
The last two decades have witnessed 'the return of the peasant' to 
South Asian history. N e w empirical research and innovative 
methodologies have enabled this historical reconstruction of 
agrarian economies, politics and society in colonial and post-
colonial India. In this key volume in the New Cambridge History 
of India, Professor Sugata Bose presents a critical synthesis of 
existing scholarship and offers a new interpretation of agrarian 
continuity and change from 1770 to the present. 

The author examines the related themes of demography, com­
modity production, agrarian social structure, and changing forms 
of peasant resistance. Agrarian relations are addressed along lines 
of gender and generation as well as class and community. By 
focussing on 'peasant labour', Bose integrates the histories of land 
and capital. He also explores the relationship between capitalist 
development of the economy under colonial rule and elements of 
both change and continuity at the point of primary production 
and appropriation. 

Although the author draws most of his empirical material from 
rural Bengal, he makes important comparisons with regional 
agrarian histories across India and beyond. Peasant Labour and 
Colonial Capital: Rural Bengal Since iyyo is essential reading for 
the understanding of rural India's colonial and post-colonial 
experience. It is also of relevance to all those interested in agrarian 
societies in the developing world and debates about the origins and 
character of agrarian capitalism. 
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Although the original Cambridge History of India, published between 1922 
and 1937, did much to formulate a chronology for Indian history and 
describe the administrative structures of government in India, it has 
inevitably been overtaken by the mass of new research published over the 
last fifty years. 

Designed to take full account of recent scholarship and changing concep­
tions of South Asia's historical development, The New Cambridge History 
of India will be published as a series of short, self-contained volumes, each 
dealing with a separate theme and written by a single person, within an 
overall four-part structure. As before, each will conclude with a substantial 
bibliographical essay designed to lead non-specialists further into the 
literature. 

The four parts are as follows: 

I The Mughals and their Contemporaries. 
II Indian States and the Transition to Colonialism. 

Ill The Indian Empire and the Beginnings of Modern Society. 
IV The Evolution of Contemporary India. 

A list of individual titles already published and in preparation will be found at the end 
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GENERAL EDITOR'S PREFACE 

The New Cambridge History of India covers the period from the 
beginning of the sixteenth century. In some respects it marks a radical 
change in the style of Cambridge Histories, but in others the editors 
feel that they are working firmly within an established academic 
tradition. 

During the summer of 1896, F .W. Maitland and Lord Acton 
between them evolved the idea of a comprehensive modern history. By 
the end of the year the Syndics of the University Press had committed 
themselves to the Cambridge Modern History, and Lord Acton had 
been put in charge of it. It was hoped that publication would begin in 
1899 and be completed by 1904, but the first volume in fact came out in 
1902 and the last in 1910, with additional volumes of tables and maps in 
1911 and 1912. 

The History was a great success, and it was followed by a whole 
series of distinctive Cambridge Histories covering English Litera­
ture, the Ancient World, India, British Foreign Policy, Economic 
History, Medieval History, the British Empire, Africa, China and 
Latin America; and even now other new series are being prepared. 
Indeed, the various Histories have given the Press notable strength in 
the publication of general reference books in the arts and social 
sciences. 

What has made the Cambridge Histories so distinctive is that they 
have never been simply dictionaries or encyclopedias. The Histories 
have, in H . A . L. Fisher's words, always been 'written by an army of 
specialists concentrating the latest results of special study'. Yet as 
Acton agreed with the Syndics in 1896, they have not been mere 
compilations of existing material but original works. Undoubtedly 
many of the Histories are uneven in quality, some have become out of 
date very rapidly, but their virtue has been that they have consistently 
done more than simply record an existing state of knowledge: they 
have tended to focus interest on research and they have provided a 
massive stimulus to further work. This has made their publication 
doubly worthwhile and has distinguished them intellectually from 
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G E N E R A L E D I T O R ' S P R E F A C E 

other sorts of reference book. The editors of the New Cambridge 
History of India have acknowledged this in their work. 

The original Cambridge History of India was published between 
1922 and 1937. It was planned in six volumes, but of these, volume 2 
dealing with the period between the first century AD and the Muslim 
invasion of India never appeared. Some of the material is still of value, 
but in many respects it is now out of date. The last fifty years have seen 
a great deal of new research on India, and a striking feature of recent 
work has been to cast doubt on the validity of the quite arbitrary 
chronological and categorical way in which Indian history has been 
conventionally divided. 

The editors decided that it would not be academically desirable to 
prepare a new History of India using the traditional format. The 
selective nature of research on Indian history over the past half-century 
would doom such a project from the start and the whole of Indian 
history would not be covered in an even or comprehensive manner. 
They concluded that the best scheme would be to have a History 
divided into four overlapping chronological volumes, each containing 
about eight short books on individual themes or subjects. Although in 
extent the work will therefore be equivalent to a dozen massive tomes 
of the traditional sort, in form the New Cambridge History of India 
will appear as a shelf full of separate but complementary parts. 
Accordingly, the main divisions are between I. The Mughals and their 
Contemporaries, II. Indian States and the Transition to Colonialism, 
III. The Indian Empire and the Beginnings of Modern Society, and IV. 
The Evolution of Contemporary India. 

Just as the books within these volumes are complementary so too do 
they intersect with each other, both thematically and chronologically. 
As the books appear they are intended to give a view of the subject as it 
now stands and to act as a stimulus to further research. We do not 
expect the New Cambridge History of India to be the last word on the 
subject but an essential voice in the continuing debate about it. 

xiv 
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PREFACE 

In writing this work of synthesis and interpretation I have felt indebted 
to several recent generations of at least two unorganized academic 
collectivities - agrarian historians of India spread out across at least 
three continents and, more parochially, Bengali scholars and the 
intellectual tradition they have sustained despite the tribulations of the 
twentieth century. Most of these debts are explicitly or implicitly 
acknowledged in the text of this volume. But I would like to mention 
especially the late Eric Stokes, who taught me in Cambridge. Among 
the many people from whom I have learnt much over the years from 
personal exchanges the works of the following have had a direct 
bearing on the arguments of this book: Shapan Adnan, Partha 
Chatterjee, Binay Bhusan Chaudhuri, Rajat Kanta Ray, the late 
Ratnalekha Ray, Tapan Raychaudhuri and Amartya Sen. 

I have greatly benefited from comments made on the drafts of this 
book by C . A . Bayly, David Ludden and David Washbrook. Chris 
Bayly has helped not only with his criticism and encouragement but 
also by setting the standards for this series as well as the field in general. 
I would also like to thank Chris and Susan Bayly for their hospitality 
during my visits to Cambridge. I am sure that ideas generated during 
my many conversations with David Washbrook in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, have found their way into this book. I am grateful to 
Gordon Johnson and John Richards for their interest in this work. 

Grants from the Social Science Research Council of the USA and the 
Faculty Research Awards Committee of Tufts University have helped 
fund research for this project. I have drawn on the resources and 
goodwill of many libraries and archives in South Asia, the U K and the 
U S A , especially the India Office Records and Library in London. I 
wish to thank Gill Thomas of Cambridge University Press for oversee­
ing the publication process and Janet Hall for her meticulous copy-
editing. 

Among my many helpful friends and colleagues at Tufts University 
Leila Fawaz and Sol Gittleman must be specially mentioned for their 
enthusiastic support. M y sister Sarmila and brother Sumantra have 
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P R E F A C E 

xvi 

provided intellectual stimulation and warm affection. Ayesha Jalal has 
contributed much to this volume while at the same time reminding me 
that there is more to life than agrarian history. My parents Sisir Kumar 
Bose and Krishna Bose have provided unstinted intellectual and 
emotional support. It is to them I dedicate this book. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 1978 Eric Stokes, the doyen of agrarian historians at Cambridge, 
welcomed 'the return of the peasant to South Asian history'. He 
berated historians and political scientists for their 'laggardliness' in 
recognizing that cthe balance of destiny in South Asia rests in peasant 
hands' but expressed satisfaction that 'among the students of the 
colonial revolution in South Asia the city slickers [we]re at last quitting 
town' . 1 The difficulties in achieving a meaningful intellectual 
engagement with peasant history stemmed partly from the mispercep-
tion of a discontinuity between state structures and politics on the one 
hand and agrarian economies and societies on the other that had been 
one of the most lasting legacies of nineteenth-century theorists and 
comparative sociologists. Besides, there was the vexing problem of 
sources associated with studying social groups who left few written 
records of their own and were mere objects in the enquiries of external 
observers, especially colonial officialdom. During the 1970s and 1980s 
new empirical research and innovative methodologies enabled not only 
an historical reconstruction of agrarian economy, society and politics 
and their interrelations in various regions of colonial India but, 
through a critical evaluation if not deconstruction of colonial texts, 
restored to the peasantry their subjecthood in the making of history. 

A study of the historical experience of the labouring classes in the 
Indian countryside during colonial rule is of vital importance and 
general relevance to historians in two ways. First, the nature and extent 
of the 'colonial revolution' in South Asia cannot be grasped without 
addressing the question of agrarian transformation. Second, the evi­
dence from colonial India could form the basis of a scholarly interven­
tion in broader debates providing insights into contemporary agrarian 
societies in the developing world and leading to a more balanced 
understanding of the origins and character of agrarian capitalism than 
is afforded by the literature with its deeply ingrained European 
emphasis. 

The notion of dramatic and far-reaching change in South Asian 
1 Eric Stokes, The Peasant and the Raj (Cambridge, 1978), pp. 265-6 . 
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P E A S A N T L A B O U R A N D C O L O N I A L C A P I T A L 

society under the impact of British colonialism has come under 
scrutiny and scepticism in a large body of historical writing over the 
past few decades. The issue of change versus continuity can be posed at 
three connected analytical levels: (i) the structure and character of the 
colonial state, (2) the intermediate layer consisting of merchants, 
bankers and gentry between the state and the largely agrarian society 
and (3) the social organization and reproduction of labour in the very 
substantial agrarian sector and the smaller but significant artisanal and 
industrial sectors. The 'threads of continuity' between pre-colonial and 
colonial India have been drawn together most skilfully in the work of 
C . A . Bayly with its main focus on the world of the intermediate social 
groups.2 The argument about continuity of agrarian social formations 
advanced by a number of scholars in the 1970s has rested almost 
exclusively on descriptive criteria, such as the extent of landlessness 
and levels of differentiation at different moments in time. This volume 
deploys analytical categories in an attempt to ferret out the elements of 
qualitative change in an agrarian scenario where many social structural 
features appeared to remain unaltered. It does so by integrating the 
histories of land and capital in order to be better able to probe the 
dialectic between capitalist 'development' of the wider economy under 
colonialism and agrarian continuity or change at the point of pro­
duction and primary appropriation. The coexistence of rapid commer­
cialization of agriculture and resilient non-capitalist forms of agrarian 
relations is analysed within the context of the logic of colonial 
capitalism. Since the peasant family represented an important, perhaps 
the most important, component of the labour process underlying 
colonial capitalist development, peasant history is treated as an 
inextricable and crucial strand of labour history. The phrase 'peasant 
labour' in the title of this volume is intended to capture this thrust of 
the argument. The exploration of peasant labour's interaction with the 
forces of colonial capital and its legacy in the post-independence period 
forms a critical core of this book and explains the second half of the 
title. 

There has been of late a marked shift of interest and emphasis among 
historians and economists which has led them to stress the social rather 

2 C . A. Bayly, Indian Society and the Making of the British Empire (The New Cambridge 
History of India) (Cambridge, 1988) p. 5. See also his classic study Rulers, Townsmen and 
Bazaars: North Indian Society in the Age of British Expansion (Cambridge, 1983). Bayly's 
New Cambridge History volume notes important changes at the level of the state, such as the 
creation of a large European-style standing army. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

than the narrowly technological foundations of economic develop­
ment. The historical debate in this regard is fully engaged with 
reference to pre-industrial Europe but there have been significant 
individual contributions by scholars of Asia, Africa and Latin 
America. The relative strength of the impact of demographic forces on 
agrarian economy and society is a question that for long has divided 
historians. Even those who treated pre-industrial peasant societies 
within the framework of demographic models were far from agreed on 
the issue of the peasant response to the market and the efficacy of the 
forces of commercialization in triggering social structural change and 
clearing the way for capitalist economic development. Some historians 
allowed a dynamic role to market forces while others tended to stress 
the precedence of the demographic factor in any causal sequence. A 
political Marxian critique of the late 1970s called into question all the 
variants of the demographically determined model and asserted the 
centrality of pre-existing class structures in shaping the nature of social 
and economic change. Another questioning view preferred to see the 
mode of production or the economic logic inherent in a feudal system 
rather than the political superstructure at the centre of analysis. The 
intellectual ferment achieved some important breakthroughs but left 
other aspects of agrarian change unaddressed or unresolved.3 

To the extent that the conflicting interpretations stem from differ­
ences of emphasis and the choice of alternative frameworks for the 
analysis of related themes, the elucidation of the precise connections 
between these themes is a matter for empirical investigation and 
analysis. Colonial India, especially the Bengal region which was the 
earliest to come under British rule, affords some of the most fascinating 
evidence for this kind of investigation and analysis. But beyond the 
elucidation of connections between themes, the deployment of the 
historical method of investigative research in a time and place char­
acterized by the articulation of non-capitalist social formations to 
wider economic systems based on capitalism can lay the groundwork 
for alternative global models of a transition whose nuances have been 
inadequately grasped by models resting for the most part on the 
European historical experience. 

