohan (2017)
writes:

“BuchiEmecheta’sKehinde (1994) traces the life of a middle-aged Nigerian
woman Kehinde that contends against the ritualization of the “female” gender
which normalizes feminine gender identity and norms; and strives to re-signify
her identity as a Nigerian woman both within and outside heterosexual contexts”.

Decoding the Intersection of Race and Gender in Select Works of Buchi Emecheta
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(P. 84)
It has been shown that Kehinde worked in a bank in Crouch End with another woman called
Moriammo and both were very close friends. Female friendships between coloured women
are emphasised and glamourised in this novel, so much so that the male characters seem to
lackthat camaraderie between themselves and were jealous of their friendship.

“He (Albert) actually envied Kehinde and Moriammo the spontaneity of their
relationship”. (P. 37)

Albert seemed to dislike England for the freedom that it offers to women. He says: “Stupid
country, where you need your wife’s money to make ends meet”. (P. 15) Though in Africa it
is unthinkable to talk about abortion, Albert is ready to do things contrary to his culture as it
fits his scheme of things.

African men were fully aware of the relative freedom of women in England, which is why
we see men like Albert wanted to return home, to enjoy the male privileges back there. Albert
says:

“But I want to go back to the way of life my father had, a life of comparative
ease for men, where men were men and women were women, and one was
respected as somebody…Kehinde would learn when they got home how she
was supposed to behave. Here, she was full of herself, playing the role of a
white, middle-class woman, forgetting she was not only black, but an Igbo
woman, just because she worked in a bank and earned more than he did.Many
women worked in banks at home, but did not allow it to go to their heads”.
(P. 35)

This clearly shows that though they do not mind their wives providing for them and their family
financially, but they were definitely not fine with them controlling their own lives and not being
submissive to them. Further, they seem to know well about the fact that it was education
which was making the women aware of their rights and that is acting as a barrier for men to be
able to control them. As we can see in the novel, Prabhusays: “The trouble starts when
women get educated, and now it’s too late to change back again”. (P. 36)

Albert forces Kehinde to abort her baby, which was unimaginable thing in Africa, as children
were considered to be prized possessions.Kehinde got devastated when she realised that the
baby she has aborted was a male child, and her husband showed guilt as if he would not have
asked her to get rid of her child if he knew this fact. This clearly showed bestowal of greater
importance to a male offspring. Similarly Tunde, Moriammo’s husband was overjoyed and
filled her life with attention when he got his first son from her, so much so that he printed his
baby’s photo in all Nigerian papers saying : “Olumide-‘my saviour, my standard bearer, my
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warrior is here’” (P. 55)
After Albert left for Nigeria, Kehinderealised how single women or widows are marginalized

in the society. She was not treatedwell by others. “It seemed that without Albert, she was a
half-person.”(P. 59)

After sometime, Kehinde decided to return to Nigeria as well to see and live with her
family. When she finally met her husband, Albert, she realised that African cultural influence
has changed her husband during the period of her absence. Albert, who regarded polygamy
as a practice that degraded women had no hesitation taking a second wife, Rike, who was
eighteen years younger. Kehinde got deeply hurt by this deception of Albert, however she
had to swallow the bitter pill of humiliation as she could not do anything, as it was the African
tradition of the time. Therefore, she decided to return to London to live independently.

Even her sister Ifeyinwa, who throughout her life has been thoroughly oppressed by the
patriarchal forces realised that the fault was there in “the system which perpetrated this kind
of injustice”.(P.112)We get a hint of men’s behaviour in Nigeria from Ifeyinwa’s words : “
‘When they cause enough wahala in  one place, they move to another. It’s easy for them,
they don’t drag children with them. Our men!’” (P. 113)

The discriminations made between girls and boysare reflected in the way in which when
there is any financial crisis, the daughters are made to sacrifice the quality of their education,
and not the boys. For example, after staying in England for a while, she got a letter from her
daughter Bimpe, asking her to bring them back to England for their father had lost his job. She
informed that she was taken out of school while his brother Joshua was not. She said: “He did
not volunteer to be a day student and nobody is expecting him to do so. You know, mum, how
much is expected of boys here.” (P. 120)

Kehinde faces racism when she goes back to England, when she is unable to get the same
kind of work, which she did earlier before going back to Nigeria. According toDuro, Kehinde’s
new colleague: “An educated black person in a responsible job is too much of a threat.White
people don’t feel comfortable in their presence’ “ (P. 125) Moreover, as Crenshaw (1989)
puts it: coloured women do not have only problems of racism, but also patriarchy from other
coloured people. Therefore, we find out that an Arab Sheik asked Kehinde to teach English
to his under-aged wife Fatima, and later asked her to undress. He said, “I want to see what a
naked black woman looks like”. (P. 131)

The novel calls attention to the fact that a little of traditional patriarchal upbringing and
enjoying male privileges changes young men, even Joshua, Kehinde’s son, who was born and
brought up in London turned out to be egoistical, after returning from Nigeria. “He felt he had
the answer to the world’s problems, having been to Africa, where young men were made to
feel they owned heaven and earth”. (P.137)

Decoding the Intersection of Race and Gender in Select Works of Buchi Emecheta



50

OPEN EYES

However, Kehinde having had enough of the discriminations against her, has finally
discovered the freedom that polygamy has to afford and this time tried that with her tenant
Mr. Gibson, and became in a way equally at advantage as her husband Albert. Therefore,
when her son tries to sabotage their relationship, she simply says :

“… but it’s not a crime to love. Your dad has taken two other wives in Nigeria,
and I’m not complaining…….I am still his wife, if I want to be, and I’m still
your mother. It doesn’t change anything.” (P. 138)

She made it clear to her son who is no longer a young child needing protection from his
parents what he should expect from his mother :

“My whole life was wound around your needs, but now you’re a grown man!
Mothersare people too, you know.” (P. 139)

Further, when her son tries to take the cloak of an Igbo man to belittle her while she was with
her partner, Mr. Gibson, she murmured :

“Claiming my right does not make me less of a mother, not less of a woman.
If anything it makes me more human,” (P. 141)

Finally, with this newfound confidence and independence, she could get united with her
subconscious spirit called Taiwo and gain inner peace and a true identity of her own.In an
interview, Emecheta states that,” Kehinde portrays success of  Nigerian women in coping
with the changes from one culture to the other and survived…..Kehinde came here (London),
went back, and then returned after a long stay. It shows the spirit of Black women towards
survival’ (as cited in Ngwaba 2022 p. 1707)

Conclusion:
Thus from our reading of the two texts, we can see how women were doubly marginalised by
the twin vicious forces of racism and patriarchy. This is why we cannot just get the magnitude
of exploitation and domination faced by these women, only by analysing one aspect of their
marginalisation: that is either the racist forces or the patriarchal forces; we need to thus decode
their intersectional experiences, and consider themin order to truly comprehend their lives.
Through her main protagonists, BuchiEmecheta has shown how the Nigerian culture is
oppressive to women. Women are required to struggle toget their voice heard and for earning
their due respect and recognition in the family and in the society.
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Refugee Crisis in West Dinajpur District
Palash Chandra Modak

Abstract
Partition was not a just a political conspiracy, it was an ultimate social and human disaster.

Millions of people were displaced in the Indian sub-continent as a result of partition, which is
unprecedented in the history of the world. Dinajpur district was part of the Rajshahi Division
of undivided Bengal before the partition of the country on 15th August, 1947. This partition
divided Dinajpur district into two parts and created a new district called ‘West Dinajpur’ in
West Bengal. After partition, ten police stations namely Rajganj, Itahar, Bansihari, Kushmondi,
Tapan, Gangarampur, Hemtabad, Kumarganj, Kaliaganj and part of Balurgaht were included
in West Dinajpur and remaining part was included in East Pakistan.Balurghat was a single
Sub-division at the birth of West Dinajpur district after partition. This sub-division includes
Tapan, Gangarampur, Balurghat, Kumarganj and Hili police station. West Dinajpur district
has seen the influx of refugees since Bangladesh’s independence in 1971 but the infiltration
continues today. Numerous colonies were established in West Dinajpur district to solve the
refugee crisis. The Squatters’ colonies which were set up at various places in West Dinajpur
district to shelter the large numbers of refugees
Keywords : Partition, West Dinajpur, Refugee, Squatters’ colony.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
On August 15 1947, between the end of the long-awaited colonial era of Indian history and
the auspicious beginning of the post-independence ear the two words expectedly or
unexpectedly twinkled – ‘Independence’ and ‘Partition’. The blissful independence that was
lost on June 23, 1757 with the defeat and death of Siraj-ud-dulla at the mango orchards of
Plassy in Nadia district regained that blissful freedom after 190 years. At that time when a
section of the vast people of India lost themselves in joy, another section of people who were
bearers of the same Indian culture, history and tradition for ages, when the soil under their feet
changed its name to foreign state in the game of politics, the word ‘Freedom’ meant nothing to
them. The word they soon encountered was the unexpected and unintended word ‘Partition’
and out of the partition was born a new word ‘Refugee’. Such a great man-made human
tragedy has never happened in the heart of the Indian sub-continent. People on both sides of
Modak, Palash Chandra : Refugee Crisis in West Dinajpur District
Open Eyes : Indian Journal of Social Science, Literature, Commerce & Allied Areas, Volume 20, No. 1, June
2023, Pages : 52-64, ISSN 2249-4332
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the border are carrying the trauma of 1947 every day. But till now there is surprisingly little
information to delve into the details of partition. So, keeping that limitation in mind, our topic
in the present discussion is partition and post-partition refugee rehabilitation. However, it is
not the whole of Punjab, Assam or the whole of Bengal that was injured in the partition of the
country. The main boundary of our article is the so-called West Dinajpur district of West
Bengal after the division of the country and its current name is ‘North Dinajpur’ and ‘South
Dinajpur’.

Partition of India after independence in 1947, Radcliffe Award, Linguistic Sate
Reorganization Commission in 1953, State Reorganization Act of 1956, Indo-China was of
1962, Indo-Pak was of 1965, the debut of the state of Bangladesh in the year 1971 and
refugee crisis – all those factors affected the northern part of Bengal. British barrister Sir Cyril
Radcliffe was given the task of partitioning India. Radcliffe had considerable reputation as a
barrister. In this regard Collins and Dominique Lapierre commented that ‘… Radcliffe, it was
generally acknowledged, was most brilliant barrister in England.’1But way Radcliffe’s name
was suggested that day remains a mystery. Although Radcliffe was a famous jurist, he knew
nothing about India and had never been to India before, nor had he written anything about
India. Even Radcliffe didn’t know where Punjab and where Bengal was. But these two regions
have to be divided on the basis of religion. However, on 30th June 1947, The Governor-
General constituted the ‘Bengal Boundary Delimitation Commission’. On July 4 that year, the
Viceroy appointed Radcliffe as the chairman of the ‘Bengal and Punjab Boundary Commission’.
The result of accomplishing this huge and complex task so quickly was poisonous. However,
at that time of delimitation of Dinajpur district, the total population of thirty police stations was
1926833.2 Out of this, Muslim population was 967246 and the non-Muslim population was
959587. The following figures provide the necessary information:

Refugee Crisis in West Dinajpur District



54

OPEN EYES

Description Total Total Muslim Percentage Hindu Percentage
of Area area population

Undivided 3953 1926833 967246 50.20 % 959587 49.80 %
Dinajpur square mile

East 2564 1343349 742506 55.27 % 600843 44.73 %
Dinajpur (64.86%) (69.72%) (76.76%) 55.27 % (62.61%)

West 1389 583484 224740 38.52 % 358744
Dinajpur (35.14%) (30.24%) (23.24%) (37.39%) 61.48

Source : Sarif  Uddin Ahmed (ed.), Dinajpur : Itihas o Oitijho, Bangladesh Itihas Samiti,
Dhaka, 1996, p. 103-109.

In 1947, the total population of Muslims and non-Muslims in Dinajpur district was almost
equal. The ratio of numbers was 50.2% and 49.8% respectively. According to the census of
1941, the percentage of Muslim and non-Muslim population in different police stations and
sub-divisions of Dinajpur district is shown below:
(a) Balurghat Sub-division :

Police stations Square mile Total Muslims Non-Muslims
population

Balurghat 181 92016 33802 58214

Kumarganj 111 46033 19152 26881

Ganjgarampur 127 52892 18536 34356

Tapan 170 60375 22864 37511

Fulbari 134 76650 46102 30548

Porsa 194 71289 45599 25690

Patnitala 149 68486 36568 31918

Dhamairhat 116 61683 29241 32442

Total (8) 1182 529424 251864 (48%) 277560 (52%)
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(b) DinajpurSub-division Headquarter :

Police stations Square mile Total Muslims Non-Muslims
population

Dinajpur 137 101918 51692 50226

Parbotipur 167 111596 77367 34229

Nababganj 180 82542 59442 23100

Ghorahat 57 26678 17724 8954

Chirir Bandar 121 89667 58022 31645

Biral 137 67612 31642 35970

Raiganj 171 65553 24569 40984

Hemtabad 74 28747 14318 14429

Kaliaganj 136 61425 15961 45464

Itahar 165 73231 33019 40212

Bansihari 134 50022 20335 29687

Kushmandi 120 53190 22184 31006

Total 1599 812181 426275 (52%) 385906 (48%)

(c) Thakurgaon Sub-division Headquarter:

Police stations Square mile Total Muslims Non-Muslims
population

Thakurgaon 250 133678 69750 63928

Baliyadanga 110 55652 35694 19958

Ataori 81 43218 27941 15277

Ranisongkeil 111 48008 26325 21679

Haripur 78 27404 14183 13625

Pirganj 151 75039 37602 37437

Bachaganj 87 45359 14861 30498

Birganj 159 68069 23326 44743

Khansama 69 49254 27966 21288

Khaharul 79 39147 11456 27688

Total (10) 1175 584828 289104 296121
Source : Sarif  Uddin Ahmed (ed.), Dinajpur: Itihas o Oitijho, Bangladesh ItihasSamiti,  Dhaka,
1996, p. 103-104.
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According to the above table, 15 out of 30 police stations in Dinajpur District were non-
Muslim majority. Muslim and non-Muslim majority in Dinajpur district were interchanged on
the basis of ‘Conceptual Boundaries’. As a consequence, the districts that were formed and
changed in various ways were among them Dinajpur, Maldah, Jalpaiguri, West Dinajpur,
Murshidabad, Nadia, Jessore, Khulna and Chittagoan. But the issue of majority and minority
was not really resolved. According to the historical researcher Dr.SamitGhosh, Dinajpur district
was a victim of conspiracies during pre-colonial and post-colonial times – sometimes economic
problems, sometimes refugee problem and sometimes problem of infiltration.Parts of
fragmented Dinajpur continue to bear of those problems even today.3 J.C. Sengupta had
mentioned in the ‘West Bengal District Gazetteers (West Dinajpur)’: “During the decade
1951-61, a total number of 159907 immigrants entered the district and were enumerated
during the 1961 census. Of these, 97839 came from Pakistan (Presumably East Pakistan),
33992 from Bihar and 22125 came from other districts of West Bengal. There were 1087
immigrants whose birthplace could not be exactly ascertained. There had been immigrants
from all the states of India with the exception of Kerala.Of the 22125immigrants from other
parts of West Bengal as many as 14974 came from the neighbouring district of Malda.The
number of immigrants who are said to have come the district during the decade 1951-61 is
somewhat inflated on account of the procedure adopted at the time of the census for ascertaining
the duration of stay of immigrants. It appears that every person was considered to be an
immigrant who was not born in the village or town in which he was enumerated. But so far as
duration of stay was concerned, it was calculated with reference to the place of enumeration,
i.e. an immigrant was not asked to state the number of years he had been staying in the district
but the number of years he had been staying at the village or town of enumeration. As immigrants
are likely to change their places of residence in search of livelihood more often than persons
born in the district, the figure of immigrants who came during 1951-61 naturally underwent
some inflation.”4

Dinajpur district was part of the Rajshahi Division of undivided Bengal before the partition
of the country on 15th August, 1947. West Dinajpur district became one of the fourteen
constitutional districts of West Bengal as per a special Govt. notification 55 G.A, 17.08.1947.5

As per a Govt. notification 52353, 26.08.1947, from 17th August 1947, West Dinajpur was
included in the newly formed Jalpaiguri-West Dinajpur Session Division. Again on 27th

September 1947, this district was included in the presidency Division as per the official
notification.Subsequently, the internal administrative division of the district was changed. This
partition divided Dinajpur district into two parts and created a new district called ‘West
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Dinajpur’ in West Bengal. After partition, ten police stations namely Rajganj, Itahar, Bansihari,
Kushmondi, Tapan, Gangarampur,Hemtabad, Kumarganj, Kaliaganj and part of Balurgaht
were included in West Dinajpur and remaining part was included in East Pakistan.6 On the
eve of partition, undivided Dinajpurhad a Hindu percentage of 49.80 and a Muslim percentage
of 50.20. In the paragraph 100 of the Report of the Non-Muslim Members of the Boundary
Commission, the remaining 22 police stations except 8 police stations of Dinajpur district
were claimed as belonging to West Bengal.7 But it didn’t happen. Even in Thakurgaon Sub-
division in Dinajpur, the Hindu-Muslim ratio was 48:52 and out of the police stations in
Thakurgaon, three police stations were Hindu majority namely Bodaganj, Birganj and Kaharul.
But these were included in East Pakistan. Renowned novelist SatinathBhaduri in the story
‘Gananayak’ published in 1948 brought out a deep sense of the pain of annexation of Sreepur
in Dinajpur with East Pakistan. In ‘Gananayak’ story, the Munimji without looking at the
crowd, crumpled the few remaining change in his pocet when he said that and Dinajpur
district had become Pakistan, then all fell silent for a moment and the shy fell on the head of
Darpan Singh, the Rajbansi of Sreepur.8 This was the tragic tragedy of partition.

As a consequence, Dinajpur area was reduced and the important loss of West Bengal
was that the rail links between the North Bengal and remained West Bengal were severed.
Even road connectivity between the northern parts of the North Bengal namely Jalpaiguri,
Darjeeling and Cooch Behar with Maldah and West Dinajpur was severed.Tetulia police
station moved to East Pakistan due to partition and that police station was guarding the
communication between Jalpaiguri, Darjeeling, Cooch Behar and the rest of the West Bengal.
In thisn context, the comment of Dr.Charu Chandra Sanyal, a respected personality of North
Bengal is very relevant. According to him, “Present day West Bengal is formed with three
territories. No one has direct connected with anyone. To reach Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri via
West Dinajpur and Maldah has to come through Bihar. This road and rail passes through
Purnia district which is bordered by Pakistan on one side and Kishanganj Sub-division on the
other. The manner in which partition affected the overall communication system of West
Dinajpur is described in detail in the ‘West Bengal District Handbooks of 1951’ (West Dinajpur
district): “In 1947 the partition of the district left the present district’s roads and mean of
communication grievously cut in all directions. The use of the Punarbhaba, Atrai and Jamuna
was suddenly and entirely stopped, these rivers flowing through Pakistan territory for the rest
of their southward passage. The Ganjrampur – Hili Road stopped at Hili. Before the partition
there was little occasion to use the Maldah-Gajol-Bansihari-Balurghat road. After the partition
this road became the lifeline of the district. The Katihar-Raiganj-Radhikapur-Dinajpur-
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Parbatipur metre gauge line was cut by the partition line at Radhikapur. …Thus in 1947 after
the partition, the district started its career with a most lamentable disorganisation of
communication.”9

Balurghat was a single Sub-division at the birth of West Dinajpur district after partition.
This sub-division includesTapan, Gangarampur, Balurghat, Kumarganj and Hili police station.
In this context, it should be noted that the effect of partition on Hili was severe. ‘West Bengal
District Gazetteer of 1965’ (West Dinajpur district) states that “The two ofHili showed a
decrease in population to the extent of 27.7 present. But this state of affairs in only to be
expected as this town received a deathblow at the time of partition when the pre-partition
town of Hili was divided into two.”10 However, after the making of Balurghat Sub-division, on
14th July 1948,Raiganj Sub-division was created withRaiganj, Itahar, Hemtabad,
Kushmondi,Bansihari andKaliaganj police stations. On 7th May 1948, Hili police station was
established under the Balurghat Sub-division. At that time the area of the newly formed West
Dinajpur district was 1388.8 square mile. Then in 1956, on the recommendation of the State
Reorganization Commission, an area of about 732.88 square miles was divided and an March
20 1959,Islampur Sub-dividion was formed with this new area.Islampur Sub-division is joined
by four police stations namely Chopra, Islampur, Goyalpokhor and Karandighi.11

However, the partition was not only a matter of geography; it also divided the mind-set of
the people. As a consequence, the influx of refugees from East Pakistan into West Dinajpur
district increased like a torrent. Besides, in the Bengali year 1356 and in 1950-51 A.D., a
large number of people belonging to the non-Muslim community migrated from East Pakistan
to West Dinajpur district as a result of communal riots atSantahar in Rajshahi district. On the
other hand, a large number of Muslims migrated from West Dinajpur to East Pakistan due to
the psychological tension of partition between 1947 and 1951. However, the migration of
Muslims from West Dinajpur to East Pakistan was negligible compared to the influx of Hindus
from East Pakistan. Statics show that only 14000 Muslims migrated to East Pakistan between
1947 and 1951. But 12375 of them alter returned to their respective residences. On the other
hand, according to the Census of 1951, 115510 people came to West Dinajpur from East
Pakistan. Incidentally, in terms of refugee arrival from East Pakistan, West Dinajpur was
second only to West Bengal’s 24 Parganas, Kolkata and Nadia districts.12According to the
Collector of West Dinajpur, 112906 refugees came to West Dinajpur from East Pakistan and
among them 59631 were males and 53275 were females.13 The massive influx of refugees
from East Pakistan to West Dinajpur between 1946 and 1951 is shown in the following table:
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District (East Pakistan) Male Female

Kusthia 186 246

Jessore 207 214

Khulna 381 368

Rajshahi 19006 17126

Dinajpur 14011 12745

Rangpur 2084 1830

Bogra 10822 9339

Pabna 3750 3546

Dhaka 3729 3300

Maymansingh 3247 3050

Faridpur 1096 925

Bakharganj 598 263

Tripura 147 100

Noyakhali 174 125

Chittagong 171 88

Sylhet 22 10

Total 59631 53275

Source: Census 1951, West Bengal District Handbooks, West Dinajpur

Not only that, according to the Census Report of 1961, an additional 97839 people migrated
to West Dinajpur from East Pakistan. As a consequence, in West Dinajpur the total number
of emigration from 1951 to 1961 was 213349. JoyaChatterjee wrote in her book ‘The Spoils
of Partition’ that “The census of 1951 discovered that most of the refugees from East Bengal
ended up in just three districts of West Bengal, the 24 Parganas, Calcutta and Nadia. In 1951
of a total of 2900000 refugees recorded by the census, 1387000, or two-thirds were found
in these three districts. Cooch Behar, Jalpaiguri and Burdwan absorbed much of the remaining
third. Before 1951, 115000 refugees settled in West Dinajpur, 100000 in Cooch Behar and
99000 in Jalpaiguri and 96000 in Burdwan.”14West Dinajpur district is economically backward
in West Bengal. This district was the most marginal district of the northern part of Bengal.
Being marginal and border district is deprived of various facilities. Since 1947 and 1971,
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West Dinajpur had to face many storms. One of the reasons of this storm was the large influx
of refugees into the district after partition. A list of the cumulative influx of refugees to West
Dinajpur from 1951 to 1971 is given below :

Census year Population Decade variation Percentage of decade
variation

1941 834726 +88905 +11.92%

1951 976882 +142156 +17.03%

1961 1323797 +346915 +35.51%

1971 1859887 +536090 +40.50%

Source: M.C. Dutta, District Census Handbook, West Dinajpur, Census 1971
According to Dr. Samit Ghosh, West Dinajpur district has seen the influx of refugees since

Bangladesh’s independence in 1971 but the infiltration continues today. According to the
West Bengal Govt. records, the number of refugees arriving in India from East Pakistan till
then was 326295. Among them, 162949 people took shelter in 3863 camps in this district.
‘Refugee’, ‘Immigrant’, ‘Migrant’,and ‘Infiltration’ – these terms are closely associated with
this district. Another obsolete term was coined by partition and refugees and its name was
‘Refugee Camp’. ’Although ‘Camp’ is an English word, people used this word than the
Bengali word ‘Sibir’.When those camps could not meet the needs of the refugees, the initiative
to set up colonies was started. The names of such colonies are: Pabna colony, Dhaka colony,
Shanti colony etc. According to historical researcher Dr. Samit Ghosh, the people of South
Bengal were very indifferent to the refuges,butacross the Ganga, the people of North Bengal
accepted refugees for the sake of humanity.

From the above statistics, it is clear that partition had afar-reaching and profound impact
on the public life of West Dinajpur and it was at the hand ofpartition that ‘Refugee Culture’
was born in this district. Here the definition of the word ‘Refugee’ need to be defined a little.
According to the ‘South Dinajpur District Refugee Relief and Rehabilitation Department’,
“The persons who migrated only from erstwhile East Pakistan (before 25.03.1971) are treated
as Refugee by the Refugee Relief and Rehabilitation Department.” The first step in the
resettlement of refugees in West Dinajpur district was the planned distribution of abandoned
land, houses and property on both sides. On the other hand, the refugees occupy the arable
land on the basis of private contracts. In addition, in 1949-50 a total amount of 28300 rupees
home loan was distributed by the govt. to the refugee families for building houses.15In the year
1950-51, a total of 349 refugee families were settled on agricultural land with the efforts of
the govt. More than twenty refugee families received commercial loans and eighty families
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received small scale industrial loans. In 1950-51, the govt. spent an additional 1484000
rupees and gave loans of 83750 rupees for housing in rural areas. The govt. also sanctioned
housing loans of 1167925 rupees for construction of houses for other categories of refugees
and Rs. 14600 was sanctioned for the treatment of the refugees and Rs. 1000 was given to
refugee lawyers. In 1951-52, there were 550 refugee families in transit camp in West Dinajpur
district. 709 refugee families were given right to live on agricultural land from the district
administration.Trade loans and micro-industry loans were given to 37 families and 50 families
respectively. During the year of 1951-52, Rs. 294075was loaned for house construction, Rs.
7300 were given for purchase of land for house construction, Rs. 286024was spent on bullock,
seeds and agricultural loans to farmers. In the same year, Rs. 310465was sanctioned for the
construction of houses for other categories of refugees.16 EvenRs. 45775 for the development
of small businesses of refugees, Rs. 2900 formedical treatment of refugees, Rs. 1500 for
refugee lawyers and Rs. 5000 for agricultural loans were sanctioned by the district
administration.17