The history of rural Bengal from the early phase of colonial rule and 
3 See, for instance, T. H . Aston and C . H . E . Philpin, The Brenner Debate: Agrarian Class 

Structure and Economic Development in Pre-industrial Europe (Cambridge, 1985), 
especially the contributions by M. M. Postan and John Hatcher, Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, 
Robert Brenner and G u y Bois. 
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P E A S A N T L A B O U R A N D C O L O N I A L C A P I T A L 

the great famine of 1770 to the post-colonial conditions of widespread 
endemic malnutrition and hunger poses all the conceptual problems of 
an agrarian society resting on a subsistence base which over time 
increasingly became linked to wider economic systems including a 
capitalist world market. Under such circumstances how far was 
agrarian economic development constrained by the homeostasis of 
demographically determined ecosystems? To what extent did the links 
with wider economic systems possess transformative power? Or did 
the locus of historical initiative lie with the logic inherent in pre­
existing social formations, specific cultures and the political balance of 
class forces? These are some of the questions addressed in this volume 
as it seeks to analyse and interpret the related themes of demography, 
commodity production and agrarian social structure unfolding over 
the long term in a colonial setting. 

The choice of the Bengal region from which to draw substantive 
empirical information and 1770 as the starting-point of this study 
requires some explanation. It was partly a case of 'consenting to 
geographical sacrifices in order to maintain chronological ambitions'.4 

Colonial Bengal's agrarian history held out exceptional promise for the 
investigation of the key questions and themes over the long term. 
Throughout this volume, however, frequent comparisons are made 
with regional agrarian histories of other parts of South Asia. Existing 
research on rural Bengal and India in the modern period is brought 
under the light of critical synthesis and primary sources are used to fill 
in significant gaps in the secondary literature. The volume provides a 
thematic rather than an exhaustive treatment of complex economic, 
social and political phenomena and ultimately depends for a sense of 
unity and coherence on a set of arguments about historical change 
advanced by one scholar. 

The date 1770 was selected as the point at which to begin the story 
after a deliberate rejection of 1793, the date of the Permanent Settle­
ment of the land revenue with the zamindars of Bengal. The historio­
graphy of agrarian India has been hampered by a sterile engagement 
with formal, colonial land-revenue systems and a lopsided emphasis on 
landlords and rural elites. One of the purposes of this volume is to 
restore the perspective by shifting the spotlight away from the zamin-
dari bhadralok and large landholding jotedars on to the vast majority of 

4 Labrousse offered this apology in a different context. See Peter Burke (ed.), Economy 
and Society in Early Modern Europe: Essays from Annales (New York, 1972) , p. 6. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

smallholding, land-poor and landless labour. Demographic move­
ments since the great depopulation of 1770 had a bearing on changes in 
the social organization of production and were influenced in turn by 
the systems of production and appropriation. The choice of 1770 is not 
meant to assign the demographic factor a priori causal primacy but to 
serve as ca partial control, or cross-check, for other kinds of long-term 
movements'. 5 Chapter 1 tracks the demographic cycles and the sig­
nificant shifts that occurred in the domain of ecology over the two 
centuries of colonial rule and its aftermath. 

From about 1820 rural India became subject to the influence of the 
rhythms and fluctuations of a wider capitalist economy. Chapter 2 
looks at the process of agricultural commercialization and commodity 
production for a capitalist world market as simultaneously an 
economic and political phenomenon. It examines the extent to which 
the colonial state set rules and restrictions in the marketplace and how 
the state-market nexus affected the subsistence needs of peasant 
labour. Particular attention is paid to the ways in which the state's 
financial policies moulded the social impact of the vicissitudes of the 
world market. The case studies of the indigo economy of the nine­
teenth century and the jute economy of the twentieth century are 
designed to lend substantiation to the argument about styles and 
phases of commercialization and the experience of the primary pro­
ducers who engaged in the process. 

The broader demographic and market trends interacted with an 
agrarian social structure characterized by a colonial rule of property 
and different types of relations of production. Chapter 3 explores the 
property-production dialectic in agrarian society and advances a 
typology of the main forms of material production and social repro­
duction of labour. It documents the strands of continuity in the social 
organization of production and establishes what it was that changed 
under colonial rule in apparently enduring social structures. Since the 
labour process in agriculture was predominantly familial in character, 
the issue of change is addressed along lines of gender and generation as 
well as those of class and community. 

While the social organization of production exhibited important 
features of continuity, the relations of surplus-appropriation went 

5 The phrase is borrowed from Le Roy Ladurie, but not his broader formulation and 
methodology. Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, The Peasants of Languedoc (Urbana, Illinois, 
1973) , p. 6. 
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P E A S A N T L A B O U R A N D C O L O N I A L C A P I T A L 

through a clearer series of mutations over time. Chapter 4 explains the 
major transitions and offers a periodicization by predominant modes 
of appropriation. The successive pre-eminence of the rent, credit, lease, 
land and capital markets defined the principal axis of exploitation at 
different historical moments and had a close bearing on the history of 
agrarian resistance. 

The structures and trends of demography, commercialization, pro­
duction and appropriation were fashioned by the contest between the 
forces of domination and resistance. Chapter 5 explicitly addresses the 
topic of changing forms of agrarian resistance and probes the inner 
recesses of the mentalities of peasant labour. Understanding new states 
of peasant consciousness is by far the most delicate task faced by 
agrarian historians. It is attempted in this volume by unravelling the 
interplay of thoughts and ideological struggles with the relations of 
production and distribution. 

This interpretative work seeks to avoid two potential false dichoto­
mies between, first, the status of the 'economic' and the 'political' and, 
second, 'material conditions' and 'culture/consciousness' in agrarian 
and labour history. Social relations of production and exploitation 
explored in this book were simultaneously economic and political 
realities. Thinly veiled charges of 'economism' and 'politicism' not­
withstanding, the more subtle and nuanced studies of agrarian 
economy and politics contain sufficient insights into the intertwining 
of economic and political forces. 6 

Agrarian and labour historians with a staunch materialist orientation 
may have overstated the case for economic determination. But in 
deriding the cruder forms of matter-over-mind reductionism, the new 
historiographical emphasis on culture is in danger of divorcing mind 
from matter, and consciousness from the dialectic of material pro­
duction and social reproduction. 7 In order to avoid the pitfalls of 
economic determinism, it is hardly necessary to abandon the domain of 
material life and the economy. To do so would mean leaving the entire 

6 On differences of emphasis on the economic and the political see, for instance, Sugata 
Bose, Agrarian Bengal: Economy, Social Structure and Politics, 1919-1947 (Cambridge, 1986) 
and Partha Chatterjee, Bengal 1920-1947: the Land Question (Calcutta, 1984). Also Bose's 
review of Chatterjee in Indian Economic and Social History Review, 24, 3 (1987) , 336-9 , and 
Chatterjee's review of Bose in Journal of Asian Studies (Autumn, 1988), pp. 670-2 . 

7 For sophisticated versions of the argument against 'economism' in labour and agrarian 
history see, for instance, Dipesh Chakrabarty, Rethinking Working-Class History: Bengal 
1890-1940 (Princeton, 1989) and Gyan Prakash, Bonded Histories: Genealogies of Labour 
Servitude in Colonial India (Cambridge, 1990). 
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field of agrarian and labour history uncontested to those who see 
peasant labour as an objectified entity moulded by 'impersonal' 
demographic and commercial processes. This volume attempts to show 
how structures and processes of demography, commercialization, 
production and appropriation represented a combination of economic, 
political and cultural phenomena and were shaped by the tussle 
between domination and resistance. If, as the votaries of the import­
ance of culture rightly claim, economic and political factors do not 
operate outside culture, they must also be viewed as key constitutive 
elements in the formation of culture and not merely as matters of detail 
in an historically given cultural context. 

Since economic, political and cultural forces interact in complex 
ways in agrarian history, it is best not to be too overconfident while 
expounding on the subject of peasant consciousness. The present 
author sees the Indian peasant, despite having to contend with an array 
of exploiters, as a free spirit, who demands understanding but is best 
allowed to evade the bondage of the academic interpreter. 
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C H A P T E R 1 

E C O L O G Y AND DEMOGRAPHY 

Agrarian history at its most elementary level is the story of the 
interaction between land and people. The changing relationship 
between varying numbers of human beings and a fixed quantity of land 
has been from time immemorial a simple but crucial dynamic in 
agrarian developments. Historical reality has rarely been quite so 
simple as to be captured within a single relationship of a variable and a 
constant. Too many things other than population change, and land, 
despite its appearance, does not lack movement. Besides, the power of 
simplicity often misleads; it is all too easy to overemphasize the 
demographic factor in agrarian history. 

Demography nevertheless is important, not necessarily as a causal 
determinant of the nature and course of agrarian developments but as a 
defining principle of parameters within which rural production occurs. 
Putting demography in its place is a daunting task. To the extent that 
historians have made contributions to grand theory in the twentieth 
century, studies of the long-term in pre-industrial history in which 
demographic cycles loom large have been, more often than not, the 
empirical vehicle for theoretical interjection.1 The Annates school of 
historians in particular has lent this genre both sophistication and the 
status of orthodoxy. What is more, the part of the world that is the 
subject of this book is precisely one of those many regions in the 
'developing' world where the 'problem' of population is especially 
acute. In 1770, the starting-point of this study, the agrarian scene in 
Bengal was marked by the scarcity of people and vast stretches of 
uncultivated fertile land. T w o centuries later, land in the two Bengals 
has some of the highest densities of population and some of the lowest 
yields of production in the world. In 1981, 625 people crowded into a 
single square kilometre of space in Bangladesh, just eleven fewer, 614, 
in West Bengal. 2 

1 Quentin Skinner (ed.), The Return of Grand Theory to the Human Sciences (Cambridge, 
1985), pp. 19 , 1 7 7 - 9 8 . 

2 Government of Bangladesh, The Preliminary Report on Bangladesh Population Census 
1981 (Dacca, 1981) , p. 1 ; Government of India, Census of India 1981, Series 23, West Bengal: 
Provisional Population Totals (Calcutta, 1981) , p. v. 
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Popular views of population increases and densities tend to diverge 
remarkably from scholarly perspectives. In the popular perception, 
unbridled demographic growth creates an awesome burden on the 
land which contributes in no uncertain way to widespread mal­
nutrition and hunger, not only in the two Bengals but in South Asia 
generally. An influential scholarly school, on the other hand, regards 
population pressure as a potential stimulus which, other things being 
equal, should induce innovation in agricultural techniques and in so 
doing enhance productivity. The specialist literature, however, is far 
from being unanimous on the question of population as a positive or 
negative trigger. It is even more divided on the direction of causality 
between population and production in agriculture and occasionally 
quite arbitrary in defining surfeits and deficits. An historical perspec­
tive over the tongue duree can help untangle the intricate twists of the 
causal chain, while the context of the social relations of production and 
appropriation can provide a reliable gauge to measure surpluses and 
shortfalls of labour in relation to land. 

Population, whether seen as independent or dependent on other 
factors, is a variable. Land, that classic 'non-producible' means of 
production, is after all supposed to be the constant in this abiding 
relationship. So it is best to begin by surveying the lie of the land. 

T H E E C O L O G Y O F R U R A L B E N G A L 

In any discussion of the geographic structures of the Bengal country­
side, rivers come first. This immediately qualifies the common notion 
of historians of the longue duree that geographic structures are 
constants. 3 Nothing is really permanent in the deltas of great rivers; 
there is little that endures. In rural Bengal - a land of torrential 
monsoon rains, warm and humid air, catastrophic cyclones and 
tumultuous earthquakes - the mighty distributaries of the Ganga 
carried away vast tracts in their sweep until they themselves were 
obliterated and lost their identities in newer, stronger currents. It was 
probably the transparent transience of their physical environment that 
inculcated in the peasants of Bengal a spirit of resignation and 
renunciation. The popular song - 'The day is done and the evening 

3 Fernand Braudel, Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, 
Vol. I (London, 1972) , ch. 1; Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, The Peasants of Languedoc 
(Urbana, Illinois, 1974) , p. 7. 
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come, pray my God, take me over the ferry' - poignantly expresses the 
wistful longing to cross the river and go home. 4 

The turbulent hydrography of its great rivers has had a close bearing 
on the agrarian economy of Bengal. Over the centuries the main river 
has repeatedly changed course, altering the balance of the river system 
as a whole. The periodic breakouts were brought on by a process of 
gradual levelling of the land and silting up of the old river beds. 5 The 
Bhagirathi flowing through the heart of western Bengal or Rarh had 
risen to pre-eminence during the Mughal era upon the dwindling 
fortunes of the Bhairab and Saraswati. Its decline paralleled that of the 
Mughals and its fate was finally sealed once its distributary, the 
Damodar, awkwardly lurched southward in 1770. Since the early 
seventeenth century the Ganga had pressed for outlets further east and 
found them in the Gorai in Faridpur and, more importantly, the Padma 
which wove a wide swathe through much of east Bengal including 
Dhaka, Faridpur and Bakarganj. The general eastward swing of the 
river system was in part accentuated by catalytic events in the later 
eighteenth century as environmental upheavals matched political ones. 
The earthquake of 1762 and the floods of 1769-70 and 1786-8 spawned 
the creation of half a dozen new rivers or at least presented old rivers in 
completely new incarnations - the Tista, Jamuna, Jelanghi, Mathab-
hanga, Kirtinasa and Naya Bhangini. 6 The glory of the Jelanghi and 
Mathabhanga, which gave the eastern parts of Murshidabad, Nadia and 
Jessore a new lease of life in the nineteenth century, proved to be 
shortlived, a consequence of the bridging role played by the Jamuna 
between the Ganga and the Brahmaputra. Following the great inun­
dation of 1787 the Tista, formerly a tributary of the Ganga, linked up 
with the Brahmaputra, which moved west to meet the Ganga near 
Goalundo in Dacca via the much enlarged channel of the Jamuna. The 
merged waters of the two mighty Himalayan rivers, the Ganga and the 
Brahmaputra, poured into the Meghna near Chandpur in Tippera. 7 

Padma and Meghna henceforth became two names etched deeply into 
east Bengali rural identity. 

The strides taken eastward by the Ganga, assisted by a westerly 

4 'Hari din to gelo, shondhe holo, par karo amare' goes the Bengali refrain. 
5 Birendra Nath Ganguli, Trends of Population and Agriculture in the Ganges Valley 

(London, 1938), p. 205. 
6 Radha Kamal Mukerjee, The Changing Face of Bengal: a Study in Riverine Economy 

(Calcutta, 1938), p. 9. 
7 Ganguli, Trends of Population, p. 206. 
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push of the Brahmaputra, moulded the differentiated ecological con­
texts within which agriculture and agrarian society developed. The 
most striking contrast to emerge was the one between the active delta 
in the east and the moribund delta in west Bengal. The former became 
the full beneficiary of the fertilizing, flooding action of the overflowing 
rivers and came to be known as the land of the new alluvium. The latter 
suffered through the process of slow decay of its rivers and found its 
soil relegated to the status of the old alluvium. The divergence came to 
be reflected in the cropping patterns and ultimately in the demographic 
capacities of the two regions. Both were primarily areas of wet rice 
cultivation, but the silt-laden earth of the east yielded more. Parts of 
west central Bengal produced some sugar-cane and indigo in the early 
nineteenth century, especially during the brief revival of the streams 
passing through Murshidabad and Nadia. Later in the century cash 
crops shrank to insignificance in terms of acreage and there was even a 
marked shift from the superior winter (aman) rice to the inferior 
autumn (aus) variety. Meanwhile it was the November spectacle in east 
Bengal of rich, golden-green sheafs of winter paddy waving gently in 
the breeze that so stirred the sensibilities of Bengali poets. 8 From the 
1870s a golden fibre, jute, began to take on importance as a cash crop, 
more so in the inland districts of the delta - Mymensingh, Dhaka, 
Faridpur and Tippera - than in the littoral districts such as Bakarganj. 
The possibility of intensive double cropping helped sustain high 
densities of population. 

T w o other ecological zones, though smaller in extent than the active 
and the moribund deltas, deserve to be mentioned. First, a narrow strip 
of raised ground on the western fringes of Bengal formed a sort of 
halfway house on the way to the Chhotanagpur plateau. This was an 
area of less secure rice cultivation acutely susceptible to the vagaries of 
rainfall. Second, rising up from the northern edges of the deltaic plains 
were the Himalayan foothills. A t a time when the plant producing the 
dye in west Bengal was being resented as an unwarranted imposition 
and the fibre of east Bengal had yet to reveal its magic, colonial capital 
discovered that a precious leaf grew in Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling. 
Once labour could be set to work on tea plantations in this terrain, the 
scope for both exploitation and profits proved to be immense. 

8 Rabindranath Tagore in his famous song Sonar Bangla (Golden Bengal) sees the mother's 
honeyed (indulgent) smile in the laden fields in November ('O ma, aghrane tor bhara khete ki 
dekhechhi modhur hashi'). 
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It has become increasingly evident in recent years that durability 
and change in the environment can hardly be regarded as purely 
natural phenomena. There is, of course, an element of helplessness 
against the fury of nature as when powerful cyclones and tidal surges 
have swept everything in their path in littoral Bengal. Yet human 
agency appears to have shown a little less ability in harnessing the 
forces of geography than in aggravating their destructive con­
sequences. There is not much doubt that the building of road and 
railway embankments in the mid nineteenth century dislocated drain­
age patterns and hastened the process of atrophy of rivers of the 
moribund delta. Stagnant pools became the breeding-ground of ano­
pheles mosquitoes, the carrier of waves of malaria epidemics in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. The areas with the most 
extended railway and road networks were the ones that showed the 
highest incidence of malaria.9 It was recognized in the early twentieth 
century that controlled river irrigation in the decaying west would not 
be feasible without constructing 'a barrage across the Ganges ' . 1 0 A 
barrage was built at high cost in the 1960s but politics, among other 
factors, ensured that it had little positive impact on west Bengal 
agriculture. 

Meanwhile, Bangladesh has remained vulnerable to devastating 
floods such as the ones in 1974 and 1988. In the aftermath of the 1988 
floods, the military government of Bangladesh has been seeking funds 
to implement an ambitious plan mooted by French engineers to 
construct hundreds of miles of tall embankments that will contain the 
mighty rivers of the Bengal delta. O n a conservative estimate this 
'development' project, which would be the biggest ever in Bengal's 
history and has received qualified backing from the World Bank, 
would cost $6 billion to build and $165 million in annual maintenance. 
This venture aiming at flood prevention rather than flood control 
would stop the natural beneficial flooding action by which the rivers 
have from time immemorial deposited fertile sediments along their 
banks. Drawn up without any reference to the peasants who are 
supposed to benefit from it, the plan is being seen by environmentally 
conscious critics to be fundamentally flawed on technical, economic 
and political grounds. If allowed to go ahead without consideration 
of more suitable alternatives or serious amendment, it may well turn 

9 C . A. Bentley, Malaria and Agriculture in Bengal (Calcutta, 1925) , pp. 2 7 - 3 2 . 
1 0 S. C . Majumdar, The Rivers of the Bengal Delta (Calcutta, 1942), p. 82. 
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out to be the most disastrous human interference yet in the ecology of 
rural Bengal. 1 1 

Nature, it is true, is not always bountiful, but nor does it entirely of 
its own accord exhaust the earth. O n a long historical view it has 
displayed enduring nurturing qualities in rural Bengal. Yet even the 
best of these have proved increasingly insufficient since the 1930s in the 
struggle to carry the human burden. 

D E M O G R A P H I C C Y C L E S 

The impression of rural Bangladesh and west Bengal apparently 
sinking under the weight of overpopulation in the 1990s is a far cry 
from the demographic 'low-water mark' that characterized the eastern 
Indian countryside in 1770. The great famine of that year had wreaked 
massive depopulation - anywhere between one third and one fifth of 
the population of Bengal and neighbouring Bihar were thought to have 
died. 1 2 Nearly a century later, W. W. Hunter placed an absolute figure 
choosing quite arbitrarily the highest of the impressionistic ratios of 
contemporries. His conjecture, probably an overestimate, suggested a 
death toll of 10 million out of 30 million inhabitants of Bengal and 
Bihar. 1 3 Although no systematic count was taken of India's population 
until the first decennial census of 1872, it is not impossible on the basis 
of scattered evidence prior to that date and more informed enumer­
ation since then to establish the broad trends in population movements 
as well as the key points of inflection. Three distinct phases can be 
staked out within which to study the relationship between population 
and agricultural production: 1770-1860, 1860-1920 and 1920-90. 

From 1770 to about the mid-point of the nineteenth century, all 
parts of Bengal shared in a secular all-India trend of population 
increase which was more marked in some regions than others. It was in 
this phase that the agrarian economy of colonial Bengal showed the 
high concordance between population and production that has been 
found to be such a notable feature of agrarian economies of ancien 
regime Europe. The demographic behaviour of west and east Bengal 
diverged sharply from the middle of the nineteenth century to about 
1920. The decay of the rivers and a high mortality rate owing to malaria 

1 1 See James K. Boyce, 'The Political Economy of Flood Control in Bangladesh' in Sugata 
Bose and Ayesha Jalal (eds.), Democracy and Development in South Asia (forthcoming). 

1 2 John Shore, Minute of June 1789, Parliamentary Papers, 1 8 1 2 , 7, 182. 
1 3 W. W. Hunter, Annals of Rural Bengal (reprint, Calcutta, 1975) , p. 45. 
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epidemics resulted in a demographic arrest and a reduction in the area 
under cultivation and output in west Bengal. During the first half of 
this period, c. 1860-90, east Bengal witnessed a secular rise in popu­
lation and rapid expansion of cultivation and total output through the 
extensive proliferation of peasant smallholdings. Between 1890 and 
1920, although the extensive margins were reached in many parts, 
population growth induced new intensive techniques, which more 
than offset the diminishing returns from new lands in terms of 
productivity. The overall picture, however, during these three decades 
shows stagnation in agricultural production. 1 4 From the 1920s, better 
control of disease brought about a sharp fall in the death rate in west 
Bengal, so that the population graph once again swung upwards but 
failed on this occasion to have any commensurate impact on pro­
duction. In east Bengal, too, demographic growth appeared to acquire 
an autonomous, self-sustaining character while output stagnated. 
Between 1920 and 1990 population rose almost inexorably, barring the 
setback during the great famine of 1943, spurred along by a high 
fertility regime. O n the production side of the equation, cultivated area 
displayed 'near-constancy' and yield per acre 'a near-zero trend' 
between 1920 and 1946. 1 5 In the period 1949-80 the performance of 
total output improved, but figures of per capita growth indicated that 
production was trailing way behind population in both west and east 
Bengal. 1 6 

Noting the points of inflection and demarcating demographic cycles 
still does not allow a consideration of the vexed question of 'under'-
and 'over'-population in relation to resources, especially land. In each 
of the phases was population or labour in surplus or deficit? The 
neo-Malthusian1 7 approach to the question within the framework of 
population-resources scissors does not seem to be very helpful for a 
number of reasons. For one, subsistence crises in Bengal with dire 
demographic consequences, whether in 1770 or later, were not, as will 
be shown, Malthusian disasters in any sense. For another, contrary to 

1 4 George Blyn, Agricultural Trends in India, 1891-1947: Output, Availability and 
Productivity (Philadelphia, 1966), pp. 1 0 2 - 7 . 

1 5 M. M. Islam, Bengal Agriculture 1920-1946: a Quantitative Study (Cambridge, 1979) , 

1 6 James K. Boyce, Agrarian Impasse in Bengal: Institutional Constraints to Technological 
Change (Oxford, 1987) , chs. 3, 4 and 5. 

1 7 The term is used in the sense familiar to historians of agrarian change in Europe. For a 
range of other connotations in the work of economists and demographers, see Boyce, 
Agrarian Impasse, pp. 30-3 . 
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the neo-Malthusian view that the population-resources scissors cannot 
go on widening, evidence from Bengal after 1920 and from other Asian 
and African societies suggests that the axis of these scissors can break 
open. The irrelevance of Malthus cannot be disguised either by 
declaring him a prophet of the past or by exiling him from Europe to 
the Third World. While the need for an alternative perspective could 
not be greater, Marxian positions on historical demography are not 
particularly well developed. A starting-point, however, for drawing a 
conceptual outline is available in the acknowledgement that 'what may 
be overpopulation in one stage of social production may not be so in 
another, and their effects may be different'.1 8 

The aspect of the Marxian angle on overpopulation that is clearly 
enunciated is the unique tendency within the capitalist mode of 
production to create relative surplus labour emphasizing productivity 
rather than actual numbers. Yet this is the one condition lacking in 
agrarian social formations not characterized by capitalist relations of 
production though they might be tied to wider capitalistic economic 
systems including a capitalist world market. Three antecedent analy­
tical phases, however, can be defined and, despite partial overlapping, 
can be seen in broad terms to correspond to the demographic cycles in 
Bengal stretching from 1770 to i860, i860 to 1920 and 1920 to 1990. 
The first phase of absolute deficit population is one in which con­
tiguous cultivable lands would remain uncultivated even if there were 
no constraints on extensive cultivation other than those of a natural-
demographic kind. The next phase of relative deficit population is one 
in which the extents of the arable have been reached but labour may 
still be seen to be in deficit in relation to the opportunities and demands 
of intensive cultivation. The final phase of absolute surplus population 
arises when the intensive margins of labour productivity circumscribed 
by resource limitations and current technology have been reached. It 
is generally characterized by a process of pauperization and growth 
of landlessness.1 9 The transformation of absolute surplus labour to 
relative surplus labour under full-blown capitalist agriculture is a 

1 8 Karl Marx, Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy (Harmonds-
worth, 1973) , p. 604; for an attempt to reconcile classical Marxism with historical demogra­
phy see W. Seccombe, 'Marxism and Demography' in New Left Review, 137 (1983). 

1 9 The concepts of absolute deficit, relative deficit and absolute surplus labour have been 
elucidated in their theoretical aspect by Shapan Adnan, 'Conceptualising Fertility Trends in 
Peripheral Formations' in Determinants of Fertility Trends: Theories Re-examined (Liege, 
Belgium, 1983). 
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teleological assumption made by many Marxian theoreticians. It is 
important not to invest a matter of historical possibility with overtones 
of inevitability. The schematic outline drawn here is a heuristic device 
which can aid in a closer analysis of the demographic parameters of 
agrarian production while at the same time showing up the limits of the 
role of the demographic factor. 

ijy0-1860 
Ten years after the famine of 1770 the jungles of Birbhum had spread so 
far and become so overgrown that the English East India Company 
offered a reward for each tiger's head sufficient to meet a peasant 
family's subsistence needs for three months. 2 0 The famine clearly 
resulted in drastic depopulation and loss of cultivation. Yet the famine 
itself was no Malthusian event; it had occurred within a pre-existing 
context of at least a relative deficit of labour. In the western districts the 
'bargi' or Maratha raids of 1740—51 had contributed to this scarcity; 
but even in the easternmost district of Chittagong (which escaped the 
famine) population was sparse and a mere 25% of the district was 
cultivated in 1761 . 2 1 Labour scarcity was only one of the factors 
constraining the extent of cultivation. Sluggish grain prices during the 
1760s, caused at least in part by a reduced money supply consequent on 
the sharp drop in the import of bullion, may have been another. 
Besides, the zamindars faced financial problems as the English factors 
and the Company's military servants displaced the indigenous shroffs 
as creditors in the late 1750s and early 1760s, a situation only partly 
rectified after the Company's assumption of the Diwani in 1765. 