Apart from this, numerous colonies were established in West Dinajpur district to solve the
refugee crisis. Colonies were established in two ways: Govt. initiatives and land acquisition by
force. The Squatters’ colonies can again be divided into four categories viz 149 group, 175
group, 607 group (three were approved by the Govt. of India) and 998 group (it was approved
by the Govt. of West Bengal. The Squatters’ colonies which were set up at various places in
West Dinajpur district to shelter the large numbers of refugees are: (1) Pirpukur colony, (2)
Highroad Kalitola colony, (3) Netajipalli colony, (4) MaaManasa colony, (5) Shilpinagar
colony, (6) Shaktinagarclony, (7) Kalipara colony, (8) No.1 Paschimaptori colony, (9) Subhas
colony, (10) Deshbandh colony, (11) Santoshimaacolony, (12) Karbala colony, (13)
Teyobbagha colony, (14) Drivers colony, (15) Parpoti ram halder colony, (16) Padmapukur
colony, (17) A. K. Gopalan colony, (18) Chinnamostapalli colony, (19) Pabna colony, (20)
Dheyagorh colony (Noyadas Para), (21) Haptiyagachudbastu colony, (22).Joyaguri
Joyapuraudbastu colony, (23) Hulamugachudbastu colony, (24) MangachUdbastu colony,
(25) Choksubid Harmen colony, (26) Sannyas colony, (27) Khadimpur Maldepara Vest
colony, (28) Atri colony, (29) Vatpara colony, (30) Dangi Dakshin colony, (31) Dangi
Patharghata colony, (32) Kamalpur Netaji colony, (33) Atair colony, (34) Namadanga colony,
(35) Durgapur bastuhara colony, (36) Jorapaniudbastu colony, (37) Subondhigachi Udbastu
colony, (38) RatugachUdbastu colony, (39) Tin Maail Road Udbastu colony, (40) Tin Maail
Rail Station Udbastu colony, (41) Adraguri (Dakshin)Udbastu colony, (42) Congress colony,
(43) Congress colony No. 2 (Jyotinagar colony), (44) Chatragach Niranjanpalli Udbastu
colony, (45) Ariyagaon Narayanpur Udbastu colony, (46) Anantanagar Milanpalli Udbastu
colony, (47) Niranjan Udbastu colony, (48) Pramod Udbastu colony, (49) Dakshin Kasba
Rabindra Udbastu colony, (50) Harichand colony.18
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With the establishment of colonies and increase in population, the number of towns also
increased in this district and a great change in the social and economic structure was also
observed. As stated in the West Bengal District Gazetteer of 1965 (West Dinajpur): “A large
number of displace persons from East Pakistan has settled in this district as consequence of
the partition of Bengal their presence has been bringing about changes in the social and economic
structure of the population.”19 However, there were only three towns in this district in 1951 –
Hili, Balurghat and Raiganj. In 1961, the number of cities increased to six and Islampur,
Gangarampur and Kaliaganj are considered as the new cities. Incidentally, Balurghat was a
very popular city for refugees from East Pakistan. In this context some lines from the West
Bengal District Gazetteer (West Dinajpur district) of 1965 is being quoted here: “The town of
Balurghat being the headquarters of the district as also of the Sadar sub-division attracted
settle from outside and showed an increase of 49 per cent of the population in the past
decade.”20 However, Raiganj city was not behind in terms of population compared to
Balurghat.According to the above mentioned Gazetteer: “The town of Raiganj which is
theheadquarters station of the Raiganj sub-division, more than doubled its population in the
decade 1951-61, the percentage increase being 108.7.”21

Despite being burdened with massive and miserable population growth as a result of
partition, many schools and colleges were established in West Dinajpurdistrict for the education
of the children of refugee families from East Pakistan with the aim of building a new society. In
1947, there were only six high schools in the district. Among them, Balurghat High School
(1910), Raiganj Coronation High School (1917),Hrairampur A.S.D.M. High School
(1841),Kaliaganj P.S. High School (1941) and Patiram High School are particularly notable.22

In 1947, there were 31 schools for education up to class VI, 551 Primary Schools, one Toll
and 11 Junior Madrasas. It is pertinent to mention that before 1947 there was no separate
girl’s school for the education of girls and there were no training institutes and not even any
high schools. But considering the massive influx of refugees after partition, within 1956-57
eight higher secondary schools, sixteen high schools, seventy three junior high schools, twenty
six junior basic and 949 primary schools were established in West Dinajpur district.Also four
toll and six Madrasahs were established during this year. By 1960-61, the number of higher
secondary schools had increased to ten and of these two was for girls.23Before partition,
there was only one college in undivided Dinajpur. But partition took that away too and attached
it to East Pakistan. After the formation of West Dinajpur district, BalurghatCollege was
established in September 1948 and RaiganjCollege was established in August 1948. The
children and descendants of the refugees who left the soil of their forefather and their successors
studied in all these schools and colleges and subsequently enriched the overall structure of
West Dinajpurdistrict andcontinue to enrich it today.
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In 1971, the area of this district was 206 square kilometres. Agriculture is the lifeline of this
district. Between 1961 and 1971, the ratio of urban population to total population increased
from 7.48% to 9.34%. According to the census report of 1971, the population increased at
a huge rate between 1961 and 9171. The population of the district grew by 40% to 50%,
which did notincrease in any other district at that time. The population of this district consisted
of Hindus, Muslims, Schedule Caste, Schedule Tribe and other communities. The census
report of 1971 said, “The Rajbanshis (134976) are the most populous scheduled caste in the
district followed by the paliyas (79432) who are regarded by some as a sub-caste of the
Rajbanshisbut are usually distinct in respect of inter-marriage and the eating of cooked
food.”24However, the refugee culture was born in West Dinajpur district due to partition.
Refugeesfrom across Bengal mainly flocked to the city. The population in the border areas
continued to grow. As a result, another change took place in the socio-economic outline of
the district. It is too easy to imagine how pronounced the refugee problem was subsequently.
That timesthe people who gave shelter to the refugees, later on that refugees occupied the
land of the shelterer and increased the amount of cultivable land of their own.And then a
vengeance was awakened. The need for land reform arose as aresult of increased refugee
pressure. The Zamindari Abolition Act was passed in 1953-54 A.D. The supremacy of the
Jotdars perished rapidly and the victims of that anger are those uprooted people.

At the end of the discussion it become clear that in the post-independence period the
traditional Indian tradition i.e. easy acceptance and co-ordination powerhave finally won
after the catastrophic era of partition and emigration. That’s why the Indian soil welcomed all
the refugees from East Pakistan and gave them food, clothes, shelters, education and security.
As a consequence, Bengali refugees from East Pakistan found new meaning in life and have
involved in the solidarity with the developed culture and history of West Dinajpur district.
However, all the golden memories left behind have peeked in their mind.
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Agrarian Relation and Peasant Class Differentiation :

A Study of West Bengal, India
Gouriprasad Nanda

Abstract
This paper based on primary field survey deals with the economic class structures in a

differentiated agrarian economy. In an attempt to study and analyse the ground situation in this
post liberalization period this study undertook a detailed analysis of the structure of all relevant
variables to examine the structure of investment and production taking place in West Bengal.
The study stresses that the process of socio economic differentiation has not stopped and that
can be captured only by a thorough economic class study of the agrarian relations of West
Bengal on samples of diversely developed regions.
Key Words : Class Differentiation; Rural Credit; Exploitation; Agrarian Structure.
JEL classification : O13, O16, Q14, Q15

1. Introduction
West Bengal is an Indian state located in the Eastern part of India. The main ethnic group

is Bengali people with Bengali Hindus forming the demographic majority. Before the Indian
independence in 1947 the West Bengal and now Bangladesh remained under a unified state
Bengal. At the time of independence, West Bengal inherited a de-industrialised structure of
the economy and a stagnant agrarian structure. A huge influx of Hindu refugee from East
Bengal only multiplied the problem. The agrarian structure was dominated by the retrogressive
elements like landlords, moneylenders, traders who found most favourable environment to
grow under colonialism. In these context poor peasants in West Bengal along with the other
parts of the country started to revolt immediately after the independence under the leadership
of peasant organisations of the Left parties. Tebhaga was the name of a famous peasant
movement in independent India where poor tenants demanded one third of total crop share.
Government of India on the one hand brutally suppressed the peasant movements and passed
various pro poor land reform acts on the other favouring the poor peasants. Though, the latter
were totally eye-washing in the sense that all these acts were shelved unimplemented. The
Left parties gained under this situation. They mobilised the poor peasants against the
government’s inaction in land reform and ultimately dislodged the Congress Party from power.
Both under the United Front Government and Left Front Government the West Bengal
experienced important agrarian change that we will discuss in course of our analysis.
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Since 1991, the policy of economic liberalization [New Economic Policy (NEP)] was

introduced in Indian agriculture. West Bengal as a state of Indian federal structure had to
accept this policy of reform even as a bitter pill. The direct and immediate impact of this policy
was to cut in food and fertiliser subsidies and therefore a rise in fertiliser price. The reduction
in food and fertiliser subsidies came as a direct consequence of the recommendation of the
Fund/Bank as a main conditionality of structural adjustment programmes to cut down the
non-plan budgetary expenditure in order to reduce fiscal deficits. Since the fertilizer was used
on more than 85 per cent of irrigated land and about 50 per cent of un-irrigated land by
1988-89 [Rao and Gulati, 1994], such a unilateral withdrawal of fertiliser subsidies is bound
to have a detrimental impact on the economy. In the rural credit front, NEP from its inception
was in favour of the abolition of all concessional rates of interest. Narasimham Committee on
financial sector reform recommended that the priority sector lending should be slashed down
from 40 per cent to 10 per cent. Though the government has postponed action on this particular
recommendation, but it has otherwise shown a positive response towards ‘progressive dis-
involvement in rural credit for commercial bank’ [Krishnaswamy, 1994] by taking decision to
close down all the loss making branches of the commercial bank located in rural areas. Thus,
on rural credit front the NEP implies a policy of a credit squeeze in agriculture.  At the same
time government wished to strengthen the micro credit alternative. Since the micro credit suits
fine with the agenda of liberalization and privatization and it does not involve any state support,
government was keen to explore this alternative.

This study based on a primary field survey looks into the complicated institutional
arrangement of West Bengal where a process of class differentiation within the peasantry had
been going since the independence in an environment of market economic regime.

2.  Survey Design and Methodology
This analysis is based on field surveys conducted in the year 2010-11 among 206 sample

households in two parts of Birbhum district of West Bengal. We have purposively chosen the
Birbhum district as it is able to capture the diversity in the topography and population distribution.
Moreover for our purpose Birbhum has some relative advantages over the other districts as it
is not proximate to the state capital. It is a common phenomenon that, a district nearer to the
state capital will have a higher level of economic development. Again any sample region
proximate to the state capital may get added attraction of the policy makers in terms of higher
inflow of credit. Therefore any survey conducted in districts nearer to the state capital may
give a biased and over-estimated view of the credit distribution in the state.

The other criteria related to overall development which had an influence on selections of
the two districts are drafted below–

First, often called “The Land of red soil”, Birbhum is noted for its topography as it is
somewhat different from that of other districts in West Bengal. Apart from the western part, a
part of the Chhota Nagpur platau, which is a bushy region the major part of the  district is
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covered by the fertile alluvial farmlands with major rivers like Ajay, Mayurakshi, Kopai,
Bakreshwar, Brahmani, Dwarka, Hinglo etc. River Ajay forms the boundary between the
districts of Birbhum and Bardhaman. Annual average rainfall in Birbhum district is 1,300
millimeters.

Secondly, the distribution of population shows that, according to the 2011 census Birbhum
district has a population of 3,502,404 and has a population density of 771 per square kilometer,
the latter makes it rank 13th in the state.

Thirdly, according to 2011 census Birbhum has a sex ratio of 956 females for every 1000
males which is higher than the state’s sex ratio (950) and it ranks 6th in the state along with the
districts South 24 Parganas and Dakshin Dinajpur. The district shows a literacy rate of 70.68
per cent (Male literacy- 76.92per cent and Female literacy- 64.14per cent), which is lower
than the state average of 76.3per cent, there by making it rank 14th in the state.

Fourthly, in Birbhum district (around 63%) majority of the inhabitants are dependent on
agriculture.

On the basis of above, we have purposively chosen Birbhum district as representative
sample district as it is able to capture the diversity in the topography and population distribution.

2.1 Selection of the Sample Villages :
The process adopted in the selection of the sample villages in this study was little different

from approaches followed by the researchers in general. The aim of the study was to select
most advanced villages from the most advanced block and the most backward villages from
most backward block. In pursuance to the above objective the study choose to select directly
the sample villages from the village level disaggregated data of census 2011 of India overlooking
the community development block wise data of the two districts. The study chose two sets of
data that was obtained from the Census Department, Govt. of India. These two sets are- 1)
Rural Primary Census abstract and 2) Village Directory on Birbhum. There are numerous
criterions in the two sets of data. Broadly the above two combined data set can be classified
into following two types – 1) Quantitative, (criterion- 1 to 27 in the list given in end note)1 i.e,
absolute numbers such as data on population, land, irrigation, category of workers, literacy
and others. 2) Indicative, (criterion-28 to 112 in the list given in end note)2 based on the
availability of different amenities and their distance from villages- such as schools, health
centers, electricity, pucca road, daily hat etc.

This study took extensive help of MS-Office 2003 programmes-namely MS-ACCESS
and MS-EXCEL. These programmes helped to run query and perform complicated
calculations on the vast disaggregated village level data of the two Districts. On the basis of
above programmes it was possible to select the appropriate villages where field survey could
have been performed. The exhaustive data set would have been very hard to be tackled
manually. The MS ACCESS & EXCEL operations made the task relatively easier. The
operations performed in these programmes are being described below.

Agrarian Relation and Peasant Class Differentiation : A Study of West Bengal, India
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1) First, of all, the village wise data sets were combined separately for Birbhum to form a

single data set for each district.
2) Next the relative measures generally in percentage or proportional form were calculated

from the qualitative data present in the combined data set according to need of the study.
This helped to make a good comparison among the villages of the districts.
Primarily, the study chose some quantitative criterion which had to be stressed among the

vast criteria set up. The criteria chosen for the study were
(i) Percentage of cultivable land to total land
(ii) Percentage of irrigated land to total cultivable area
(iii) Percentage of Literacy
(iv) Percentage of canal irrigation to total cultivable land
(v) Percentage of canal irrigation to total irrigation

3) Next, the advanced villages where survey would be undertaken in Birbhum District were
selected. This was performed in the following way- on the basis of the relative measures
first round of query were run in MS ACCESS by assigning three different levels of
percentages to the above mentioned criteria.

CHART-2.1

No. Quantitative Criterion Fixed 1st  level 2nd level 3rd level
1 Percentage of Literacy >40% >60% >70%

2 Percentage of irrigated land to total cultivable area >40% >50% >60%

3 Percentage of cultivable land to total land >70% >80% >90%

4 Percentage of canal irrigation to cultivable land >30% >40% >50%

5 Percentage of canal irrigation to total irrigation >50% >60% >75%

Now, to select advanced villages in Birbhum District the criteria at 3rd level were finally
set. In consequence, nearly 100 villages out of 2,455 villages came under the purview of
selection; significant number of these 100 villages, nearly 35 per cent was from Rampurhat-I
and Nalhati II blocks.
4) After pursuing the first round of query a second round of query was run in MS-ACCESS.