So rural Bengal in 1770 did not suddenly face a natural calamity 
which dramatically, if cruelly, relieved its overburden of population. 
Labour was clearly not overabundant and the crop failures of 1768 and 
1769 provide at best an insufficient explanation of the catastrophe. It 
would be appropriate to see the apparent decline in food availability as 
creating very adverse conditions within which failures in exchange 
entitlements occurred.2 2 The Violent upswing' in prices was much 
greater than the shortfall in production would have 'normally 

2 0 Hunter, Annals, p. 4 1 . 
2 1 W. W. Firminger (ed.), Midnapur District Records, 1763-67 (Calcutta, 1926), Vol. I, 53; 

A. M. Serajuddin, The Revenue Administration of the East India Company in Chittagong, 
1761-85 (Chittagong, 1 9 7 1 ) , ch. 5. 

2 2 O n the theory of exchange entitlements, see Amartya Sen, Poverty and Famines: an 
Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation (Oxford, 1981) . 
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justified'. 2 3 Even in the outskirts of the capital Murshidabad, where a 
rupee had bought ten to twenty seers of rice in previous years, it fetched 
only three seers in July of 1770. The entry of the Company's govern­
ment as a buyer in the grain market contributed to the inflationary 
spiral. Some 120,000 maunds of grain were bought up in Bengal and 
Bihar for use by the Company's army. 2 4 The credit market in grain 
ceased to operate as grain dealers stopped lending. O n the contrary, the 
Company's servants and their Indian gomastas cornered local supplies. 
Mohammad Reza Khan, naib diwan, and Richard Becher, resident at 
Murshidabad, complained bitterly about these grain monopolies but 
did little themselves either to ease the revenue demand or to provide 
relief. While the early colonial state netted some £8,000 more in 1770-1 
than in 1768-9 (over £1.5 million a year) in revenue collections, it pro­
vided a paltry 40,000 rupees towards relieving distress. 2 5 

It was the role of the state and the economically powerful in effecting 
declines in entitlements to food of vulnerable social groups that turned 
the 'dearth into a famine'. 2 6 Already in May 1770 the government 
expressed fears that one third of the population had been decimated. 
Richard Becher suggested in June 1770 that the number to have 
perished was 'as six to sixteen of the whole inhabitants'. Warren 
Hastings, after undertaking extensive tours in 1772, largely corrob­
orated the impressions of witnesses to the tragedy. The most conserva­
tive estimates in the later eighteenth century placed the mortality ratio 
at one fifth.27 Given the nature of agricultural techniques and the 
absence of any labour reserve in the pre-famine period, the extent of 
cultivation and consequently of production was also reported by 
observers to have declined proportionately. 

The western and central Bengal districts of Nadia, Murshidabad, 
Midnapur, Birbhum, and Burdwan, Rajshahi and Dinajpur further 
north and most districts in adjoining Bihar were hardest hit by the 
famine. Dhaka escaped lightly although many weavers in the city died; 

2 3 Binay Bhushan Chaudhuri, 'Agricultural Growth in Bengal and Bihar: Growth of 
Cultivation since the Famine of 1 7 7 0 ' in Bengal Past and Present, 95 (1976) , p. 294. 

2 4 Ibid., p. 295; see also Nikhil Sur, Chhiattarer Manwantar o Sannyasi Fakir Bidroha 
[The Famine of 1770 and the Sannyasi Fakir Rebellion] (Calcutta, 1982), pp. 1 6 - 2 2 . 

2 5 G. Campbell (ed.), Extract from the Records in the India Office relating to Famines in 
India, 1769, 1788 (Calcutta, 1868), pp. 36, 60. 

2 6 The phrase is Adam Smith's in The Wealth of Nations cited in N . K. Sinha, The 
Economic History of Bengal: From Plassey to the Permanent Settlement, Vol. II (Calcutta, 
1970), p. 58. 

2 7 Letter to the Court of Directors, 3 November 1 7 7 2 , cited in ibid., p. 54; also, John 
Shore, Minute of June 1789, PP, 1 8 1 2 , 7, 182. 
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rice surpluses from Chittagong and Bakarganj provisioned Calcutta; 
and Rangpur was something of a haven for refugees in search of food 
and employment. The report of the Amini Commission published in 
1778 presented some graphic details of the famine's impact on popu­
lation and production in west Bengal districts.2 8 In Birbhum, the worst 
affected, vast tracts lay deserted in 1771-2 ; according to the Amini 
statistics the percentage of the revenue assessment on palataka or 
deserted lands to the total revenue assessment was as much as 36%. The 
number of village settlements in the district had shrunk from 6,000 in 
1765 to 4,500 in 1 7 7 0 - 1 . 2 9 In Nadia the deserted lands accounted for 
1 5 % of the total revenue assessment. Laments about depopulation 
caused by death and desertion could be heard from Burdwan. Some 
peasants from Midnapur had actually sought refuge in Maratha-
controlled districts to the west . 3 0 An investigation in four villages in 
Rajshahi tracked a grim story of dwindling resident families: 1,076 in 
1768-9 to 1,033 m 1769-70 to just 373 in 1770-1. O f the 660 families 
lost in the famine year only 153 had deserted; the rest had fallen victim 
to starvation and famine-related disease. The uncultivated fields bore 
testimony to the devastating impact of the famine on the smallholding 
peasantry. Yet some other social groups fared even worse; these were 
the families of boatmen, fishermen, weavers, silk-winders and other 
workers who had wholly lacked any direct entitlement to grain. The 
evidence for this is provided partly by contemporary observers and 
partly by price statistics which record the dearness of manufactures and 
the cheapness of agricultural products in the aftermath of the famine. 

Population and agricultural production recuperated fairly rapidly in 
the decades after 1770 despite a number of constraints and brief 
interruptions. The accelerator effect of the disaster early in the process 
of recovery was probably negated by the setback caused by the smaller 
famine of 1787. This one, unlike the 1770 catastrophe, did not spare 
east Bengal. 3 1 The pace of demographic recovery in the late eighteenth 

2 8 Report of the Amini Commission, 25 March 1 7 7 8 , H o m e Miscellaneous Series, Vol. 206 
( I O R ) , printed in R. B. Ramsbotham, Studies in the Land Revenue History of Bengal, 
1769-1787 (Calcutta, 1926) cited in B. B. Chaudhuri, 'Agricultural Growth', p. 336 and Aditi 
N a g Chowdhury-Zilli , The Vagrant Peasant: Agrarian Distress and Desertion in Bengal, 
1770 to 1830 (Wiesbaden, 1984), pp. 2 2 - 5 . 

2 9 Campbell (ed.), Extracts from Records relating to Famines, p. 79 . 
3 0 Firminger (ed.), Midnapur District Records, Vol. IV, 1 5 . 
3 1 J . Taylor, A Sketch of the Topography and Statistics of Dacca, p. 304 cited in P . J . 

Marshall, The New Cambridge History of India. Bengal: The British Bridgehead, Eastern 
India 1740-1820 (Cambridge, 1988), II, 2, 25. 
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and early nineteenth centuries is difficult to ascertain since quantitative 
estimates of population prior to the taking of censuses are neither very 
reliable nor comparable. But observations of knowledgeable con­
temporaries and comparison with demographic evidence from other 
parts of India suggest growth at a faster rate than backward extrapo­
lation from late nineteenth-century census evidence would indicate. In 
1789 a total figure of 22 million people was suggested for the Bengal 
presidency based on district collectors' reports. A t the turn of the 
century the number probably stood at around 27 million. By 1822 
another enquiry using the services of district officers suggested that the 
total population had risen to 37.6 million. Close observers of the 
Bengal rural scene like H . T . Colebrooke and Francis Buchanan-
Hamilton clearly believed that population had built up steadily during 
this period despite a high death rate, although the latter probably 
exaggerated the size of cultivation on which he based his population 
estimates.3 2 These views were in consonance with broader trends 
elsewhere in India, especially the United Provinces, the Bombay 
Deccan and the Madras presidency. In U.P. a rapid upward climb of 
the population curve from 1800 to 1855 was halted briefly only during 
the famine of 1837-8. The rate of growth slowed perceptibly in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century. In the Bombay Deccan population 
moved along at a fair trot between 1820 and 1850 and continued to 
advance though at a more moderate pace between 1850 and 1875. There 
was a fourfold increase in the population of the Madras presidency 
during the nineteenth century, the fastest rates being recorded before 
1870.3 3 

A close parallel can be noticed between movements of population 
and agricultural production in Bengal. This accords well with the 
evidence from U.P. and south India but not with findings in the 
Bombay Deccan. The demographic increase was clearly a major 
influence on production in this phase of mostly extensive growth. 
According to one estimate, the acreage under cultivation in the 
Bengal presidency rose from 30 million in 1793 to 70 million in 

3 2 The various population estimates are critically evaluated in Chaudhuri, 'Agricultural 
Growth 5 , pp. 323-30. 

3 3 Cf. Simon Commander, 'The Agrarian Economy of Northern India, 1800-80' 
(unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Cambridge, 1980); Sumit Guha, The Agrarian Economy of 
the Bombay Deccan, 1818-1941 (Oxford, 1985), esp. ch. 6; Dharma Kumar, Land and Caste 
in South India (Cambridge, 1965) , esp. pp. 105 -6 . 
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1857. 3 4 In the decades immediately following the famine of 1770, 
however, a number of constraints ensured that output did not 
increase with the same buoyancy as population. One was the high 
revenue demand of the early colonial state, especially the pernicious 
tax called najai which sat most heavily on the surviving neighbours of 
those who had died or deserted. Another was the general malaise in 
the grain market and periodic phases of acute depression like the one 
between 1794 and 1798. These negative impulses were countered, 
however, by a rising demographic trend in a context of absolute 
deficit labour which enabled the negotiation of advantageous rental 
rates for reclamation of fallow land. In west Bengal districts, which 
had reached a more advanced stage of cultivation in 1770 than the 
eastern ones, short-distance migration by paikasht (temporary and 
migratory) raiyats played an important part in the process of recovery 
until about 1820. It was once believed by some historians upon the 
examination of local evidence that these paikasht peasants were none 
other than well-off and enterprising khudkasht (settled or permanent) 
raiyats who collected a band of poorer dependants and settled where 
they could extract better terms from the zamindars. 3 5 A more com­
plete and balanced sifting of the evidence now suggests that in 
addition to these 'entrepreneurs' there was another sizeable class of 
atomistic small peasants who were able to 'desert' with their agri­
cultural implements and expand cultivation where the logic of the 
person-land ratio put them in a good bargaining position. 3 6 In the 
western districts of Birbhum and Midnapur, tribal migrants were 
often the paikasht raiyats. Elsewhere, middling caste Hindu and 
Muslim peasants were full participants in the processes of recovery 
and reclamation. 

In the mature parts of west and central Bengal, peasants were 
probably already nibbling away at the extensive margins by the 1820s. 
A n estimate of the population of Burdwan in 1816 gave a count of one 
and a half million people with a very high density of more than 600 
persons per square mile. 3 7 By the mid-thirties it was being reported 

3 4 W. N . Lees, The Land and Labour of India (London, 1867) cited in Asok Sen, 'Agrarian 
Structure and Tenancy Laws in Bengal 1850-1900 ' in Partha Chatterjee, Saugata Mukherjee 
and Asok Sen, Perspectives in Social Sciences II (Calcutta, 1982), p. 6. 

3 5 Ratnalekha Ray, Change in Bengal Agrarian Society c. 1760-1850 (Delhi, 1979) ; R. K. 
Gupta, The Economic Life of a Bengal District: Birbhum 1770-1856 (Burdwan, 1984). 

3 6 Chowdhury-Zilly, The Vagrant Peasant, ch. 3. 
3 7 W. B. Bayley, 'Statistical View of the Population of Burdwan', Asiatick Researches, 12 

(1816) , 5 5 1 . 
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that west and central Bengal was cfar too populous to admit to tracts of 
land remaining uncultivated'.3 8 The first census report of 1872 was 
quite categorical about the steady increase of the population in the 
western parts of Burdwan division during the course of the century. 
The levelling noticed in the eastern parts was probably of very recent 
origin. The tightening of the land-person ratio in much of west Bengal 
is quite evident from the 1828 report of collector Halhead.3 9 So it 
would be incorrect to emphasize only the extensive nature of growth 
in west Bengal between 1830 and i860. As one scholar has noted, 
districts such as Burdwan and Hooghly had reached densities of more 
than 700 per square mile by the mid nineteenth century, which was 
nearly twice that of urbanized, industrial Belgium, the world's most 
heavily populated country at the time.4 0 These densities could only be 
sustained through some resort to intensive techniques including 
limited switching to cash-crops like sugar-cane, cotton and mulberry. 
But it would be a mistake to assume that the move to cash-cropping in 
this period was mainly demographically driven. Indigo, the most 
important cash-crop of this period, was largely a forced cultivation. It 
is noteworthy, however, that the compulsion occurred within and 
may have been facilitated by an emerging framework of demographic 
pressures. 

In the more expansive delta of east Bengal, laterally proliferating 
small peasant cultivation provided the main impetus to increased 
agricultural production. Early evidence of the spread of cultivation 
came in the replies of judges and district collectors to the enquiry 
initiated by Wellesley in 1801. In the southern parganas of Dhaka, for 
instance, cultivation was said to have increased by some 12.5% since 
the Permanent Settlement. The extension of the arable, even account­
ing for the district collector's obvious over-optimism, was striking in 
Chittagong. 4 1 In Tippera, where in the 1760s hills and jungles pre­
dominated over cultivated land, Buchanan-Hamilton saw in 1798 cone 
continuous field yielding the richest crops'; in 1801 seven-ninths of the 
district was reported to be under the plough. The proportion might 

3 8 N . Alexander, 'On the Cultivation of Indigo' in Transactions of the Agricultural and 
Horticultural Society of India, 2 (1836) , 35. 

3 9 Report N o . 46 by collector Halhead, March 1828, Bengal Revenue Proceedings, Range 
50, Vol. 54 ( IOR) . 

4 0 Ira Klein, 'Malaria and Mortality in Bengal, 1 8 4 0 - 1 9 2 1 ' in Indian Economic and Social 
History Review, 9, 2 (1972) , p. 156 . 

4 1 Bengal Judicial Civil Proceedings, 8 July 1802 and PP ( 1 8 1 2 - 1 3 ) , 9, cited in Chaudhuri, 
'Agricultural Growth', p. 305. 
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well have been an overestimate but the district settlement officer in the 
1910s, after weighing the available evidence, suggested almost a 
doubling of the cultivated area between 1793 and the revenue survey of 
1860-4.4 2 In Faridpur and Mymensingh the scale of the new culti­
vation was far greater than the pockets of decline. Rennell's survey of 
1770-8 had revealed 1,128 square miles of unoccupied waste in Bakar-
ganj; that was down to 925 square miles in 1793 and to 526 square 
miles by the time of the Revenue Survey of 1859-65. 4 3 The ecology of 
this littoral district cut across by numerous streams gave rise to an 
extraordinary pattern of subinfeudation under substantial farmers 
known as haoladars to facilitate the work of reclamation. 

In the northern tracts of jungle in Rangpur and Dinajpur, popu­
lation and production increased moderately in this period. It would 
appear that the cultivated area in Rangpur in the early 1870s was about 
1 5 % greater than in 1809 and much of the reclamation by rich farmers 
known as jotedars was recent.4 4 

Overall, a high birth rate outdistanced a high death rate between 
1770 and i860. Except in years of exceptional dearth fertility rates 
appeared to remain unaffected by the apparent fragility of life. Demo­
graphic growth was a strong, but not the sole, factor in the spread of 
cultivation and rising gross output. Prices, with a possible exception in 
the period 1800-20, showed no secular fluctuations with population 
and production. There is little firm data on wage levels. The agri­
cultural surplus was mainly appropriated through the mechanisms of 
revenue and rent, both depending for their enhancement primarily on 
the expansion of acreage. So the colonial state, the recipient of land 
revenue, and the zamindars, collectors of rent, benefited from a high 
fertility regime. It has been speculated that the logic of the predomi­
nant relations of surplus-appropriation through revenue and rent may 
have had some bearing on the rising demographic trend. By the middle 
of the nineteenth century peasants in west Bengal had exhausted the 
extensive margins at the current low level of technology and had begun 
to exploit new intensive strategies. Some open spaces still remained in 

4 2 Notes by G. Ironside, Orme Manuscripts, 'India', 17 , 4950 ( IOR) ; F.Buchanan-
Hamilton, 'Account of a Journey through the Provinces of Chittagong and Tipperah', Add. 
Ms. 19286, folio 3 ( I O R ) ; PP ( 1 8 1 2 - 1 3 ) , 9, 4 1 6 ; W. H . Thompson, Report on the Survey and 
Settlement ofTipper a District, 1915-19 (Calcutta, 1919) . 

4 3 J . C . Jack, Report on the Survey and Settlement of Bakarganj District, 1900-08 
(Calcutta, 1 9 1 5 ) . 

4 4 E . G. Glazier, A Report on the District of Rangpur (Calcutta, 1873) ; A. C . Hartley, 
Report on the Survey and Settlement of Rangpur District, 1931-38 (Calcutta, 1941) . 
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east Bengal which both invited and challenged hardy Muslim and 
Namasudra peasants. 

i860-1920 
The census of 1921 showed that the population of Bengal increased by 
28.6% over its level in 1881, at an annual incremental rate of 0.7% 
which was slightly ahead of the all-India increase of just under 20% 
over the forty-year period at nearly 0.5% per annum. Rural population 
in Bengal, a more relevant variable and accounting for 94% of the total 
population in 1891 and 93% in 1921, had risen by 27.6% from 34.77 
million to 44.38 million. 4 5 These aggregate figures, however, mask a 
striking discrepancy between the demographic movements in west and 
east Bengal. It was the east that was primarily responsible for the rising 
trend. The west, reeling under the impact of a series of malaria 
epidemics, had suffered a demographic arrest. 

In west Bengal, C . A . Bentley reported in 1916, 'outbursts of 
epidemic fever . . . from i860 onwards marked the transition from a 
formerly comparatively salubrious state, similar to that still observable 
in parts of Eastern Bengal, to one of widespread prevalence of 
malaria'. 4 6 Burdwan, once renowned as a sanatorium, lent its name to 
this strange fever which enervated its victims as much as it baffled 
medical experts. It had made its first appearance, however, in Jessore in 
1836. During the latter half of the nineteenth century it traversed every 
district of the old alluvium in the course of its menacing rural itinerary. 
Serious epidemics occurred in Jessore in 1847-8 and 1854-6, Nadia in 
1857-64 and 1880-1, Hooghly and the 24-Parganas in 1857-64 and 
1878, Burdwan in 1868-72, and Birbhum, Midnapur and Howrah in 
1870-2. Even after the disease became endemic, it flared up period­
ically in epidemic form in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Consequently, although Bengal did not share with the rest of 
India the high famine mortality of the 1890s or even the worst ravages 
of the influenza epidemic of 1918-19, the recurring pattern of malaria 
epidemics in west Bengal ensured that population growth in the 
province was firmly held down. 

Local officials believed in the early 1870s that they were witnessing a 
Malthusian phenomenon of population having pressed up against a 

4 5 Government of India, Census of India 1921, Vol. V: Bengal, Pt 2, Tables; R. H . Cassen, 
India: Population, Economy and Society (London, 1978), ch. 1. 

4 6 C . A. Bentley, Report on Malaria in Bengal (Calcutta, 1916 ) , pp. 30-8. 
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ceiling of foodgrains output. 4 7 These Malthusian bureaucrats did not, 
however, present any clear argument emphasizing the role of demo­
graphic growth in a process of causal determination. The result of the 
epidemics, however, was clear enough - the pressure of population on 
land of declining fertility was dramatically relieved. Population density 
in Burdwan fell back from over 700 to under 550 per square mile 
during the 1860s and 1870s. The population of Hooghly was said to 
have been halved between the late 1850s and the late 1870s. In the 
malaria-infected parts of Midnapur population declined by nearly a 
third in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Local investigations in 
selected villages of Nadia, Jessore, Burdwan, Birbhum and Hooghly 
confirmed the impression of large-scale depopulation in epidemic 
years. Looking back from 1921 over a 50-year time-span, it appeared 
that rural population had remained more or less stagnant in most west 
and central Bengal districts while it had actually declined by nearly 
10% in Nadia and Jessore. 4 8 

If the incidence of malaria was influenced by ecological decay 
hastened by human interference, its detrimental effects were differen­
tiated through the mediation of the agrarian social structure. It was 
discovered in 1875, f ° r instance, that mortality was highest among the 
poorer classes of day-labourers, settled peasants and artisans in that 
order. A n enquiry in Birbhum in 1874 revealed the distribution of 
malaria-induced mortality among different social classes: 37% among 
'daily labourers and beggars', 3 1 % among 'cultivating ryots', 19% 
among 'artisans such as smiths, potters, washermen and goldsmiths' 
and 1 2 % among 'upper non-labouring classes, such as zamindars, 
merchants, priests and farmers'. 4 9 As the decline of labour-land ratios 
grew common at the level of family holdings, a necessary though 
unequal combination of middling-caste peasants and low-caste and 
tribal landless labourers steadily lost ground in their battle against the 
encroaching jungle at the level of agrarian society. 

The performance of agriculture was adversely affected in west 

4 7 Burdwan Magistrate to Burdwan Commissioner, 7 March 1874, Bengal Gen. (Statistics, 
Head N o . 1) Progs., September 1875 , Collection 4 - 7 / 8 cited in Binay Chaudhuri, 'Agri­
cultural Production in Bengal: Co-existence of Decline and Growth', Bengal Past and 
Present, 88, 2 (166) (July-December 1969), 152-206 . 

4 8 Chaudhuri, 'Agricultural Production', p. 160; G O I , Census of India 1921, Vol. V: 
Bengal, Pt 1, 4 8 - 5 5 . 

4 9 G O B to G O I , 15 September 1875 , and Birbhum Collector to Burdwan Commissioner, 
8 January 1874, Bengal Gen. (Statistics, Head N o . 1) Progs., September 1875 , Collection, 
4 - 1 3 cited in Chaudhuri, 'Agricultural Production', p. 163. 
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Bengal both by the exhaustion of the land of the moribund delta and by 
the mortality as well as morbidity of labour as a consequence of 
malarial infection. In the Magura and Jhenida subdivisions of Jessore, 
for instance, a survey in 1876 had reported 75% of the gross area to be 
under cultivation; by 1920 the proportion had shrunk to under 40%. 
In addition to the 'dearth of labour', 'the agricultural population 
stricken by malaria [had] lost their physical vigour and energy' and 
became 'incapable of hard work in the field'.50 With depopulation 
reducing acreage and debilitation affecting yields, it is likely that gross 
output in west Bengal declined between i860 and 1920 in a context of 
stagnant population. The monotony of this bleak picture was broken 
only by some small pockets of growth. One was provided by the slow 
but steady retreat of the Sunderbans in the 24-Parganas, Khulna and 
parts of Midnapur effected by the money and supervision of enterpris­
ing farmers and the labour of small peasants. Another was opened up 
by the withdrawal of the government's salt monopoly in the 1860s in 
the Contai and Tamluk subdivisions of Midnapur which became a safe 
haven for Mahishya peasants fleeing from the scourge of malaria. 

In east Bengal, by contrast, growth was the norm and decline the 
exception. The secular trend of expanding population and cultivation 
of the pre-1860 period was maintained in the sixty years that followed 
with only a slight slackening of the pace towards the end of the period 
and brief interruptions caused by a major cyclone in 1876 and an 
earthquake in 1897. While population had remained stationary in the 
moribund delta, it increased by some 60% in the active delta. Despite a 
limited amount of inter-regional and inter-district migration, this was 
almost entirely a natural increase caused by a high birth rate outstrip­
ping the death rate. By 1921 Dhaka, Tippera, Noakhali and Faridpur 
reached densities of over 1000 persons per square mile with Bakarganj, 
Mymensingh, Pabna and Bogra following close behind. During the 
later nineteenth century, much of the region made the transition from 
the state of absolute deficit labour to relative deficit labour. The 
gradual emergence of high densities notwithstanding, labour may still 
be seen to have been in a state of relative deficit between i860 and 1900 
in the context of possibilities for resort to intensive techniques. 

The extension of cultivation by Muslim and Namasudra peasants in 
the active delta was by and large atomistic and not communal in nature. 
In Bakarganj, where peasants had settled 'wholly without any refer-

5 0 M. A. Momen, Jessore Settlement Report, 1920-24 (Calcutta, 1925) , p. 20. 
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ence to any future village community', 5 1 the 'unoccupied waste' shrank 
from 526 square miles in the early 1860s to 184 square miles in 1905, 
despite the accretion of 180 square miles of new alluvial land. Culti­
vation in the 'occupied area' posted a 23% increase. 5 2 In Mymensingh 
the cultivated area increased from 3,562 square miles to 4,292 square 
miles between 1872 and 1910, which included 470 square miles of stiff 
clay in the Madhupur jungle on the Dhaka border. Extensive culti­
vation had 'almost reached its full limits'. By the second decade of the 
twentieth century nearly all land cultivable at the current level of 
technology was being cultivated in most east Bengal districts. In 
Noakhali 'every inch of land . . . fit for cultivation' was reportedly 
growing crops or fruit-bearing trees. The settlement officers of Dacca 
wondered 'to what extent the land [could] be induced to provide the 
rapidly increasing numbers with employment' . 5 3 

The crunch would have been felt sooner had it not been for two 
developments: first, the exploitation of the intensive margins partly 
through a switch to a high-value and labour-intensive cash-crop, and 
second, the utilization of the escape-hatch of migration particularly to 
the flood plains of the Brahmaputra in neighbouring Assam. Around 
1920 double-cropping accounted for 34% of the net cropped area in 
east Bengal; the corresponding figure for west Bengal was a mere 18%. 
Moreover, the value of the second crop was generally much greater in 
the east. Jute had assumed importance as a cash-crop from the early 
1870s onwards and experienced a major spurt in its acreage in 1906-7. 
From then on between 10% and 22% of the acreage under cultivation 
was devoted to jute in the seven major jute-producing districts of east 
Bengal. 5 4 Unlike forced commodity production in west Bengal in the 
second quarter of the nineteenth century, the pace and character of the 
commercialization process in east Bengal at the turn of the century 
were set and shaped to a significant extent by the demographic context. 

5 1 J . E . Gastrell, Geographical and Statistical Report on the Districts of Jessore, Fureedpore 
and Backergunje (Calcutta, 1868) cited in Ralph Nicholas, 'Villages of the Bengal Delta' 
(Unpublished D.Phil, dissertation, Chicago, 1962), p. 67. 

5 2 J . C . Jack, Bakarganj Settlement Report, 1900-08 (Calcutta, 1 9 1 5 ) , pp. 1 0 - 1 1 ; on 
expansion of cultivation in Faridpur, see J . C . Jack, Faridpur Settlement Report, 1904-14 
(Calcutta, 1916 ) , p. 5. 