These were the qualitative or indicative measures, which took into consideration. The
broad criteria important and relevant for the study were at first selected, which are shown
in chart-2.2 below. All the selected criteria were adjusted to their optimum qualification
level. The indicators for the different amenities available in the village directory census -
2011 are set numerically 0,1,2,3. Where Zero implies non availability of the amenities,
and from 1 to 3, increasing order of the numerical implies decreasing order in quality of
amenities available. Quality otherwise generally refers to the distance at which the amenities
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are available. One => (0-5) km, Two => (5-10) km, Three => (>10) km. As one represents
the optimum quality level, all the criteria important for our purpose were adjusted to one
given as quality indicator in the chart-2.2 below.

CHART 2.2

No.                         Indicative Criteria Quality Indicator
1 Educational Facilities ONE

2 Health Facilities ONE

3 Availability of electricity for all purposes ONE

4 Availability of market day ONE

5 Approach pucca road ONE

6 Access to railways ONE

7 Availability of Post Office, Bank, Telephone Connection etc. ONE

With the completion of the above described round of query the village set of 100 after
round one in Birbhum got reduced to 20 in number only. Again the maximum number of
villages was found to be under Rampurhat-I and Nalhati II blocks. Out of those villages
Village Bara, Lohapur and Sailmail in Bara –I panchayat of Nalhati II block were purposively
selected for the study.
5) Now, the same procedure was adopted with some difference to find the backward villages

under Birbhum District where survey would be undertaken. Different percentage level for
the quantitative or relative criteria was assigned. For Birbhum district Quantitative Criterion
in the following chart were followed in order to find the backward villages.

CHART 2.3

No. Quantitative Criterion Fixed Percentage Level
1 Percentage of Literacy < 50 per cent

2 Percentage of irrigated land to total cultivable area < 30 per cent

3 Percentage of cultivable land to total land < 70 per cent

4 Percentage of canal irrigation to cultivable land <10 per cent

5 Percentage of canal irrigation to total irrigation < 10 per cent

Different percentage level were fixed for the criteria to find backward villages with some
purpose, they are–

(i) In general lower level of average literacy rate is a common phenomenon in backward
villages.

Agrarian Relation and Peasant Class Differentiation : A Study of West Bengal, India
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(ii) Another indication of backwardness is lack of irrigational facility. For that reason

extremely low levels were set for irrigation related criteria, so that genuinely
backward agricultural villages are chosen.

(iii) As our study is concerned only with those villages which are purely agricultural
based, a higher upper limit for cultivable land was fixed.

6) After completing the first round, as before the second round of query was run with indicative
criteria. The quality level for the criteria was fixed in such a way that they reflect poor
developmental amenities. As 3 represents the lowest order in quality of amenities available,
all the criteria important to our purpose were adjusted to 3 given as quality indicator in the
chart below.

CHART 2.4

No.                         Indicative Criteria Quality Indicator
1 Educational Facilities THREE

2 Health Facilities THREE

3 Availability of electricity for all purposes THREE

4 Availability of market day THREE

5 Approach pucca road THREE

6 Access to railways THREE

7 Availability of Post Office, Bank, Telephone Connection etc. THREE

With the completion of the above described rounds of query 12 villages in Birbhum District
finally came under the purview of study. Out of those 12 villages Village chhata chak and
joydev kenduly in joydev kenduli panchayat of Ilambazar block was purposively selected.

Our study objective was to select the villages with maximum economic development from
advanced block and the lesser developed villages in case of backward blocks from the Birbhum.
Each sample villages of the district has some characteristic of their own.

2.2 Selection of the Sample Households :
Sample households should be unbiased in capturing the general characteristics related to

class, caste and religious composition of the society. All these would ensure correct formulation
of poverty line, gross value added, calculation of surplus and other important results. For that
purpose, Method of simple random sampling without replacement was used for selecting the
sample households. A complete list of households was obtained from local Panchayat office
in Birbhum, West Bengal in form of voter list and list compiled from different economic surveys
undertaken by Panchayat. Out of total 206 households in Birbhum 101 and 105 households
were selected from advanced (Nalhati-II) and backward region (Ilambazar) respectively.



71

2.2.1   Characteristics of Collected Data and Period of Survey
A detailed questionnaire was prepared to carry out the survey. The basic unit of survey

was chosen to be Household. Three important types of queries were main concern of the
questionnaire. First, particulars of the household, second, details of assets (land and non land)
owned by the household, third, data on annual flow variables, for example inputs and labour
use, outputs and product marketed, loans taken- by purpose and source. The first part consists
of the following particulars of the households- family size and age, the gender structure of the
family, caste, religion, language, the marital status and educational status of the members. In
the Second part, the stock or asset variables have been considered, which includes- the
ownership of land and non land assets. Land is defined under following categories- owned,
vested, leased in, leased out, irrigated, non-irrigated etc. Non-land productive assets also
have been taking into account in this category. In this section, we have collected the data of
traditional implements, modern implements, machinery as well as livestock assets. However,
dates and times of purchase and sale of financial assets were unavailable. The third category
which was related to flow variables takes into account the total costs related production.
Total costs were further classified into labour and material inputs costs. The material cost of
production includes expenses on farm produce and purchase seeds, fertilizers and manures,
tube well and electricity, livestock and machinery maintenance. The Monthly data on labour
cost consists of disposition of family labour and hired in labour. The information regarding
area and production under different crops and their process along with the extent of product
marketed was collected. The data also takes into account given terms and conditions of sales
undertaken by the farmers of their crops, income from rent  and any other conditions related
to crop production or land given to rent. The incomes of the households were also included.
They were included under the categories of wages earned from hiring out labour, from salaries,
remittances, pensions of salaried people etc. However, the consumption patterns of the
households were also collected but some anomalies and inconsistencies were observed, as all
the data on this subject was not credible enough to be presented in serious form. Mainly total
consumption expenditure and data on consumer durables are presented. Data on credit were
also collected. In particular, the data on total outstanding credit were collected in two heads
(1) Institutional and (2) Non-institutional. Under these two heads the study has systematically
enlisted the amount of debt, the securities, the sources, the purposes, the terms and conditions
and final utilization of credit. Interest rates under various environments along with terms and
conditions were also carefully registered. Although, main emphasis were given to sources,
purposes, utilization, default and repayment in case of institutional credit.

 On the basis of this exhaustive questionnaire, the field survey was conducted. The data
on flow variables like production, consumption of inputs, product marketed and new debts
which came into contract and that were repaid were assed for the whole financial year, while
the data on stock items like land, all types of assets and outstanding credit were assessed on
the particular date of survey.

Agrarian Relation and Peasant Class Differentiation : A Study of West Bengal, India
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2.2.2 Classifying the Households

We have classified our sample households on the basis of Patnaik’s (1987) E-criterion
(see, Appendix - II) side by side with the usual classification by acreage The distribution of
sample households on the basis of the above criteria for advanced and backward villages of
Birbhum district is depicted in the tables 1A, B, and C. These tables describe the number and
the percentage distribution of the households according to cross classification applying above
mentioned criteria in the name (1) economic class (2) operated land size.

On the basis of acreage analysis five segments of the households were constructed namely-
(1) Landless households and Feudal landlords have been categorized as (0 acre)

household group.
(2) Households whose operated land is higher than zero acre but less than 1.25

acres (i.e. 0< OL d”1.25 acres) as (0-1.25) acre household group.
(3) Operated land is higher than 1.25 acres but less than equal to 2.5 acres (1.25 <

OL d” 2.5 acres) as (1.25-2.5) acres group.
(4) Operated land is higher than 2.5 acres but less than or equal to 5 acres (2.5 < OL

d” 5 acres) as (2.5-5) acres group.
(5) Households who have operated land higher than 5 acres as (above 5) acres

groups.

Close observations on the data represented by the tables given below gives us some
important findings. Most important of which is while the two criteria are associated as expected
but they are not identical as there is existence of positive non diagonal elements especially the
presence of majority of the elements above the diagonals than below.

Patnaik’s E-criterion is relevant for the ground reality of West Bengal. In recent period
Agricultural scenario of Bengal has witnessed a massive decline in the proportion of population
belonging to the higher size groups. In our sample we have found a single household above 5
acres of landsize in Birbhum District.

Table No. 1 (A), (B), (C)
A. Cross Classification of the Number of Households : West Bengal

CLASS LLS PP SP MP RP LL Total

All Region

0 70 0 0 0 0 0 70

0.01 to 1.25 0 28 20 17 18 8 91

1.25 to 2.5 0 0 2 9 13 7 31

2.5 to 5 0 0 1 1 8 3 13

abv 5 0 0 0 1 0 0 1

Total 70 28 23 28 39 18 206
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CLASS LLS PP SP MP RP LL Total

   Advanced Region

0 39 0 0 0 0 0 39

0.01 to 1.25 0 13 7 12 6 7 45

1.25 to 2.5 0 0 1 7 3 2 13

2.5 to 5 0 0 0 1 1 2 4

abv 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Total 39 13 8 20 10 11 101

   Backward Region

0 31 0 0 0 0 0 31

0.01 to 1.25 0 15 13 5 12 1 46

1.25 to 2.5 0 0 1 2 10 5 18

2.5 to 5 0 0 1 0 7 1 9

abv 5 0 0 0 1 0 0 1

Total 31 15 15 8 29 7 105

B. Economic Classwise Percentage Distribution of the Number of Household in Each
Category of Acre-Group : West Bengal

CLASS LLS PP SP MP RP LL Total

All Region

0.00 100 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 33.98

0.01 to 1.25 0.00 100.00 86.96 60.71 46.15 44.44 44.17

1.25 to 2.5 0.00 0.00 8.70 32.14 33.33 38.89 15.05

2.5 to 5 0.00 0.00 4.35 3.57 20.51 16.67 6.31

abv 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 3.57 0.00 0.00 0.49

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

   Advanced Region

0 100.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 38.61

0.01 to 1.25 0.00 100.00 87.50 60.00 60.00 63.64 44.55

1.25 to 2.5 0.00 0.00 12.50 35.00 30.00 18.18 12.87

2.5 to 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 5.00 10.00 18.18 3.96

abv 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

Agrarian Relation and Peasant Class Differentiation : A Study of West Bengal, India
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   Backward Region

0.00 100.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 29.52

0.01 to 1.25 0.00 100.00 86.67 62.50 41.38 14.29 43.81

1.25 to 2.5 0.00 0.00 6.67 25.00 34.48 71.43 17.14

2.5 to 5 0.00 0.00 6.67 0.00 24.14 14.29 8.57

abv 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 12.50 0.00 0.00 0.95

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00

C. Acre-Group Wise Percentage Distribution of the Number of Household in Each
Category of Economic Classes : West Bengal

   CROSS CLASSFICATION OF THE PERCENTAGE OF THE HOUSEHOLDS

CLASS LLS PP SP MP RP LL Total

All Region

0.00 100.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 100.00

0.01 to 1.25 0.00 30.77 21.98 18.68 19.78 8.79 100.00

1.25 to 2.5 0.00 0.00 6.45 29.03 41.94 22.58 100.00

2.5 to 5 0.00 0.00 7.69 7.69 61.54 23.08 100.00

abv 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 100.00 0.00 0.00 100.00

Total 33.98 13.59 11.17 13.59 18.93 8.74 100.00

    Advanced Region

0 100.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 100.00

0.01 to 1.25 0.00 28.89 15.56 26.67 13.33 15.56 100.00

1.25 to 2.5 0.00 0.00 7.69 53.85 23.08 15.38 100.00

2.5 to 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 25.00 25.00 50.00 100.00

abv 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Total 38.61 12.87 7.92 19.80 9.90 10.89 100.00

   Backward Region

0.00 100.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 100.00

0.01 to 1.25 0.00 32.61 28.26 10.87 26.09 2.17 100.00

1.25 to 2.5 0.00 0.00 5.56 11.11 55.56 27.78 100.00

2.5 to 5 0.00 0.00 11.11 0.00 77.78 11.11 100.00

abv 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 100.00 0.00 0.00 100.00

Total 29.52 14.29 14.29 7.62 27.62 6.67 100.00
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NOTE: LLS=LANDLESS, PP=POOR PEASANT, SP= SMALL PEASANT,
MP=MIDDLE PEASANT, RP=RICH PEASANT, LL=LANDLORD

The most disturbing phenomenon is the landless households registered 70 out of 206
households (34 per cent) in Birbhum. On the other hand 91 out of 206 households (44 per
cent) belong to the marginal size group (0.01 to 1.25 acres). This marginal size group (0.01 to
1.25 acres) is majorly (30.76 per cent) represented by the poor peasant class.

The rich peasant class in the all region of West Bengal is about 18.93 per cent of the total
household. The Landlord class in the all region of west Bengal constitutes only 8.73 per cent
of the total household. Negligible percentage of landholding above 5 acres in West Bengal is
quite normal and most of the peasant holding above 2.5 acre in our survey sample found to be
mostly representing the rich peasant class or landlord class3. In fact size of landholding or
acreage has no relation with the mode of production adopted4. In our survey sample the farm
size (0.01 to 2.5) acres contain 122 of 206 (59.22 per cent) households in West Bengal.
These high concentrations of farms in the smallest size group, brings forth two conclusions.
First of all, large no of households who are landless had moved up to this group by receiving
the vested or ceiling surplus land and secondly, some households from 2.5-5 acres or above
group might have moved down due to either disintegration of families or due to land reform
and changing pattern of agrarian relation5. In West Bengal, This size group is evenly distributed
between poor, small, middle and rich peasant ranging from 18 per cent to 25 per cent with
landlord being only 12.29 per cent.

In our study, poor, small, middle and rich peasants belonging to this size group register a
very high percentage to their total ranging from 79.49 per cent to 100 per cent. While, in case
of the landlord class 83.33 per cent to their total have registered their presence in this size
group (0.01 to 2.5 acres).

Considering the acreage classification alone it might appear that the peasant class
differentiation has been come to a halt in West Bengal. However our analysis will show how
class differentiation is still going on. In other words, classification of households based on
Patnaik’s E criterion would show us the true face of this differentiation based on tiny land
holdings and increasing concentration of command over assets.

Thus some general observations follow. First, while the two criteria are associated, as we
would expect, they are not identical since we get positive non-diagonal elements (especially
above the diagonal, not so much below). The number of landless households in West Bengal
is however substantial, the category which is identical in both the classifications.  70 households
or 34 per cent of the sample was found to be landless in the proper sense of the term, neither
owning any land, nor operating any land. This in itself seems to reflect the incidence of
immiserisation and landlessness in the sample villages of West Bengal. Secondly, the modal
farm size is below 1.25 acres, with 91 out of 206 households, or 44 per cent of the sample
falling in this group in Birbhum. This high concentration of farms in the smallest farm size

Agrarian Relation and Peasant Class Differentiation : A Study of West Bengal, India
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group, reflects the fact that a large number of landless households had moved up to the 0.01
to 1.25 acreage group by receiving the vested ceiling-surplus land during the Left Front period
after 1977 in West Bengal.

The majority of the households in this acreage group are poor peasants, since we find that
28 out of the 91 (a little more than 31 per cent) in Birbhum fall in this category. However a
sizeable proportion, 37 households or nearly 41 per cent in Birbhum are small or middle
peasants, who are mainly self-employed and do not need to sell their labour power to any
great extent to the wealthy households. In fact the middle peasants are by definition small net
employer of others.  Interestingly we find as many as 26 households, or 29 per cent of the
total in this size-group (0.01-1.25 acre), fall in the rich peasant and landlord category (mainly
or wholly using non-family labour) despite the relatively small size of their farms. They make
up nearly 46 per cent of all rich peasants and landlords in Birbhum.

Looking at the size grouping, we find only a single farm operating above 5 acres with the
land size 6.6 acres or 3.66 per cent of the total area operated [Table 1(A) & 2]. The successful
acquisition of ceiling surplus land has led to the reduction in the concentration of land in the
hands of the erstwhile landlords in the higher acreage groups in West Bengal. But at the same
time implementation of the ceilings might have induced the need for more intensive cultivation
of their reduced areas of land on the part of many of these erstwhile landlords, thus promoting
a switch over from rent to capitalist cultivation, as a result of  which, their dependence on
hired in labour has increased. By and large those who do no manual work themselves - the
landlord as defined here, the highest group - hail from the class of erstwhile rentiers, though
some are of rich peasant origin, who might have improved their position. Operation Barga in
West Bengal has also curbed the former power of the rentiers as effectively as it has guaranteed
occupation to the bargadars and reduced the area directly operated by erstwhile landlords
(jotedars).

The region wise classification of the data gives further insight. It is quite clear that the
structures discussed above are the outcome of structural differences between the advanced
region and the backward region. Thus 83 per cent per cent of farms are below 1.25 acres in
the advanced compared to 73 per cent in the backward region. As much as 51.49 per cent of
farmers are of landless and poor peasant status in the advanced region compared to 43.8 per
cent in the backward region of West Bengal. The corresponding shares in the total number
holdings, of the better-off farmers, mainly or wholly using outside labour (the rich peasants
and the landlords) are 20.79 per cent and 34.29 per cent respectively in advanced and
backward regions. The mainly self-employed farmers or the middle groups constitute i.e.
27.72 per cent and 22 per cent in the advanced and the backward regions respectively.

The picture becomes clearer when the distribution of total area by economic class and
farm size is taken into account. Table-2 present the cross-classification of the farms according
to the two grouping criteria on the basis of which the following observations might be made.
First, at the upper end of the size group there is only farm operating above 5 acres in Birbhum.
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This household belongs to middle peasant in the backward region of Birbhum in West Bengal.
This partly supports the hypothesis that the concentration of land has declined owing to the
successful implementation of the land reform measures.

However, looking into the distribution of the average area, according to farm size it is
observed as expected- the average farm size increase steadily with rising size groups up to the
fifth group. But it reveals a jump from 1.71 acres to 3.84 acres between the third and the
fourth. This reflects the steep pattern of landholding distribution. Secondly, the average farm
size rises from the poor peasant to the rich peasant though then it drops to a small extent for
landlords in Bengal.

Part of the reason for the drop in the average size of the ‘landlord’ holdings is that we have
not excluded the few ‘petty rentier and petty employer’ families from this group. The petty
rentiers and petty employers do not participate in manual labour. They have small resources
and are not in fact big exploiters of outside labour. They are usually obliged to use outside
labour owing to the absence of other factors like working in petty service occupations
themselves. Strictly speaking these households should not be included in ‘landlords’ at all
since this category is thought of as rentiers and employers.

It has been mentioned above that a particular acreage-group is likely to have holdings
ranging from poor peasant to rich peasant status. However as we would expect, the proportion
of labour-hiring holdings [middle peasants, rich peasants and landlords] in the total holdings
by acreage group is found to predominate in the farms above1.25 acres in Bengal. However,
the converse holds good for the poor and small peasants whose share is higher on smaller
farms.

Table 1 & 2 show a steep concentration in landholding both in the advanced and in the
backward region. In the combined region 24.76per cent of households belong to poor and
small peasant have only 15.40per cent of land under possession. While 18.93per cent of
households belong to rich peasant have 38.81per cent of land. Interestingly, 8.73per cent of
households belong to landlord class have only 14.27per cent of total operated holding.

From Acreage analysis we can see, 44per cent of total sampled households belong to the
size group below 1.25 acres and have land area 31.40 per cent. On the other hand, 6.31per
cent households belong to the size group 2.5- 5 acres have 31.26 per cent of land area.

Agrarian Relation and Peasant Class Differentiation : A Study of West Bengal, India
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Table No. 2

Acreage Group and Class wise Cross Classification of Total and Average
Operated Area-West Bengal (Area in Acres) :

NOTE: AA=AVERAGE AREA, TA=TOTAL AREA, AGLWL=AGRICULTURAL
LABOUR WITH LAND, CAPUTE=CAPITALIST PURE TENANT, LL=
LANDLORD, PRPE=PETTY RENTIER AND EMPLOYER

Table 3 on the net labour days hired in or out per holding, reveals the variation in the
economic status of households within each acreage group. It is quite clear from the table that
the class categories successfully isolate holdings of different types with respect to the variables
of labour hiring, and therefore show consistently and significantly different mean values for
holdings in the different economic classes, regardless of the acreage group they fall into. For
example in the combined region, for the landlord class labour hiring ranges from 299.8 to
1168 days per annum per holding over the acreage groups. For the rich peasant class the
same ranges from 127.5 to 294.5days per annum per holding over the acreage groups, while
for the middle peasant class it ranges from 117.8 to 443.5 days per annum per holding over
the acreage groups. For the small-peasants, labour hiring ranges from -29.77 to -148. For
the landless and poor peasant it has a uniform value at -203.68 and -114.67 respectively in
West Bengal.

On the other hand, within a given acreage group, such as 0.01-2.5 acres, the labour hiring

CLASS
SIZE AA TA AA TA AA TA AA TA AA TA AA TA AA TA

0 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

0-1.25 0.00 0.00 0.38 10.63 0.53 10.53 0.69 11.72 0.68 12.16 0.63 5.05 0.55 50.08

1.25-2.5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.66 3.31 1.65 14.87 1.82 23.69 1.58 11.09 1.71 52.95

2.5-5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 3.30 3.30 2.81 2.81 4.27 34.15 3.20 9.60 3.84 49.86
    Above 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 6.60 6.60 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 6.60 6.60

Total 0.00 0.00 0.38 10.63 0.75 17.14 1.29 35.99 1.79 69.99 1.43 25.74 0.77 159.48

CLASS
SIZE AA TA AA TA AA TA AA TA AA TA AA TA AA TA

0 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

0-1.25 0.00 0.00 0.39 5.01 0.57 3.96 0.74 8.91 0.65 3.91 0.65 4.56 0.59 26.33

1.25-2.5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.98 1.98 1.65 11.55 2.09 6.27 1.57 3.14 1.72 22.93

2.5-5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 2.81 2.81 4.62 4.62 3.14 6.27 3.42 13.70
    Above 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Total 0.00 0.00 0.39 5.01 0.74 5.94 1.16 23.26 1.48 14.80 1.27 13.96 0.62 62.96

CLASS
SIZE AA TA AA TA AA TA AA TA AA TA AA TA AA TA

0 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

0-1.25 0.00 0.00 0.38 5.63 0.51 6.57 0.56 2.81 0.69 8.25 0.50 0.50 0.52 23.75

1.25-2.5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.33 1.33 1.66 3.32 1.74 17.42 1.59 7.95 1.67 30.02

2.5-5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 3.30 3.30 0.00 0.00 4.22 29.53 3.33 3.33 4.02 36.16
    Above 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 6.60 6.60 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 6.60 6.60

Total 0.00 0.00 0.38 5.63 0.75 11.20 1.59 12.73 1.90 55.20 1.68 11.78 0.92 96.53

AVERAGE AND TOTAL AREA BY ECONOMIC CLASS AND ACREAGE GROUP: ALL REGION

AVERAGE AND TOTAL AREA BY ECONOMIC CLASS AND ACREAGE GROUP: ADVANCED REGION

AVERAGE AND TOTAL AREA BY ECONOMIC CLASS AND ACREAGE GROUP: BACKWARD REGION

Small Peasant Middle Peasant Rich Peasant Land Lord Total 

Landless Poor Peasant Small Peasant Middle Peasant Rich Peasant Land Lord Total 

Landless Poor Peasant

Total Landless Poor Peasant Small Peasant Middle Peasant Rich Peasant Land Lord
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ranges from -148.00 (hiring out) to 1168 (hiring in) in West Bengal. It is clear enough that
diametrically opposite types of holdings in terms of labour process get included in this acreage
group - both the households which are themselves exploiters of others’ labour as well as the
households which are themselves exploited.

In other words, acreage as an index fails to discriminate between different types of holdings
that differs in the crucial respect of labour use and hence the extent to which they remain
‘peasant’ households.

TABLE NO – 3
ACREAGE GROUP AND CLASS WISE CROSS CLASSIFICATION OF TOTAL

AND AVERAGE NET LABOUR DAYS HIRED IN OR HIRED OUT PER
HOLDING – WEST BENGAL:

NOTE: LLS=LANDLESS, PP=POOR PEASANT, SP= SMALL PEASANT,
MP=MIDDLE PEASANT, RP=RICH PEASANT, LL=LANDLORD

CLASS LLS PP SP MP RP LL Total 
  ALL REGION

0.00 -203.68 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 -203.68
0.01to 1.25 0.00 -114.67 -29.77 117.80 127.50 1168.00 24.74
1.25to 2.5 0.00 0.00 -148.00 443.50 251.90 299.80 264.28
2.5 to 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 294.57 1068.00 348.22
abv 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 170.00 0.00 0.00 170.00
Total -203.68 -114.67 -35.67 206.25 210.72 533.57 27.48

 ADVANCED REGION
0.00 -107.44 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 -107.44

0.01to 1.25 0.00 -65.77 -18.43 44.75 93.50 158.29 27.16
1.25to 2.5 0.00 0.00 -148.00 103.14 333.00 205.50 152.62
2.5 to 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 4.00 235.00 315.50 217.50
abv 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Total -107.44 -65.77 -34.63 63.15 179.50 195.45 -1.13

 BACKWARD REGION
0.00 -30.34 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 -30.34

0.01to 1.25 0.00 -30.89 -12.90 3.06 53.83 7.50 -0.92
1.25to 2.5 0.00 0.00 0.00 18.33 116.92 155.43 89.45
2.5 to 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 228.38 145.67 174.15
abv 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 170.00 0.00 0.00 170.00
Total -30.34 -30.89 -11.22 13.82 110.67 88.06 14.56

CROSS CLASSIFICATION OF THE NET LABOR DAYS (HI-HO)/HH

Agrarian Relation and Peasant Class Differentiation : A Study of West Bengal, India
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3. STRUCTURE OF OUTPUT

The next question in this study is related to technology. It is a well-known fact that with the
introduction of capitalist relation in agriculture, the latter becomes dependent on technology.
It is indeed the fact that the technology makes a production condition market dependent.
Those who can afford to bear the high priced technological inputs could survive in the market
and those who can’t, be wiped out. Thus we can expect that in a market economic regime the
upper classes have a keen domination over the high yielding technological inputs.

The total output per unit area and per holding is shown in Table 5. The advanced region
has shown a substantially higher value in comparison to the backward region. The gross
output in value terms per holding shows higher value in the advanced region (Rs 26465) than
the backward region (Rs 21166).

However, the gap in the output of the advanced and the backward region widens when
we take output per operated area in consideration as shown in Table 5. The output per area
operated in the advanced region (Rs 42457) is far more (1.84 times) than of the same in the
backward region (Rs. 23023). On the other hand the output per sown area in the advanced
region (Rs 21502) is 1.27 times greater than the backward region (Rs.16930).

The dichotomy between the output per sown area and the output per operated area in
West Bengal is explained with the fact that the cropping intensity is far greater in the advanced
region (1.97) than the backward region (1.36).

Table 4 shows, on the average the total output per holding shows a positive association
with the ascending class status up to the rich peasant category and then shows a decline for
the landlord class. The output per operated area on the other hand also shows the positive
trend but in lesser extent. It increases from Rs 23676 for the poor peasant, to Rs 27644 for
small peasant, to 30510 for the middle peasant, and then shows stagnancy at 30324 for the
rich peasant and finally an increase to Rs 36880 for the landlord.