5 3 Mymensingh District Gazetteer ( 1 9 1 9 ) , p , 4 8 ; F . A . Sachse, Mymensingh Settlement 
Report, 1908-19 (Calcutta, 1 9 1 9 ) , p. 29; W. H . Thompson, Noakhali Settlement Report, 
1915-19 ( 1919) cited in Ganguli, Trends of Population, p. 239; F. D . Ascoli, Dacca Settlement 
Report, 1910-17 (Calcutta, 1 9 1 7 ) , p. 50. 

5 4 Ganguli, Trends of Population, p. 244; M. Azizul Huque, The Man behind the Plough 
(Calcutta, 1939) , p. 59. 
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The migration of nearly a million peasants, often in search of jute lands, 
from overcrowded east Bengal districts to Assam during the first three 
decades of the twentieth century was an indication that even the 
intensive margins were being exhausted. 5 5 Somewhat analogous to the 
migratory movements from Java to Sumatra or from northern to 
southern Vietnam, it was usually an arduous trek for those who were 
edged out of the scramble for a plot along the banks of the Padma, 
Meghna and Jamuna. 

The frontiers of north Bengal developed social relations of pro­
duction so markedly different from both west and east Bengal that the 
broad contours of demographic movements need to be sketched 
separately for this region. The behaviour of birth and death rates in the 
western fringe of the old alluvium (in western Dinajpur, for instance) 
roughly paralleled that of west and central Bengal. A similar concord­
ance held true for demographic trends in eastern parts of the active 
delta of north Bengal formed by the Tista and Jamuna (in eastern 
Rangpur, for instance) and those typical in east Bengal. However, the 
immigration of mostly Santal, Oraon and Munda tribal labour from 
Bihar boosted population in the western parts of north Bengal between 
i860 and 1920. Starting soon after the repression of the tribal insurrec­
tion of 1855 in Bihar, the process gathered strong momentum very late 
in the nineteenth century. 5 6 Immigrant labour played a crucial role in 
the clearance of jungle in these parts. The tea gardens in Jalpaiguri and 
Darjeeling also recruited immigrant labour on a large scale, enough to 
offset the depletion caused by malaria. The 1901 census reported a 
sharp rise in the number of immigrants in Jalpaiguri in one decade from 
143,922 to 188,223, about half of whom were tea plantation coolies 
from Chhotanagpur and the San thai Parganas. In 1911 as many as 
126,214 residents of Jalpaiguri were found to have been born in Ranchi 
district of Bihar, while in 1921 the 'most numerous' people among the 
labour force were reported to be Oraons and Mundas. 5 7 

O n a broad view, an accelerated mortality rate can be seen in west 
Bengal to have brought about a demographic retreat. The large 
quantities of fallow land in west Bengal around 1920 owed their 
existence, however, to a combination of unfertile land and scarce 

5 5 G O I , Census of India 1921, Vol. V: Bengal, Pt 1, pp. 3 2 - 3 ; Md. Abdul Hamid, Pater 
Kabita (Verses on Jute, Juriya, Assam, 1930). 

5 6 Chaudhuri, 'Agricultural Production', pp. 1 7 2 - 3 . 
5 7 C . A. Bentley and S. R. Christophers, The Causes of Blackwater Fever in the Duars 

(Simla, 1908), pp. 2 2 - 5 ; G O I , Census of India 1921, Vol. V: Bengal, Pt 1, p. 389. 
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Table i . Inter-censal annual rates of growth of rural population (by 
per cent)59. 

1921-31 1931-41 1941-51 1951-61 I 9 6 l - 7 I I 9 7 I - 8 1 

West Bengal 0.72 147 0.79 2.76 2.34 I.83 
Bangladesh 0.54 1-57 —0.07 I.84 2.81 I.76 

labour. In east Bengal the birth rate continued to be marginally higher 
than in west Bengal and the death rate considerably lower. Settlement 
of unoccupied waste did not present the same physical or financial 
obstacles to reclamation as the jungles of the frontiers, and proceeded 
apace. The phase of relative deficit labour was associated with the 
resort to more intensive methods and crops. By now the labour process 
resting on increasing exploitation of peasant family labour tended 
towards the perpetuation of a high rate of fertility. Proliferating 
population in east Bengal was mostly a natural increase based on a large 
surplus of births over deaths. This was not so in north Bengal where 
immigrant labour was unhinged from its original tribal habitat in Bihar 
to be set to work as sharecroppers and plantation labourers. 

7920-90 
This final phase of demographic cycles in Bengal has been char­
acterized by declining per capita output in a context of the generation 
of absolute surplus labour. The continuation of the rising demographic 
trend in east Bengal provides a remarkable example of population 
growth over the course of more than two centuries. A dramatic decline 
in mortality rates in west Bengal after 1920 brought that region more in 
line with the increase in numbers in the rest of the province. Inter-
censal rates of growth of rural population of what are now Bangladesh 
and West Bengal provide a rough indication of the similarity of the 
trends. If the population-resources scissors had been widening, its axis 
now broke open. Put another way, if a technologically determined 
ceiling on output existed, population appeared to have no difficulty in 
shooting through it. 

The upswing in population all across Bengal began in the early 
1920s, acquired momentum in the 1930s, and then received a sharp jolt 

5 8 Boyce, Agrarian Impasse, pp. 139-40 . 
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in the 1940s as a result of the high mortality induced by the famine of 
1943. The famine, which was precipitated by entitlement failures rather 
than any aggregate decline in food availability, was responsible for an 
excess mortality between 1943 and 1946 of at least 2.7 to 3 million 
people. 5 9 If the average mortality of 1941-2 rather than the figure given 
in the 1931 census is accepted as normal mortality, the number of 
famine-related deaths rises to betwen 3.5 and 3.8 million.6 0 The high 
mortality inflicted by the famine was, of course, differentiated by 
region and class, with the landless poor taking the brunt of the disaster. 
Ironically, the Bengal countryside produced a record harvest during 
the famine year. The rates of population growth peaked in the 1950s 
and 1960s and appear to have climbed more slowly since the early 
1970s. Bangladesh experienced another major famine in 1974. 
Although the official figure of famine mortality was given as 26,000, 
one estimate suggests as many as one million excess deaths between 
August 1974 and January 1975 a n d another half million during 1975. 6 1 

Yet population increased in Bangladesh at 1.76% per annum between 
1971 and 1981, a decade torn by war and famine. 

Demographic pressure clearly failed in this phase to operate as a 
force adequate to induce technological innovations which would have 
enhanced productivity. Between 1920 and 1946, according to the best 
available estimate, total agricultural output grew at a mere 0.3% per 
annum and food crops output stagnated, while population increased at 
an annual rate of 0.8%. Burdwan division, the heart of rural west 
Bengal, actually showed a negative output growth rate of — 1.08%. The 
relatively high growth rate in agricultural output of 1 .1% in the 
Presidency division can probably be explained by reclamation in the 
Sunderbans tracts in Khulna and the 24-Parganas. In east Bengal 
output rose at 0.4% per annum in Dacca division and declined at the 
rate of —0.7% in Chittagong division. Output in the Rajshahi division, 
which included the north Bengal districts, grew at an annual rate of 
0.5%. 6 2 So even in the areas of aggregate agricultural growth, per capita 
output declined. 

In the post-independence period, the growth performance of agri-

5 9 Sen, Poverty and Famines, pp. 1 9 5 - 2 1 6 . 
6 0 Paul Greenough, Prosperity and Misery in Modern Bengal: the Famine of 1943-44 

(New York, 1982), pp. 2 9 9 - 3 1 5 . 
6 1 M. Alamgir, Famine in South Asia: Political Economy of Mass Starvation in Bangladesh 

(Cambridge, M A , 1980) discussed in Sen, Poverty and Famines, p. 134. 
6 2 Islam, Bengal Agriculture, pp. 50-6. 
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1949-64 1965-80 1949-80 

West Bengal —1.42 0.27 — 0.57 
(-1.49) (0.10) (-0.69) 

Bangladesh — 0.59 0.38 —o.n 
(-0.76) (-0.27) (-0.51) 

culture improved but still lagged behind population. Between 1949 and 
1980, total agricultural output grew at an estimated rate of 2.03% in 
Bangladesh and 1.74% in West Bengal. A positive break in the trend 
was noticeable in the mid 1960s. Output grew in Bangladesh at the 
rates of 1.57% and 2.49% during the subperiods 1949-64 and 1965-80, 
respectively; a similar acceleration occurred in West Bengal from 
1.20% to 2.27%. The northern districts of both Bangladesh and West 
Bengal put in a relatively strong showing based mainly on area growth 
in the first subperiod but fell back, particularly in West Bengal, in the 
second, performing relatively poorly on the productivity front. Five 
core districts of West Bengal and the southeastern and northwestern 
districts in Bangladesh have displayed the fastest growth rates based on 
yields and cropping pattern in the west and yields alone in the east. The 
painfully slow growth in the yield of aman rice, which accounted for 
about 50% of gross acreage in both east and west, acted as a principal 
constraint on any better performance of output. It was the higher 
growth rates of secondary crops, namely aus (autumn) and boro 
(summer) rice, wheat and potato, which enabled production to stay at 
all in the race with population. As for jute, since partition output has 
increased in the west but stagnated in its natural habitat in the east. 

Careful sifting of the data relating to the 1949-80 period has revealed 
that the process of induced innovation stemming from rural popu­
lation growth was by no means absent even though it failed to make 
itself felt forcefully on agricultural performance. A static analysis of the 
linkage between population density and agricultural productivity in 
1971 showed positive results. A dynamic analysis also suggested that 
population growth has had positive associations with subsequent 

6 3 Boyce, Agrarian Impasse, pp. 1 4 1 - 2 . The main figures denote rates of growth of output 
per capita of rural population; the rates of growth per capita of total population are given in 
parentheses. 

33 

Table 2. Per capita agricultural output, 1949-8063 

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



P E A S A N T L A B O U R A N D C O L O N I A L C A P I T A L 

34 

performance of agricultural output. Given a context of absolute 
surplus labour, it can be surmised that this could not have occurred 
simply as a function of labour intensity without innovative labour-
utilizing and land-saving techniques. The existence of reverse connec­
tions between agricultural growth and demographic growth counter­
ing positive impulses provided by population pressure threatens to 
undermine or offset the benefits of innovation in the long run. Yet a 
close examination of the population-production linkage in all its 
ramifications makes it amply clear that population growth in Bengal, 
contrary to the alarms raised by Malthusian doomsayers, is 'not an 
unmitigated evi l ' . 6 4 

Nevertheless, a high fertility regime in the context of absolute 
surplus labour since 1920 is an intriguing phenomenon. High fertility 
rates appear to have enjoyed a relative autonomy from the productive 
and exploitative processes at the level of the agrarian social structure. 
They were not unrelated, however, to the requirements of the material 
reproduction of peasant family labour caught in a downward spiral of 
pauperization and increasingly seeking employment outside the sphere 
of land in order to survive. Before 1920 high fertility was a strategy of 
survival for peasant families as production-consumption units; after 
1920 it was still a desperate means of trying to subsist as income-
consumption units. In that sense, the continued generation of elaborate 
surplus labour has been a 'dialectical response' to the agrarian structure 
though not a 'functional consequence' or 'operational precondition' of 
the rural economy. 6 5 

The role and limits of the demographic parameters 
The concordance between population and production, characteristic of 
pre-industrial Europe, was observed in colonial Bengal only in the 
early phase of absolute deficit labour between 1770 and i860. The 
relationship held fast regardless of variations in different regions in the 
character of the social relations of production which are fully eluci­
dated later in this study. But one must be careful even in the analysis of 
this phase to avoid the implicit, and occasionally surreptitious, eleva­
tion of correlations to the status of causal relationships that is the wont 
of the neo-Malthusians. One powerful interpretation of the longue 
durée in French agrarian history, for instance, explains the launching of 
the expansive phase of a grand agrarian cycle primarily in terms of 

6 4 Ibid., p. 159 . 6 5 Adnan,'Conceptualising Fertility Trends', p. 220. 
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demographic growth. The conclusion of the cycle, however, is seen to 
be brought about by the inability to break through a ceiling of growth 
imposed mainly by a technological impasse which is reinforced by the 
rigid and unimaginative mentalities of the age. 6 6 The strength as well as 
the direction of causality remains hidden behind impressive paral­
lelisms. The aspect of technological determination in this line of 
argument has found some resonances in South Asian historiography. A 
'ceiling to the gross product' set by 'available land and technique' has 
been discovered in nineteenth-century western India and sought to be 
generalized for 'tropical countries from 1880 to 1 9 1 3 ' . 6 7 The evidence 
from colonial and post-independence Bengal cautions against this sort 
of demographic and techno-economic determinism. 

Firstly, while an investigation of the relationship between popu­
lation and production is indispensable for defining an important set of 
parameters, it is almost meaningless to attempt to discern neat, secular 
rhythms of population, production, prices and wages within a demo­
graphic conjuncture since these were muddied, as chapter 2 will 
demonstrate, by the disrupting influences of wider economic trends 
from at least the 1820s. Agrarian crises were shaped from then on not 
principally by population and output but by changes in prices and the 
availability of credit emanating from supra-regional economic systems 
based on capitalism. Secondly, the evidence from Bengal suggests that 
the process of induced innovation in the realm of technology triggered 
by population growth was certainly not non-existent but was rather 
blocked or aborted by other forces. The blockage to induced innova­
tion in post-partition Bengal, especially in the field of water-control 
development which is the leading input, has lain in the character of 
social and political institutions.6 8 The forces of production were 
fettered more effectively by the relations of production, which are 
analysed in chapter 3, rather than by any preordained technological 
barrier. 