The output per acre sown shows a smaller positive variation with ascending class than
does the output per acre operated, owing to higher cropping intensity on the labour hiring
farm. However in this case also the labour hiring classes show a marginal higher yield
performance than the exploited and the self-employed classes.
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TABLE NO – 5
ECONOMIC CLASS & ACREAGE GROUP WISE CROPPING INTENSITY AND

STRUCTURE OF OUTPUT- WEST BENGAL:
                                                                 ACREAGE GROUPWISE  STRUCTURE OF OUTPUT 

Class/Group No Of Total Area Total Sown Cropping Total Output (Rs) Output(Rs) per Output(Rs) per 
Hhs Oprtd. Area Intensity Output (Rs) Per Holding area oprtd. area Sown

All Region

0.00 70 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
0.01to 1.25 91 50.08 83.62 1.67 1651340.00 18146.59 32972.07 19748.15
1.25to 2.5 31 52.95 85.32 1.61 1630413.00 52593.97 30794.47 19109.39

2.5 to 5 13 49.86 80.04 1.61 1529635.00 117664.23 30678.60 19110.88
abv 5 1 6.60 6.60 1.00 84000.00 84000.00 12727.27 12727.27
Total 206 159.49 255.58 1.60 4895388.00 23764.02 30694.40 19154.03

Advanced Region
0.00 39 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

0.01to 1.25 45 26.33 47.95 1.82 1054430.00 23431.78 40044.43 21990.20
1.25to 2.5 13 22.93 47.58 2.08 986760.00 75904.62 43033.58 20738.97

2.5 to 5 4 13.70 28.78 2.10 631760.00 157940.00 46130.70 21951.36
abv 5 0 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Total 101 62.96 124.31 1.97 2672950.00 26464.85 42457.09 21502.29

Backward Region
0.00 31 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

0.01to 1.25 46 23.75 35.67 1.50 596910.00 12976.30 25129.88 16734.23
1.25to 2.5 18 30.02 37.74 1.26 643653.00 35758.50 21444.38 17054.93

2.5 to 5 9 36.16 51.26 1.42 897875.00 99763.89 24830.61 17516.09
abv 5 1 6.60 6.60 1.00 84000.00 84000.00 12727.27 12727.27
Total 105 96.53 131.27 1.36 2222438.00 21166.08 23023.77 16930.28

                                                     ECONOMIC CLASSWISE STRUCTURE OF OUTPUT 
Class/Group No Of Total Area Total Sown Cropping Total Output (Rs) Output (Rs) Output (Rs)

Hhs Oprtd. Area Intensity Output (Rs) Per Holding per area oprtd. per area Sown
All Region
Landless 70 0 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Poor Peasant 28 10.64 14.74 1.39 251860.00 8995.00 23675.50 17086.84
Small Peasant 23 17.14 25.73 1.50 473810.00 20600.43 27643.52 18414.69
Middle Peasant 28 35.99 58.62 1.63 1098070.00 39216.79 30510.42 18731.04
Rich Peasant 39 70.00 106.79 1.53 2122553.00 54424.44 30324.35 19876.33

Landlord 18 25.74 49.69 1.93 949095.00 52727.50 36879.54 19099.55
Total 206 159.49 255.58 1.60 4895388.00 23764.02 30694.40 19154.03

Advanced Region
Landless 39 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Poor Peasant 13 5.01 6.14 1.23 131590.00 10122.31 26291.71 21417.64
Small Peasant 8 5.94 12.05 2.03 241940.00 30242.50 40764.95 20086.34
Middle Peasant 20 23.26 45.23 1.95 910870.00 45543.50 39168.78 20137.29
Rich Peasant 10 14.80 28.42 1.92 726210.00 72621.00 49078.19 25551.88

Landlord 11 13.96 32.46 2.32 662340.00 60212.73 47430.27 20403.55
Total 101 62.96 124.31 1.97 2672950.00 26464.85 42457.09 21502.29

Backward Region
Landless 31 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Poor Peasant 15 5.63 8.60 1.53 120270.00 8018.00 21369.94 13991.39
Small Peasant 15 11.20 13.69 1.22 231870.00 15458.00 20702.68 16943.37
Middle Peasant 8 12.73 13.39 1.05 187200.00 23400.00 14705.42 13980.58
Rich Peasant 29 55.20 78.37 1.42 1396343.00 48149.76 25298.36 17818.00

Landlord 7 11.78 17.23 1.46 286755.00 40965.00 24352.87 16642.77
Total 105 96.53 131.27 1.36 2222438.00 21166.08 23023.77 16930.28

Thus, compared to all classes of exploited and self-employed, the labour hiring classes
registers higher yield level. Thus our data decisively refute the populist view that family labour
based farms are more ‘efficient’ in the sense of registering higher yields compared to hired
labour based farms representing the capitalistic tendency, as had been argued by Chayanov

Agrarian Relation and Peasant Class Differentiation : A Study of West Bengal, India
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(1966) and A. K. Sen (1966). This finding is particularly significant in the context of the rule
of the Left Front and substantial tenancy reform through Operation Barga in West Bengal.

7. CONCLUSION:
We have seen that despite a strong pro poor state intervention in the state, the differentiation

of the peasantry is still going on based on the higher command of resources by the labour
hiring classes. This has been reflected in positive association between ascending classes /
acreage groups and per acre and per holding productivity. The issues highlighted in this paper
are- (i) Landlessness is a prominent feature in rural West Bengal, also concentration of land
asset is higher in higher economic class. This reflects the ongoing process of peasant class
differentiation in rural West Bengal.  (ii) In West Bengal, the farm size grouping shows a broad
direct association between the size of farm and the net labour days hired in and thus a broad
inverse relation between the size of farm and net days hired out on wages. (iii) Compared to
all classes of exploited and self-employed, the labour hiring classes registers higher yield level
refuting the populist view that family labour based farms are more ‘efficient’ in the sense of
registering higher yields compared to hired labour based farms representing the capitalistic
tendency.

END NOTE:
1. List of quantitative criteria in the combined census-2011, dataset are listed below-1)

Total Area, 2) Number of Occupied Residential Houses, 3) Number of Households, 4) Total
Population, 5) Total Male Population, 6) Total Female Population, 7) Male and Female
Population Below Age Seven, 8) Male and Female SC Population, 9) Male and Female ST
Population, 10) Male and Female Literates, 11) Total Main Workers- Male and Female, 12)
Number of Cultivators- Male and Female, 13) No of Agricultural Labourers – Male and
Female, 14) Livestock, Forestry, Fishing etc and allied activities, Number of Workers- Male
and Female, 15) Mining and Quarrying, Number of workers- Male and Female, 16)
Manufacturing and Processing in Household industry,  Number of workers- Male and Female,
17) Manufacturing and Processing in Other Than Household Industry, Number of workers-
Male and Female, 18) Construction, Number of workers- Male and Female, 19) Trade and
Commerce, Number of workers- Male and Female, 20) Storage and Communication, Number
of workers- Male and Female, 21) Other Services, Number of workers- Male and Female,
22) Number of Marginal Workers- Male and Female, 23) Number of Non-Workers- Male
and Female, 24) Total Irrigated Area, 25) Un-irrigated Land, 26) Cultivable Waste, 27)
Land not Available for Cultivation.

2. List of Indicative Criterion in the census- 2011 dataset are listed below- 28) Village
Status- Merged in Town or Not, 29) Availability and Distance of any Educational Institutions-
of which 30) Primary School, 31) Middle School, 32) High School, 33) Pre-University
Colleges, 34) Graduate Colleges, 35) Adult Literacy Center, 36) Industrial School, 37) Training
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School 38) Other Educational Institutions, 39) Availability and Distance of Any Medical
Institution of which- 40) Hospital, 41) Maternity and Child Welfare Center, 42) Maternity
Homes, 43) Child Welfare Center, 44) Primary Health Center, 45) Health Center, 46) Primary
Health Sub-Center, 47) Dispensary, 48) Family Planning Center, 49) Tuberculosis Clinic, 50)
Nursing Home, 51) Community Health Workers, 52) Registered Private Practitioner, 53)
Subsidiary Medical Practitioner, 54) Other Medical Centers, 55) Availability and Distance of
any Type of Drinking Water Facility- of which 56) Tap Water, 57) Well Water, 58) Tank
Water, 59) Tube well Water, 60) Hand Pump Water, 61) River Water, 62) Fountain, 63)
Canal, 64) Lake, 65) Spring, 66) Nalllah, 67) Other Drinking Water Sources, 68) Availability
and Distance of any Type of Post and Telegraph Facility- of which 69) Post Office, 70)
Telegraph Office, 71) Post and Telegraph Office, 72) Telephone Connection, 73) Availability
and Distance of any Type of Market Fecility- of which 74) Market day is Monday, 75)
Market day is Tuesday, 76) Market day is Wednesday, 77) Market day is Thursday, 78)
Market day is Friday, 79) Market day is Saturday, 80) Market day is Sunday, 81) Market is
Daily, 82) Market is Fortnightly, 83) Market is Monthly, 84) Availability and Distance of any
Type of Communication Facility - of which 85) Bus Stop, 86) Taxi or Tempo Stand, 87)
Railway Station, 88) Navigable Water Ways, 89) Approach Pukka Road, 90) Approach-
Kachcha Road, 91) Approach Foot Path, 92) Approach- Nevigable River, 93) Approach
Nevigable Canal, 94) Approach Nevigable Ways (other than River and Canal), 95) Distance
of Nearest Town, 96) Availability, Types and Distance of Various Types of Power Supply
Facility- of which 97) Power for Domestic Purpose, 98) Power for Agriculture, 99) Power
fro Industrial- Commercial Purpose, 100) Power for all Purpose, 101) Availability and Distance
of Different Types of Irrigation- of which 102) Irrigation by Govt. Canal, 103) Irrigation by
Well Without Electricity, 104) Irrigation by Private Canal, 105) Irrigation by Well and Electricity,
106) Irrigation by Tube- Well Without Electricity, 107) Irrigation by Tube-Well With Electricity,
108) Irrigation by Tank, 109) Irrigation by Rivers, 110) Irrigation by lake, 111) Irrigation by
Waterfall, 112) Irrigation by Other Sources.

3. Sengupta (1981) observed that landholding of 90.3 per cent of household in West
Bengal is upto 5 acres. John Harris (1993) in his study of jungul in Birbhum also found that
land holding of the 95per cent of the total household is within 5 acre.

4. Utsa patnaik (1985) in her book peasant class differentiation in Haryana projected the
contradiction between acreage grouping and economic class grouping and showed that size
of holding cannot be equated with mode of production adopted. In other words acreage size
has nothing to do with the economic class.

5. Dasgupta (1995), Harris (1993), Ghosh (1981) have discussed this point
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APPENDIX – II
PATNAIK’S LABOUR EXPLOITATION CRITERION

The Marxist concept of the process of class differentiation is that, under a regime of
commodity production, the rich peasant class increasingly employs the labour of others and
thereby appropriates surplus. A poor peasant on the other hand is increasingly obliged to
work for others and is thereby increasingly subjected to exploitation. The self-employed are
in a vulnerable position. While a few of them might be able to transform themselves into rich
peasant, the majority of them are always under the constant threat of being pushed down into
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the ranks of the semi-proletariat. At one of the two poles of the rural class structure, and more
or less distinct from the peasantry, stands the landlord, defined by ‘possession of substantial
means of production and non-involvement in any manual labour, living entirely by appropriating
surplus labour of others’. The landless labourer has no self-employment, for he posses no
means of production at all and is obliged to live entirely by selling his labour.

The labour-exploitation index seeks to give an empirical approximation to the analytical
concept of the class status of the household. The class-status is essentially determined by the
extent of the use of outside labour or to the extent the family works for others, relative to the
extent of self-employment. It is identical, under certain simplifying assumptions with the surplus
labour appropriated or parted with, relative to surplus labour with self-employment.

E = X/Y = {(Hi-Ho) + (Lo-Li)}/F

Where,       Hi = Labour-days hired on the operational holding of the household
      Ho = Family labour days hired out to others
      Li = Labour days worked on leased in land (whether by family or hired labour)
      Lo = Labour days similarly worked on land leased out by the household
      F = Labour days worked by household workers on the operational holding.

The index is a ratio, or a pure number, which can have positive or negative values depending
on whether the household is a net employer of outside labour or is itself on balance working
for others (as labourer or tenant). The range of values of E is from plus infinity to minus infinity,
for at the two poles of the rural class structure, there will be diametrically opposite types of
households for whom F will be zero or near zero: first, the big landlords have such a large
resource endowment that they perform no manual labour themselves, but rely entirely on
employing others’ labour; and the landless labourers, with zero resource endowment, hence
zero self-employment, who are entirely dependent on working for others’. (Patnaik, 1988;
p.305)

Classes within the cultivating peasantry are identified by looking at the degree of working
for others or of employing others’ labour, relative to self employment. For this purpose certain
limits are set upon the values of the E-ratio which are given in the following Table. All subsequent
use of class categories in this book refers to the definitions given in the Table-A.II which is
taken from Patnaik (1976, 1987).
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TABLE – A.II: Patnaik’s E-Criteria

Class Defining Characteristic Value of  E = X/ F Reason

1. Landless No self-employment; (E � – �) F = 0
labourers working entirely for others X < 0

and large

2. Poor peasant Working for others to a (E ��–1) F > 0,
(Poor tenant and greater extent than X < 0,
labourer with land) self-employment �X�� F

3. Small peasant Zero employment of others (0 � E > –1) F > 0,
or working for others; and X � 0,
working for others to smaller �X�< F
extent than self-employment

4. Middle  peasant Smaller employment of (1 > E > 0) F > 0,
others’ labour than X > 0,
self-employment X < F

5. Rich peasant At least as large an (E � 1) F > 0 ,
employment of others’ X > 0 ,
labour as self-employment X � F

6. Landlord No manual labour in (E � – �) F = 0 ,
self-employment, large X > 0,
employment of others’ labour and large

Source: Utsa Patnaik (1987), Peasant Class Differentiation : A Study in Method with
Reference to Haryana, Delhi, Oxford University Press.
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The Political Economy of Decentralisation : A Review
Seemantini Chattopadhyay

Abstract
Decentralisation is conceptualized as the transfer of authority from the higher levels of
governments to the lower levels of governments. However, the specifics of the authority and
natures of their transfer differ vastly across the countries with disparate socio-economic-
political scenarios and therefore, the forms of decentralisation are very complex. Theoretically,
decentralisation is assumed to improve the delivery of public services by devolving decision-
making powers and resource mobilisation to the local governments and to make the local
governments more accountable to their citizens (Faguet, 2014; Bardhan 2002; Oates 1999).
However, the empirical evidences produce mixed results. Historical and local contextual factors
play critical role in both shaping the process of decentralisation and consequently determining
it’s effects on the mechanisms of accountability, resource mobilisation and public service delivery.
To reap the full potentials of decentralisation, it is crucial to understand the processes through
which various forms of decentralization contribute to the intended development outcomes.