Taking close cognizance of the demographic parameters impels one 
to place the problem of technological constraints, in the sense of the 
relative stagnation of the average range of techniques in use in Bengal's 
agrarian economy, in its larger economic and social contexts. These 
include the capitalist world market and the colonial political economy 

6 6 Ladurie, Peasants of Languedoc, pp. 2 8 9 - 3 1 1 • 
6 7 Guha, Agrarian Economy of the Bombay Deccan, p. 198. 
6 8 Boyce, Agrarian Impasse, chs. 6 and 7. 
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as well as the social relations of production and appropriation. 
Demography then, instead of being assigned causal primacy, might be 
seen to a large extent as a variable dependent on the logic of material 
and social reproduction. This chapter has hinted at how surplus-
appropriation through rent extraction, a topic to be discussed in more 
detail in chapter 4, gained from high fertility rates in a phase of absolute 
deficit labour. O f course, the thrust of rent maximization was con­
strained in this phase by the imperative of ensuring the material 
reproduction of the working peasantry and the social reproduction of 
labour relations, the latter vulnerable to the possibility of migration. 
Once the intensive margins came to be utilized in a phase of relative 
deficit labour, the production process based on increasing exploitation 
of family labour, especially of women and children, contributed to the 
maintenance of high fertility rates. The continued generation of 
absolute surplus labour after 1920 is a more puzzling phenomenon but 
still explicable in terms of the severely limited options for material 
reproduction of a peasantry in the process of pauperization. 

Unrestrained fertility in colonial Bengal has been seen aptly as one of 
the chief survival strategies of the rural poor . 6 9 Adopted initially as a 
poverty-combating mechanism which appeared to make perfect 
economic sense to male heads of family households, it eventually 
backfired once both extensive and intensive margins at a relatively low 
and stagnant level of technology were exhausted. Yet even if unre­
strained fertility had now played as never before into the hands of the 
appropriators of the agrarian surplus, there were few obvious alter­
native strategies for a vast proportion of pauperized peasant families 
which operated both as production-consumption units and income-
consumption units. The premium on family labour capacity meant 
relentless exploitation of women's reproductive capacities and largely 
unremunerated productive capacities as an expenditure-saving device, 
and of children's labour capacities as both an expenditure-saving and 
an income-earning mechanism. Among families of landless labourers at 
the bottom of the agrarian hierarchy, women, relatively unconstrained 
by cultural norms of segregation, also joined in the ranks of income-

6 9 Willem van Schendel and Aminul Haque Faraizi, Rural Labourers in Bengal, 1880-1980 
(Rotterdam, 1984), pp. 1 0 8 - 1 4 ; Mead Cain, 'The Economic Activities of Children in a Village 
in Bangladesh', Population and Development Review, 3, 3 ( 1 9 7 7 ) , 2 0 1 - 2 7 ; Mead Cain et al., 
'Class, Patriarchy and Women's Work in Bangladesh', Ibid., 5, 3 (1979) , 405-38; Naila 
Kabir, 'Gender Dimensions of Rural Poverty: Analysis from Bangladesh' in Journal of 
Peasant Studies, 18, 2 (January 1991 ) , 2 4 1 - 6 2 . 
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augmenters. Survival resting solely on family labour power has been 
achieved largely at the cost of exploitation within the family. 

Beyond the family, at the level of agrarian society, the extensive 
margins of cultivation were not defined except in the broadest sense in 
natural-demographic terms. This brought about considerable overlap 
in the utilization of extensive and intensive margins. Price movements 
of land and its products, as well as flows of credit for financing 
cultivation, interacted with the parameters set by demography. Access 
to ownership and use of the land was restricted through the 
deployment of economic and social power and an elaborate system of 
layered rights to the land including the property right in revenue 
collection granted by the colonial state. Agrarian change over the long 
term can only be fully apprehended by considering the context of 
political economy within which commodity production took place and 
the complex of property and possessory rights which underpinned the 
exercise of power in the Bengal countryside. 
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T H E L O G I C O F C O M M E R C I A L I Z A T I O N 

A number of contending perspectives have differed in pointing to the 
primary locus of historical initiative behind the process of commercial­
ization of agriculture in colonial India. An early view emphasized the 
key link between the colonial systems of land revenue and increased 
agricultural production for the market. The role of the imposition of 
inflexible revenue demands in cash in powering the engines of monet-
ization and commercialization seemed palpable enough. 1 Although the 
revenue-money-commerce nexus is undeniable, the levels of monet-
ization and commercialization reached in the immediate pre-colonial 
era should caution against acceptance of any notion of an inexorable 
sequence set in train by the cash-hunger of the colonial revenue 
establishment. The particular kind of land revenue settlement made in 
eastern India has been seen more recently as having constituted a 
bourgeois revolution in land. The creation of zamindari 'property' 
facilitated, in this view, the task of bringing land and its products under 
the sway of capital. The 'formal' if not 'real' subsumption of labour 
under capital then gave rise to a distinctive 'colonial' mode of pro­
duction. 2 An ingenious twist to 'transitions of modes of production' 
models, the semantic distinctions made from this theoretical stand­
point, nevertheless, seem insufficient to take account of the complex­
ities and varieties of both agrarian production and capitalist markets 
and serve to obliterate the intricate modes of articulation between the 
two. 

Another forceful model postulates the 'incorporation' of agrarian 
zones, including regions of India, into a capitalist world-economy. The 
stimulus for expansion comes from the European 'core', which 
imposes an international division of labour ensuring its dominance 
over the 'periphery'. The question from the world-systems perspective 
is why the process of 'incorporation' took the form of colonial 
conquest in India. 3 From the South Asian angle of vision it is clear that 

1 See Daniel and Alice Thorner, Land and Labour in India (Delhi, 1965). For a more 
recent qualified reiteration see K. N . Raj , 'Introduction' in K. N . Raj (ed.), Essays on the 
Commercialization of Indian Agriculture (Delhi, 1985), pp. vii-xx. 

2 Hamza Alavi, 'India and the Colonial Mode of Production' in Economic and Political 
Weekly, 10 (1975) , 1 2 3 6 - 6 2 ; 'India: Transition from Feudalism to Colonial Capitalism' in 
Journal of Contemporary Asia, 10, 4 (1980), 359-98 ; Jairus Banaji, 'Capitalist Domination 
and the Small Peasantry' in Economic and Political Weekly, 12 , 33 and 34 ( 1 9 7 7 ) , 1375-404 . 

3 Immanuel Wallerstein, 'The Incorporation of the Indian Subcontinent into the Capitalist 
World-Economy', mimeo. (Delhi, 1985) ; 'World-Systems Analysis and Historical 
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pre-existing inter-regional linkages and regional structures, as well as 
the social organization of intermediate groups and subaltern working 
classes, were only partially reordered during the transition to colonial­
ism. The dynamics of indigenous identities and institutions have been 
shown to have determined the pace of European 'expansion' and 
shaped the character of the colonial relationship, certainly in the period 
prior to industrialization in Europe. 4 The two perspectives provide a 
different periodicization of the connection forged between agrarian 
India and a worldwide capitalist economic system or systems. One 
emphasizes the expansionary logic of a Europe-based system from 
1750 onwards; the other stresses the primacy of internal contradictions 
and developments in the late eighteenth century and observes fluc­
tuations in a capitalist world economy casting their influence only after 
South Asia lost its ability to export its artisanal products around 1820. 
One of the most recent interventions in this debate has located the 
transition to colonial capitalism even later - between 1840 and 1880 -
when expanded production of commodities in rural India was geared 
emphatically for a capitalist world market. This interpretation is 
premised on the existence of disparate commodity economies in 
separate agrarian regions of the subcontinent which were eventually 
merged by widening networks of proliferating commodity pro­
duction. 5 

A n y synthesis of or new departure from the present state of the 
debate must integrate the economic and political dimensions of com­
modity production. While recognizing the importance of agrarian 
commerce in pre-colonial regional economies, it is important not to 
lose sight of the colonial state as a key factor in bringing about major 
shifts in the scale and character of commodity production. An over­
emphasis on the prior existence of commodity economies in agrarian 
regions of South Asia might result in missing the dimension of 
extra-economic coercion deployed by capitalism through institutions 
of state to make regional agrarian economies serve its requirements of 
expanded commodity production. While some of the impetus in this 

Particularity: Some Comments' in Sugata Bose (ed.), South Asia and World Capitalism 
(Delhi, 1990). For a critique see David Washbrook, 'South Asia, the World System and 
World Capitalism', in ibid. 

4 C . A. Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen and Bazaars: North Indian Society in the Age of British 
Expansion, 1770-1870 (Cambridge, 1983), especially ch. 6; 'Beating the Boundaries: South 
Asian History, c. 1 7 0 0 - 1 8 5 0 ' in Sugata Bose (ed.), South Asia and World Capitalism. 

5 David Ludden, 'World Economy and Village India, 1600-1900: Exploring the Agrarian 
History of Capitalism' in Sugata Bose (ed.), South Asia and World Capitalism. 
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process came from the centre of an emerging capitalist world economy 
based in Europe, indigenous arrangements and organizations of 
society and political economy were by no means passive elements. 
These not only moulded the impact of colonial capitalism, but com­
pelled a significant degree of adaptation to pre-existing networks and 
patterns in an era of qualitative change. Colonial capitalists engaged in 
both contest and compromise with intermediate social groups of 
merchants and service gentry; even as subaltern classes of artisans, 
peasants and labourers were constrained to reorder their priorities in 
production and consumption, aspects of their social organization 
remained fundamentally unaltered. After all, the power of capitalism 
lay in its being 'sufficiently informed and materially able to choose the 
sphere of its action'.6 The sectors and degrees of intervention in 
agrarian economy and society varied considerably. The discontinuities 
between market economy and capitalism were sharp and serious. 

T Y P E S A N D P H A S E S O F C O M M E R C I A L I Z A T I O N 

Identifying the forces that propelled the process of agricultural com­
mercialization does not necessarily unravel its meanings from the 
angle of vision of a commodity-producing working peasantry. A 
threefold characterization of types of commercialization, employed in 
a study of peasant economy in China, might be helpful in an under­
standing of the process in colonial India.7 First, there is the kind of 
commercialization closely associated with increased accumulation, 
giving rise to expansion of productive scale based on managerial 
farming or plantation agriculture. In eastern India, although entre­
preneurial farmers played a role in reclaiming waste lands, commodity 
production did not typically develop under their supervision. Plan­
tations tended to be the preferred area of investment and operation of 
European capital, the tea plantations of the northern districts of 
Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri using large-scale migrant labour being the 
most prominent example. The second major type has been dubbed 
'subsistence commercialization', where poor peasants driven by their 
concerns of securing basic subsistence in a context of demographic and 
social pressures turned to the cultivation of high-value and labour-

6 Fernand Braudel, Civilization and Capitalism, 1500-1800, Vol. II: The Wheels of 
Commerce (New York, 1 9 8 1 - 4 ) , p. 400. 

7 Cf. Philip C . Huang, The Peasant Economy and Social Change in North China 
(Stanford, 1985), pp. 1 2 1 - 3 7 , 299. 
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intensive cash-crops in an attempt to eke out a larger gross income 
from their diminishing smallholdings. The prime example of this sort 
of agricultural 'involution' based on a strategy of subsistence via the 
market is the smallholding production of jute in east Bengal in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. A third major form has been 
labelled 'dependent commercialization', characterized by intrusive 
foreign merchant capital which brings the agricultural production 
process firmly under its sway but stops short of capitalist accumu­
lation and consolidation of land. The common usage of the phrase 
'indigo plantations' with its capitalistic connotations notwithstand­
ing, production of indigo in west Bengal in the first half of the nine­
teenth century comes closest to this style of agricultural commercial­
ization. 

There can be no easy equation between a typology of agricultural 
commercialization and a periodicization of the process, although an 
analysis of the typology-periodicization dialectic provides insights 
which may be of some theoretical importance. Teleological assump­
tions underlying a large corpus of studies of capitalist development in 
agriculture have led scholars to discern movements along a pre­
ordained path towards full-blown capitalism. Yet historical evidence 
from colonial India belies any notion of unilinear progression, or 
even drift, towards the quintessence of agrarian capitalism derived 
from the European historical experience. It is not that a capitalist 
world market merely 'skimmed cash-crops off a stagnant agrarian 
base'; 8 yet nor did commercialization lead inexorably, if slowly, 
towards a capitalist transformation of production relations in agri­
culture. A number of significant and durable forms of the relationship 
between production and the market emerged, which lay along the 
spectrum encompassed by the two poles. Between these there were 
historically specific movements of both 'progression' and 'retrogres­
sion'. A capitalist economic system had made, for instance, much 
deeper inroads into the social organization of production of indigo in 
the early nineteenth century than into that of jute in the early twenti­
eth. This apparent instance of 'retrogression' is an important 
problematic in any analysis of socio-economic development by his­
torical stages, but not a 'problem' once the teleology of capitalist 
development is rejected. It is explicable in terms of socio-political 

8 The phrase is Eric Stokes' in The Peasant and the Raj (Cambridge, 1978), p. 270, 
commenting on Clifford Geertz, Agricultural Involution (Berkeley, 1963). 
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variables, including the balance of forces within the agrarian social 
structure in particular conjunctures, a theme addressed more fully later 
in this study. 