Introduction
Traditionally, many developing nations used to rely on spatial centralisation, large scale

technology transfer and industrialization for promoting and facilitating economic development.
However, the failure of centralised economic planning processes in promoting adequate
economic development necessitated a rethinking of the role of planning processes and the
actors involved including the public sector, private sector and civil society. In many Latin
African and African countries, decentralisation was implemented to involve people in
development decision making and improve government effectiveness.  Political imperatives
for transformation from authoritarian or apartheid systems towards democratic systems forced
the governments of Brazil and South Africa to decentralise (Eaton et al., 2010; Faguet, 2014)

These countries experience comprehensive decentralisation in terms of devolution of larger
responsibilities with independent constitutional authority. China, on the other hand with strong
central government, implemented administrative devolution to improve the management of
government functions (Mookherjee, 2015). According to the Peruvian government,
decentralization was implemented to improve citizen participation in government for ensuring
equal access to public resources for all (Government of Peru, 2011). In Uganda and Cambodia,
decentralization was expected to increase people participation and strengthen government
accountability and service delivery (Government of Cambodia, 2005; Mun˜oz et al., 2006).
Similarly, the Mexican government adopted decentralization to improve the political involvement

Chattopadhyay, Seemantini : The Political Economy of Decentralisation : A Review
Open Eyes : Indian Journal of Social Science, Literature, Commerce & Allied Areas, Volume 20, No. 1, June
2023, Pages : 89-104, ISSN 2249-4332
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of the people in public decision making (Munoz et al., 2006). While the main purpose of
adopting decentralization in Bolivia was effective citizen participation and inclusive development,
in Ethiopia, decentralisation’s main aim was to provide political representation to different
ethnic groups and to respond their heterogenous needs (Government of Bolivia, 2010; Faguet,
2014).  Quite a large number of countries, for example, Tanzania, Chile, and Cote d Ivoire
implemented decentralisation to improve the delivery of basic services (Faguet, 2014). This is
also one of the important motivating factors behind the decentralisation initiatives of several
South Asian countries including India and Pakistan (Faguet, 2014). Moreover, in India, the
central governments intended to empower to local government to counter the political strength
of the regional parties. However, because of local governance in India being a state subject,
the regional governments implemented decentralisation according to their own priorities, resulting
in significant heterogeneity in the pattern devolution across the country (Mookherjee, 2015).
Overall, these different countries have embraced decentralisation to address disparate
governance challenges.

Concepts of Decentralisation
In general, decentralisation is conceptualized as the transfer of authority from the higher

levels of governments to the lower levels of governments. However, the specifics of the authority
and natures of their transfer differ vastly across the countries with disparate socio-economic-
political scenarios and therefore, the forms of decentralisation are very complex. Dillinger
(1993) discusses four different types of decentralisation – deconcentration; delegation;
devolution and privatisation or deregulation. Deconcentration refers to dispersion of
responsibilities of a central government to a regional branch office or organization. Apart from
spatial distribution of authority, the regional units do not enjoy any substantial autonomy over
decision making processes. In other words, deconcentration involves redistribution of financial
and management authorities as well as responsibilities among different levels of the central
government only. So, this form is generally considered to be the weakest form of
decentralisation. However, owing to the possibilities of strong monitoring and enforcements
by the central organizations, deconcentration can improve the local administrative capacities
of the regional organizations (Rondinelli, 1999).

Under delegation, the local governments or agencies execute certain functions on behalf of
the central governments. The concept of devolution is closer to the concept of decentralisation
as it entails not only implementation but also the shifting of decision-making authorities to the
local bodies. In other words, devolution involves transfer of responsibilities to local governments
comprising of locally elected representatives with both the power to make decisions and to
raise resources for carrying out their responsibilities. In some cases, privatization in the form
of transfer of responsibility to non-government organisations or the private sector is also
considered as decentralisation.
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These four different forms are grouped under the domain of administrative
decentralisation and essentially refer to the transfer of responsibility for planning, financing,
and managing certain public functions from the higher levels of governments to local units or
local governments or private authorities (Kim, 2008; Ozmen, 2014). Among these forms,
Rondinelliet al., (1983) underscores the importance of ‘autonomous and independent’ local
governments with ‘clear geographical boundaries within which they exercise an exclusive
authority to perform explicitly granted or reserved functions’. Some scholars conceptualize
decentralisation as ‘devolution of political and administrative decision-making power to elected
local bodies’ (Bardhan and Mookherjee, 2015). Access to and authority over financial and
administrative resources are also important for autonomy of the local government as well as
the form of decentralisation (Manor, 1999).

Apart from administrative decentralisation, the literature often refers to two other domains,
namely, fiscal decentralisation and political decentralisation. Under fiscal
decentralisation, sub-national governments have independent decision-making power for
both raising revenue and expenditure responsibilities (Ahmed et al., 2005). In contrast, Falleti
(2013) considers only the revenue generation aspects for fiscal decentralisation and puts the
expenditure related decisions within the ambit of administrative decentralisation. Political
decentralisation exists when public officials (e.g., mayor, council members) at local levels are
elected by voting and local governments enjoy independent decision-making power by
constitutional provisions. However, scholars differ in conceptualizing the political decentralisation
– Montero and Samuels (2004) emphasizes only on direct elections of local government
officials while Triesman (2007) categorically stresses on exclusive local decision-making
authority.

Overall, there is lack of consensus, let alone clarity, on the understandings of the different
forms and domains of decentralisation. However, one point is clear – ‘it is better to understand
decentralisation as an evolutionary process for allocating administrative, fiscal or political
power to sub-national governments, rather than defined precisely in terms of specific features’
(Kim 2008).

Theoretical Justifications for Decentralisation
Literature on fiscal federalism justifies decentralisation through the lens of efficient resource

allocation. These are considered as the first-generation theories of fiscal federalism (Weingast,
2014). The traditional theory of fiscal federalism discusses three categories of fiscal functions,
namely, stabilization function, redistribution function and allocation function (Musgrave, 1959).
The first two functions fall under the purview of the central governments. It is presumed that
the local governments with limited resources as well as expenditure authorities and weak
administrative capacities cannot exercise traditional macroeconomic control policies. Moreover,
the redistributive functions under the local government control are likely to be inefficient as,
for example, income support for the poor people by the local governments might attract poor
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people to move in and induce rich people to move out of the local jurisdiction. In contrast,
local governments are closer to the people compared to the central governments and possess
greater knowledge of customer’s preferences. So, local governments are in the best position
to assume the responsibilities of allocation function.

Local government with complete knowledge of the peoples’ preferences can maximise
welfare and would provide the Pareto-efficient levels of public goods which is not achievable
under more uniform levels of the same services under central provision. In particular, “for a
public good - the consumption of which is defined over geographical subsets of the total
population, and for which the costs of providing each level of output of the good in each
jurisdiction are the same for the central or the respective local governments-it will always be
more efficient (or at least as efficient) for local governments to provide the Pareto-efficient
levels of output for their respective jurisdictions than for the central government to provide
any specified and uniform level of output across all jurisdictions” (Oates, 1972). At the same
time, Oates’s analysis mentions that interjurisdictional externalities and the loss of economies
of scale may produce inefficiencies under the decentralization. So, these costs are to be
weighed against the benefits of greater capacity of decentralized governments in addressing
the preference heterogeneity to decide on the optimal choice of service delivery arrangements
(Mookherji, 2015).

The benefit jurisdiction model provides similar justification for decentralization. According
to this framework, given the heterogeneous tastes and preferences of the local people, sub-
national governments should be assigned decision control over the services whose benefits
are confined to local ‘benefit’ jurisdiction so that the level and mix of such services can vary
according to local preferences and welfare gains can be achieved. Framework of local tax
and election provide information on local preferences (Dillinger, 1993). The “principle of
subsidiarity” also argues for assignment of public policy and it’s implementation, in general, to
the lowest level of government with the capacity to achieve the objectives (Oates, 1999).
Such assignments produce two distinct advantages (Tanzi, 1996). First, when local officials
are directly responsible for providing a public service and, therefore, have ownership rights
over the outcome, their incentives to provide better services are likely to be higher. Second,
under decentralisation, local governments can experiment with the modes of service provision
as they are free to provide the service in any way, they see appropriate.

Assignment of Appropriate Revenues to Local Governments
Although the existing literature stresses on matching expenditure responsibilities of the local
governments with their revenue raising authorities, the crucial question is which taxes local
government can collect and utilize given the principles of economic and administrative efficiency
and accountability. Bird (2000) mentioned broadly the guiding principles and they are: (a)
matching of expenditure and revenue at different levels of governments, (ii) ensuring all
governments bear significant expenditure responsibility for which they are responsible, and
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(iii) ensuring non-distortionary nature of the local taxes. Benefit taxation, i.e., mobile economic
units paying for the use of services provided by the local government, can make the tax
system efficient.

However, several country specific factors influence the revenue raising potentials of the
local government (Tanzi, 1996). First, tax assignment collection systems vary across the
countries. In some counties, national governments collect all taxes and share the proceeds
with the local government. This arrangement can destroy the theoretical link between tax
collection and expenditure decisions with negative impact on accountability and autonomy of
the local governments. In contrast, some countries allow their local government to collect all
the taxes and then share it with the national governments. In practice local governments use
taxes on property, advertisement tax, entertainment tax and charges user fees to finance their
expenditures. However, these taxes are burdened with the problems of administrative difficulties,
inelastic tax bases and political compulsions of lower tax rates, thereby severely hampering
their revenue potentials. In many cases, the taxes being imposed bear very little relationships
with the benefits received by the tax payers.

Acknowledging the difficulty in identifying an appropriate local tax, Bird (2000) discusses
important characteristics for a tax to be local and they are (i) assessment of tax by the local
governments, (ii) the tax rate decided by local governments, (iii) collection of tax local
governments and (iv) the accrual of tax proceeds to the local governments. Empirical literature
notes high correlation between greater revenue raising devolution and higher expansionary
effects of expenditure decentralization on local services across the countries (Mookherjee,
2015). So, a significant degree of discretion in maneuvering the level and composition of
revenues is required for the local governments to ensure local autonomy as well as local
accountability (Klugman, 1994).

Role of Intergovernmental Transfer System
Grants from the higher levels of governments and borrowing are the two options to address

the problems of ‘unfunded mandates’ of the local governments. Central governments provide
grant to the local governments for internalizing the spillover benefits to other jurisdictions,
reducing fiscal inequity among the local governments and ensuring at least some minimum
level of basic services. In contrast, borrowing is less preferred, as in the absence of hard
budget constraint in most of the developing countries, local governments resorting to borrowing
options could engender macroeconomic instability, putting pressure on the central governments
to bail out the local governments (Kim 2008: 12).

Based on conditionalities imposed by the central governments, grants are categorized as
unconditional grant (local governments enjoy discretion over it’s utilization) and conditional
grants (utilization of grants depends on central mandates). In the presence of spillover benefits
of some services to other jurisdictions, conditional grant can be useful for internalizing the
spillover benefits and increasing expenditures on those services (Rao and Bird, 2011). In
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contrast, unconditional grants can address the differential patterns of ‘fiscal need’ and ‘fiscal
capacity’ among the local governments.
Under the ‘power equalization’ approach, local governments continue to raise same per
capita tax revenue with a given tax rate and tax base while the central governments
provide revenue support in the form of grant by matching the revenue efforts of the
local governments (Oates, 1999).Moreover, given the scope of under provision of public
goods by the local governments owing to factor mobility and tax competition, conditional
grant could ensure access and availability of a minimum standards of those goods and
this could contribute in reducing the inter- jurisdictional expenditure competition and
facilitating free flow of goods and services and factors of production.
Available empirical literature points to the arbitrariness ingrained in the design of
intergovernmental transfer systems in most of the developing countries.  Nevertheless, Bird
(2000) and Devas (2002) argue that properly designed intergovernmental transfer system
could even better local governments’ efficiency and accountability as local citizens are more
concerned with the utilization of such grants and attendant improvement in the delivery of
basic services in their jurisdictions. Reliable and transparent grant system helps the local
governments in plan and implementation of service delivery programs.

Contextualisation of the Decentralisation Theories in the Developing Countries
In most of the developing countries, citizens can not move easily across the local jurisdictions,
thereby reducing the electoral pressure and limiting decentralisation’s potential to improve
service delivery by the local governments (Bardhan, 2002). Even when the citizens are mobile,
plausibility of sufficient heterogeneity in terms of factor productivity across local jurisdictions
may produce uneven mobility of the citizens and the poorly endowed local jurisdictions can
become less business-friendly and experience higher corruption, negating the superiority of
decentralisation to solve the agency problems (Cai&Treisman, 2005).Moreover, in the
developing countries, income instead of taste and preferences predominantly shapes the citizens’
heterogeneity. So, the central governments are assumed to better address the needs and
priorities of the local governments (Prud’homme 1994). Further, citizens’ access to information
on government performances or their ability to assess such information may be limited and
they may not hold the government accountable over performances regarding the public good
(Banerjee et al., 2018).

Likelihood of capture of the local governments by interest groups is higher in the
developing countries with highly unequal distribution of social, economic and political power.
At the local level with smaller society, fewer parties and interest groups, the majority can be
found within the same party and these individuals can more easily plan and execute their
development strategies (Mookherjee, 2004). Following the local capture, decentralisation
may result in increasing disparities in access to basic services among the different socio-
economic groups. There are number of other factors e.g., the extent of political competition;
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levels of political awareness, nature of participation, local inequality and the power of media
and civil society influence the severity of capture at the local level, In particular, greater political
competition, higher transparency in local governance, smoother information flows and stronger
media oversight are associated with lower incidence of local capture (Mookherjee, 2015).
Interestingly, withdrawal of the local elites from the system of public provision could be
problematic as such exit is likely to weaken the influential voices necessary to maintain the
delivery system of public services Dreze and Sen (2013).

India’s Journey Towards Decentralisation
After achieving Independence in 1947, the central government assumed a major role

in social and economic transformation of India. It was assumed that the western educated
urban upper caste men at the central government level are insulated from the caste and other
conflicts of rural India and are more likely to be impartial towards the needs of socially
disadvantageous people including minorities than the rural elite led state government (Mooij,
2005). The Planning Commission prepared the five-year plans and allocated funds under
different central schemes. Elected representatives – MPs and MLAs and civil servants played
important roles in the plan preparation and it’s implementation with the help of the local
bureaucracy. Unfortunately, the developmental outcomes were pathetic as the government
majorly failed to deliver programs and services to the people and some scholars described
India as a ‘flailing’ state (Vyasulu, 2004; Pritchett, 2009; Kapur, 2010).

Decentralisation initiatives in the Indian context draws heavily on Gandhiji’s vision of
village swaraj. But the earlier initiatives towards decentralisation were never much successful
on account of unwillingness of the State governments in devolving substantive power to the
local level, a resistant bureaucracy and the powerful local elites (Rao, 2000). India’s efforts
towards rural decentralization culminated in the enactment of 73rd Constitutional Amendment
Act in 1992 which is designed to promote self-governance through statutory recognition of
rural local bodies. The important features of the 73rd CAA are as follows: (i) establishment of
a three-tier panchayat structure, with elected bodies at village, block and district levels for
five year terms; (ii) reservation of one-third of all seats for women and reservation for SCs
and STs proportional to their populations; (iii) reservation for chairperson of the panchayats
following the same guidelines; (iv) constitution of gram sabha,with all eligible voters within a
gram panchayat area to serve as the formal deliberative body at the village level; (v)
determination of functional domain of the panchayats by identifying 29 areas of operation
and (vi) establishment of State Finance Commission (SFC) to review and revise the financial
position of the panchayats on five year intervals and to make recommendations to the state
government about the distribution of panchayat funds. The provisions of the 73rd CAA would
enable the panchayats to improve the lives and wellbeing of rural people. The most important
provision relates to creation of gram sabhawhich is constituted of all eligible voters within a
grampanchayat and is meant to serve as a principal mechanism for transparency and
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accountability.

Local governance in India is a state subject. The state governments exercise their
discretionary powers to devolve functions and funds to the rural local governments (Gupta
and Chakraborty, 2019). In fact, in most states, government officials (e.g., district magistrate)
and MPs and MLAs have the authority to interfere in the functioning of the local governments
(Chaudhuri, 2006). In terms of political decentralization, India’s attempts received scholarly
applaud but in terms of functional and fiscal decentralisation, the progress has not been
satisfactory (World Bank, 2000; Chattopadhyay and Chattopadhyay, 2012). Since 1993,
local elections were held in rural intervals in almost all the states. The constitutional provisions
for reservation of seats for women and marginalised sections of the society have been followed,
at least in paper. The financial health of the gram panchayats is fragile with poor as well as
declining mobilisation of resources from own source revenue and increase in the expenditure
responsibilities (Oommenet al., 2017). To bridge the revenue-expenditure gap, gram
panchayats depend heavily on grants from the higher levels of governments. The State Finance
Commissions (SFCs) are constitutionally mandated to evaluate the fiscal health of the rural
local bodies and recommend appropriate measures to for fiscal empowerment and
strengthening. However, the SFCs have rarely been constituted in many states. Gupta and
Chakrabarty (2019) notes that in as many as 25 states, SFCs took, on an average, 32 months
to submit report with average delay of about 16 months. State governments also did not place
the ATRs before the State legislature in a timely manner and failed to act promptly on the
recommendations of SFCs.  Moreover, there was hardly any uniformity in the definition of
divisible or the shareable pool of resources and the quantum of transfers. Non-availability of
data of the finances of local governments and infrastructure only made the task more difficult
for the SFCs (Gupta and Chakrabarty, 2019).

Local Elections
Regular local elections are one of the most important mechanisms to hold politicians

accountable. Indian experiences revealed wide variations in peoples’ political participation
and awareness of local government politics as well as policies across different socio-economic
groups (Crook and Manor, 1998; Krishna, 2006). The turnouts in local elections were above
90 percent in different states. In the context of West Bengal, Bardhanet al., (2011) found
comparatively lower political participation and awareness among people with less education,
engaged in non-agricultural activities and who were immigrants. However, people owning
less land or belonging to scheduled castes (SC) or tribes (STs) participated more actively in
local elections (Bardhanet al., 2009). Importantly awareness about the government
performances influenced the turnouts in the elections. Peoples’ positive expectations regarding
the potential of the panchayat policies in qualitatively improving their lives ensured greater
participation in panchayatelections (Sadanandan, 2017). In contrast, incidence of corruption
and malpractices (e.g., embezzlement of funds etc.) made the people sceptical about the
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efficacy of the local governance and they withdrew themselves from any participatory practices
including panchayat elections (Dutta, 2012; Sadanandan, 2017). These evidences indicate
that greater awareness about government performance can strengthen peoples’ participation
in local election and, in turn, better government responsiveness in matching citizen needs.

The Deliberative Potentials of the Gram Sabha
Creation of gram sabhaconsisting of all eligible voters within a grampanchayat is the

most important constitutional provision for discussion as well as plan for local development
programs and, thereby, is meant to serve as a principal mechanism for transparency and
accountability at the village level. Gram panchayats holding gram sabha meeting at regular
intervals witnessed positive participatory and development outcomes. A study on the panchayat
system in four states of south India indicates that comparatively greater proportion of people
who were illiterate, landless and belonging to SC/ST groups attended the gram sabha meetings.
This resulted in better targeting of government programs towards the socially disadvantageous
groups (Besleyet al., 2007). In conformity with the 73rd CAA, West Bengal has the provision
for ‘gram Sabha (village council level annual meeting of the voters) and the gram sansad
(constituency level six-monthly meetings of the entire electorate of a constituency)’ to make
the rural decision-making processes and village level planning more decentralised and
participatory (Ghatak and Ghatak, 2002). Bardhanet al., (2011) in the context of West Bengal
Gram Panchayats, finds that villages holding regular gram sabha meetings provided more
benefits to SC/ST households. A study of 72 Gram Panchayats in Kerala highlights the most
important role played by the gram sabhas in selection of beneficiaries for government schemes.
The Gram Sabhas served as the effective forums for facilitating public discussions on matters
of local interest between belonging to different socio-economic groups and increased the
responsiveness of the gram panchayats (Heller et al., 2007).  The specific nature of the Gram
Sabha meetings – incidence of meetings, who participates, how they participate, issues for
deliberations and planning for local development – has crucial implications for the mechanisms
for accountability at the village level. However, there are studies that depict irregular incidence
of gram sabha meetings in many Indian states (Chattopadhyay and Chattopadhyay, 2012).
Rate of participation in the Gram Sabha meetings is low with bare minimum number or without
requisite quorum (Beheret al., 2002; Mandal, 2015). The villages in Karnataka reported 17
percent attendance (Crook and Manor, 1998) and the villages in West Bengal reported 12
percentattendance (Ghatak and Ghtatak, 2002) which exceeded the requisite 10 percent
figures for a quorum in gram sabha/gram sansad meetings. Several studies identified disparate
reasons for such low participation and they are:  peoples’ lack of awareness about meetings,
lack of awareness about their rights as well as responsibilities in the meetings, especially
prevalent among the people belonging to the disadvantageous groups, inconvenient meeting
time and venue, lack of opportunity to raise voices on local issues, peoples’ disillusion about
futility of those meetings, peoples’ lack of capacity to effectively participate in the meetings,
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corruption, and so on (Chattopadhyay et al., 2010; Chattopadhyay and Chattopadhyay,
2012).

Socio-economic backgrounds of the people significantly shape their nature of participation
in the Gram Sabha meetings. Better educated people participated more actively in the gram
sabha meetings of the villages in West Bengal (Bardhanet al., 2011; Das and Das, 2017).
Economic conditions of the households, represented by land holding and household income,
did not influence peoples’ participation in the selected villages of West Bengal (Bardhanet al.,
2011; Samanta and Nayak, 2015). However, people belonging to the disadvantageous sections
exhibited greater inclination to participate in the gram sabha meetings (Heller et al., 2007;
Samanta and Nayak, 2015; Mandal, 2015). This has got two contrasting implications for
local governance. On the one hand, such higher representations indicate inclusive nature of
the gram sabha meeting, greater incorporation of the needs of disadvantageous sections and
better allocation of public resources towards them.  In Kerala, significant proportion of women
and SC people received benefits both in terms of greater access to public resources and
greater voice as well as empowerment (Heller et al., 2007). On the other hand, greater
likelihood of participation of SC/ST including the poor is indicative of practice of cleintelsim in
which these people, in lieu of their showcasing loyalty to political party in power through their
participation in the gram sabha meetings, attempted to ensure their access to the public resources
(Bardhanet al., 2011; Samanta and Nayak, 2015).

In conformity with the experiences of the other developing countries, incidence of ‘elite
capture’ appears to be a serious problem in India, albeit showing considerable heterogeneity
across and within the states with regard to the extent of local capture. Multiple factors including
the socio-economic inequalities that are ingrained in rural India, political awareness and peoples’
participation determine the extent of elite capture (Mookherjee, 2014). Also, ‘Political capture’
of the functioning of the gram panchayats weakened the system of rural local governance
(Ghataka and Ghatak, 2002; Kundu, 2009; Bakshi, 2011; Mandal, 2015). some scholars
argue that ‘panchayati raj established formal processes and spaces which are intended not
only to ensure efficient implementation of welfare measures, but also to allow some degree of
local control over rural development planning….the CPI(M) explicitly linked its creation and
management of these spaces to its broader commitment to ruling in the interests of the rural
poor’ (Williams and Nandigama, 2018).  The Gram Sabha meetings were used as a political
space for building broad alliance of rural people belonging to different socio-economic groups
(Mandal, 2015). The people having different political allegiance even did not receive any
information on the gram sabha meetings. One of the prime motivating factors for the villagers
in attending the gram sabha meeting was to express loyalty and ensured access to government
welfare programs (Mandal, 2015). Interestingly, the voting patterns of the rural voters in
West Bengal in favour of the Left Front in 2003 was associated with their myriad short-term
benefits – e.g., subsidized agricultural inputs, cheap loans, employment in government work
schemes etc.
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State of Gram Panchayat Finances
Sound financial health of the local governments is an important precondition for successful

decentralisation. Lack of reliable data constrains the analysis of panchayat finance in India.
Successive Central Finance Commissions noted this paucity of information and data on the
panchayat finances and underscored the importance of creation of database at the local body
level. In general, the mismatch between the functional assignment and financial power engenders
fiscal imbalance at the gram panchayat level.

In the three tier Panchayati Raj Institutions in India, only the gram panchayats have been
assigned the constitutional power to levy, collect and own revenues from tax and non-tax
sources.

Rao and Rao (2008) discussed about 66 different types of taxes, user fees and charges
that are used by the gram panchayats in India. In particular, they can utilize the following
sources for taxation: (i) tax on land and building not subject to agricultural assessment; (ii)
taxes on entertainment; (iii) taxes on vehicles excluding motor vehicles; (iv) taxes on
advertisements and hoardings; (v) pilgrimage fees and fair fees for sites where gram panchayats
make arrangements for water and sanitation; (vi) market fees; (vii) fees for registration of
cattle; (viii) fees on buses, autos, ferry ghats etc. for which gram panchayats provide facilities
to the users; (ix) fees for grazing cattle and (x) license fees from businesses and trading activities.
The gram panchayats in different states of India lack financial autonomy as reflected through
insignificant and declining shares of own source revenue (tax revenue and non-tax revenue) in
total revenue (Oommen, 2006; Datta, 2007; Rao, 2008; Rao and Rao, 2008; Jena and
Gupta, 2008; Oommenet al.,  2017). Based on the study of selected gram panchayats in
Kerala over the period 2004-14, Oommenet al.,  (2017) reported decline in share of own
source revenue in total revenue from 10.7 percent in 2007-08 to 7.43 percent in 2013-14. In
case of West Bengal, the corresponding figure was even lower at 6 percent over the period
2003-2005 (Bahlet al., 2010). Low revenue generation capacities of the gram panchayats
were also evident from 1 percent contribution of panchayat revenue in total revenue generated
in the state in 2005 (Bahlet al., 2010).). In general, weak capacity of the gram panchayats in
administering and levying the revenue instruments turns out to be a serious problem not only
for the gram panchayats in West Bengal but in other states as well (Datta, 2007; Rao and
Rao, 2008). All these contribute towards the constraints faced by the gram panchayats to act
as an independent local self-government.

Summing up
The decentralised planning promises to achieve efficient allocation of resources and equitable

development by ensuring active participation of the local people in the decision making process
and by assigning appropriate functions to the local government. But the empirical evidences
produce mixed results. Historical and local contextual factors play critical role in both shaping
the process of decentralisation and consequently determining it’s effects on the mechanisms
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of accountability, resource mobilisation and public service delivery. To reap the full potentials
of decentralisation, it is crucial to understand the processes through which various forms of
decentralization contribute to the intended development outcomes (Kalirajan and Otsuka,
2013). There are studies on decentralisation focussing predominantly on identification of causal
effects of decentralization and determinants of accountability, using experimental or quasi-
experimental methods.  Comparatively few studies examine the political economy of rural
local governments in any given context (Faguet, 2014). This is partly due to the challenges
inherent in the process of collecting and using data required to empirically capture the issues
of accountability and participation in public decision-making and to relate them to the processes
as well as outcomes of decentralisation.

In particular, Faguet (2014) mentions that, ‘In the specific context of decentralization, the
following issues are emerging as important new areas of investigation: (a) the widening of the
conceptual apparatus of political economy distortions beyond capture and corruption; (b)
effects on a wider range of relevant dimensions, such as intercommunity allocations, and the
functioning of local democracy itself (civic participation, political competition, legitimacy,
leadership, and learning); (c) evaluations of decentralization vis-à-vis other organizational
alternatives; (d) design issues highlighted by first-generation theories of fiscal federalism, such
as interjurisdictionalspillovers, intercommunity allocations, and hardness of budget constraints;
(e) the appropriate domain and extent of devolution; and (f) the political economy of
implementation’. A better understanding of the process of decentralisation involving substantial
information and research would complement the existing literature towards identification of
methods and approaches for improving the development outcomes under decentralisation.
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