While no neat sequencing over time of the main types of agricultural 
commercialization is discernible, it is nevertheless possible and impor­
tant to note the phases of agrarian commerce according to its direction, 
commodity composition and state initiatives and restrictions. During 
the years between 1770 and 1813, commonly referred to as a period of 
mercantilism, the Bengal countryside principally placed fine artisanal 
products, especially textiles, at the disposal of the English East India 
Company for sale on the world market. This was a phase of 'plunder' 
by the state because political ascendancy had obviated the need to 
import silver and made it possible to plough back revenues into 
'investment' in export goods. A t the same time there is evidence of the 
emergence of an integrated regional grain market during the late 
eighteenth century in response to the rising demand for food in the 
province. 9 From 1813 to the 1860s, although the ideological currents of 
free trade were in full flow in the wake of industrialization in Europe, 
the process of agricultural commercialization in India's colonial setting 
was in an interesting transitional stage. The opening up of India's 
external trade by the Charter Act of 1813 gave a clear edge to 
free-trader industrial capitalists over their rival Company monopolists 
and marked a dramatic turnaround in the composition of imports and 
exports. The Company managed, however, to help finance its lucrative 
China tea trade through profits made on exports of commodities such 
as indigo and opium from eastern India. Opium was a government 
monopoly and formed a direct link in the Britain-India-China triad of 
international trade. State sponsorship of the production and trade in 
indigo, although in the hands of private capitalists, was complex and 
indirect but by no means insignificant. The period from the 1860s to 
1914 is marked by the classic colonial form of unequal exchange of 
India's agricultural commodities for British manufactured goods, 
notably textiles, and the generation of an export surplus through the 
sale of raw materials to the rest of the world which through an intricate 
mechanism of payments offset Britain's deficits. 1 0 Raw cotton, raw 

9 Raj at Datta, 'Merchants and Peasants: a Study of the Structure of Local Trade in Grain in 
Late Eighteenth Century Bengal' in Indian Economic and Social History Review, 23, 4 
(1986) ; cf. D . L . Curley, 'Rulers and Merchants in Late Eighteenth-Century Bengal', 
unpublished Ph.D. dissertation (Chicago University, 1978). 

1 0 See S. B. Saul, Studies in British Overseas Trade (London, 1967) , pp. 55 -63 . 
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jute, tea, coffee, wheat, oilseeds and hides figured prominently on 
India's export list, jute and tea being the substantial contributions of 
the primary producers of Bengal. The classic colonial pattern of trade 
and payments was disrupted by economic crises and political convul­
sions in the era of war and depression stretching from 1914 to the mid 
1940s. The vulnerability of those who had resorted to 'subsistence 
commercialization' was fully exposed during this time as the colonial 
political economy geared itself to a rearguard defence of the interests of 
the metropolis and the colonial state within a context of severe market 
fluctuations. Independence and partition represented a partial disjunc­
tive in the relationship between the state and commodity production. 
Import-substituting industrialization became one of the chief concerns 
of the Indian and Pakistani states, although the relative emphasis on 
capital goods rather than consumer goods was greater in India. 
Reorientation of exports was not easy to organize, nor did it receive the 
same priority. Partition placed an artificial barrier between the jute-
growing eastern districts and the jute mills that had come up in the west 
around Calcutta. Tea remained the single important primary product 
export of post-independence West Bengal, a sector which saw the slow 
retreat of European capital and the tightening of Indian capitalist 
control of the plantations. Between 1947 and 1971 east Bengal found 
itself cast into the role of an internal colony, its export earnings from 
raw jute being siphoned off by dominant social groups and the central 
state apparatus located in the western wing of Pakistan. 1 1 Faced with 
all the weaknesses inherent in being dependent on a single export crop, 
Bangladesh since 1971 has been making tentative attempts to reduce 
the reliance of its political economy on agrarian commerce and to 
create a viable, if small, industrial base. 

O n a long historical view, two types of agricultural commercial­
ization have been most pervasive in moulding the productive activities 
of the working peasantry of eastern India. These were dependent 
commercialization of the late eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries, 
during which indigo was the leading commodity, and subsistence 
commercialization of the late nineteenth and the twentieth centuries, 
during which jute was the leading commodity. A close analysis of these 
styles of commercialization in the early nineteenth and the early 
twentieth century respectively can add substance and nuance to the 

1 1 See Ayesha Jalal, The State of Martial Rule: the Origins of Pakistan's Political Economy 
of Defence (Cambridge, 1990), chs. 3 -5 . 
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conceptual arguments advanced so far in this chapter. The structures of 
articulation and trends within the markets for these commodities 
cannot, however, be divorced from the production and marketing of 
the chief subsistence-cum-commercial crop, rice, throughout this 
period. Not only was some part of the rice crop put on the market 
alongside non-food commercial crops to generate much-needed 
money income, but the balance of acreage, relative costs and prices and 
connected credit networks ensured that the issues of subsistence and 
the market were inextricably intertwined. The rest of the chapter 
deploys the method of case studies to unearth the motives and 
meanings underlying dependent commercialization and subsistence 
commercialization for those who engaged in these processes. 

D E P E N D E N T C O M M E R C I A L I Z A T I O N : T H E 

' I N D I G O * P H A S E 

In 1788 indigo was identified by the Company's Directors as 'an article 
which, considered in a political point of view, ha[d] every claim to . . . 
attention, as having a tendency to render the Company's possession in 
Bengal more valuable by creating from the soil and labour of the 
natives an export commerce, capable of being carried to a very great 
extent'. 1 2 Some of the stimulus for increased production of indigo no 
doubt came from increased demand in Europe in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries - a 'blue phase' in dressing for European 
war and fashion. The eyes of British entrepreneurs turned to India 
because of the loss of supplies consequent on American independence 
and the shift to more lucrative coffee production in the Caribbean, 
developments which threatened to leave Britain at the mercy of erratic 
supplies from French and Spanish colonies. The beginnings of 
industrialization in Britain also sharply undermined the export of 
valuable textiles from India as the basis of profits and remittances. 
Indigo was already an established crop in northern India. The Com­
pany's state made sure, however, that the cultivation and manufacture 
of this 'object of national importance' was promoted and extended 
'within [their] immediate possessions', that is, Bengal. 1 3 Despite expec­
tations that the cheapness of labour would ensure good profits, indigo 

1 2 Letter from Court of Directors, 28 March 1788, cited in Benoy Chowdhury, The 
Growth of Commercial Agriculture in Bengal (Calcutta, 1967) , p. 75 . 

1 3 Letters from Court of Directors, 12 April 1786, 3 February 1796, and 27 July 1796 cited 
in ibid., pp. 7 5 , 77 . 
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as a relatively new major export crop experienced some early teething 
problems in establishing itself as a viable medium of remittances. 1 4 

Between the mid 1780s and 1810 Bengal's exports, including indigo, 
showed a gentle rising trend but were still subject to considerable 
short-term fluctuations. By 1810, however, indigo appeared to have 
been entrenched as 'a great staple of Bengal ' . 1 5 

The state's role in consolidating indigo production for export was 
significant but not as direct as in the case of two other important 
commodities in the same period. Opium cultivation was a state 
monopoly and mulberry production was almost entirely state-
financed. The Company did make limited advances to contractors 
operating in the indigo sector until 1802. Subsequently, indigo pro­
duction and trade was financed with capital borrowed from Agency 
Houses (until their collapse in 1833), chartered banks, Managing 
Agencies (after the fall of the Agency Houses) and a government-
sponsored system of hypothecation. The indigo 'planters' were pre­
dominantly British, although a few Indian zamindars made tentative 
forays into this field when the market looked buoyant. The import of 
capital being as yet insignificant, the planters borrowed extensively 
from trading and financial institutions which raised capital locally. 
Much of this was invested as fixed capital in indigo factories which 
produced the dye, and the rest formed the circulating capital, some of 
which was passed on through contractors to reach the peasants who 
tended the plant. Although the evidence on the structure and trends in 
agrarian commerce is much fuller on the planters and their financiers 
during the period from 1800 to i860, scattered information from the 
early nineteenth century and the detailed depositions before the Indigo 
Commission in i860 make possible an attempt to view the problem 
from the primary producers' perspective as well. 

In the early nineteenth century indigo was the main area of operation 
of capital supplied by the Agency Houses, the typical multi-faceted 
institutions of trade and finance formed by ex-servants of the 
Company and free merchants. The volume of indigo exports from 
Calcutta to London rose from 40,000 maunds in 1800 to 120,000 
maunds in 1815, and between 1826 and 1830, the beginning of a period 

1 4 Letter from Court of Directors, 28 March 1788, cited in ibid., p. 78 ; Report on the 
External Commerce of Bengal (R. 174 , 13) , India Office Records. 

1 5 Letter from Court of Directors, 20 June 1810 , cited in Chowdhury, Growth of 
Commercial Agriculture, p. 80. 
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of severe instability, averaged 118,000 maunds. 1 6 According to a 
petition of the Agency Houses in 1827, 'nearly the whole of indigo 
cultivation, absorbing for mere annual outlay a capital exceeding two 
crores of rupees, depend[ed] upon advances' made by them. 1 7 This 
process of financing, dominated by a few firms, paved the way for 
monopsonistic control of indigo production. O f the estimated annual 
outlay of Rs 20 million, as much as 80% came from the six giant houses 
of Alexander, Colvin, Cruttenden Mckillop, Fergusson, Mackintosh 
and Palmer. 1 8 

O f the two main forms of indigo cultivation on raiyati or peasant 
lands and nij or demesne lands (where the planter had bought into a 
superior tenurial right), the former was much more widely prevalent. 
For instance, as much as 61,000 bighas out of 75,000 cultivated under 
the Bengal Indigo Company in i860 was found to be of the raiyati 
variety. 1 9 Compared to the mass of information collected in 1859-60, 
there is little firm evidence on the ways in which the system of advances 
affected raiyats in the initial stages. It is possible that in the first quarter 
of the nineteenth century indigo was not quite the kind of forced 
cultivation that it became after 1825. Faced with a build-up of 
population pressure on land as well as a revenue and rent offensive, 
peasants in west Bengal districts may well have opted for what looked 
like a higher-value and more labour-intensive cash-crop which not 
only promised a larger income but came with cash advances which 
could be used to pay the rent. Rammohan Roy's observation in 1829 
that indigo-growing peasants looked 'better clothed and better con­
ditioned' than their neighbours might well have referred to a carry­
over from the era of relative well-being. 2 0 In 1830 the magistrate of 
Dhaka referred to the 'misfortune' of receiving indigo advances which 
reduced the raiyat to 'little better than a bond-slave to the factory'. 2 1 

It can be extrapolated from evidence garnered much later that a 
peasant would typically receive an advance of Rs 2 per bigha of indigo 
cultivation. The terms between the planter and the peasant were 

1 6 Ibid., p. 83; cf. Parliamentary Papers, 10 ( 1 8 3 1 - 2 ) , Part 2, Appendix 14 . 
1 7 Petition of Six Agency Houses , 6 March 1827, cited in Chowdhury, Growth of 

Commercial Agriculture, p. 83. 
1 8 Ibid. 
1 9 Evidence of R. L . Larmour, General Mofussil Manager of the Bengal Indigo Company, 

Answer N o . 1939, Report of the Indigo Commission (Calcutta, i860). 
2 0 Raja Rammohan Roy, English Works, eds. K. N a g and D . Burman (Calcutta, 1947) , 

Vol. IV, 83. 
2 1 Chowdhury, Growth of Commercial Agriculture, p. 133 . 
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engraved in black and white on a duly stamped official contract 
enforceable in a court of law. The peasant was paid at a rate which 
generally varied, being a rupee for anything from six to eight 'bundles' 
held together by a six-foot chain strung around the centre of the plant. 
The amount advanced, the value of the stamp, the cost of seed and 
transportation costs were carefully deducted from the price paid to the 
peasant. Most knowledgeable accounts of the cost of production and 
the product price suggested that between 1830 and i860 indigo 
cultivation was generally unremunerative for the peasant. The most 
optimistic estimate given to the Indigo Commission tallied the cost of 
cultivation including stamp paper, seed, ploughs, sowing, weeding, 
cutting and rent at Rs 3 annas 3 per bigha while the very best plant 
yielding 20 bundles at 5 bundles a rupee would fetch Rs 4 . 2 2 Realis­
tically, however, profit-making for the peasant was out of the question. 
One Murshidabad planter candidly reported that 'not even a rupee a 
bundle would pay the raiyat in some places'. 2 3 Apart from outright 
coercion, the only reason for wanting to cultivate indigo was the 
money advance which came with it. The planters were not minded to 
get indebted peasants to pay off their balances and hardly ever took a 
defaulting peasant to court. 'Every planter', as one among them 
conceded, 'endeavours to persuade them to retain their advances and 
work them out ' . 2 4 Debts were reckoned to pass from father to son. In 
the Nischindapur concern in Nadia, out of 864 peasants planting 3,300 
acres with indigo, a mere n o had no outstanding balances, while in the 
Mulnath concern the lucky number was 237 out of 1,378. Unpaid 
balances mounted over the generations to astronomical figures which 
no indigo peasant could hope to redeem. Here was a marketing and 
production mechanism that efficiently and relentlessly attached unpaid 
labour to indigo cultivation. 

If the planters had fashioned the interlinked product and credit 
markets to suit their purposes, they themselves were vulnerable to the 
vicissitudes in wider markets which they could only in part pass on to 
the primary producers. As it was, the Agency Houses were hampered 
in the process of capital formation as a result of the periodic with­
drawals by partners. Further, the government tended to intervene as a 

2 2 This was the estimate of J . Cockburn, Deputy Magistrate of Jessore, in December 1959. 
See papers relating to Indigo Cultivation in Bengal, Vol. I, Section 10. 

2 3 Evidence of W. G. Rose, planter of Murshidabad, Answer N o . 398, Report of the 
Indigo Commission. 

2 4 Evidence of R. P. Sage, Answer N o . 596, ibid. 

48 

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



C O M M E R C I A L I Z A T I O N A N D C O L O N I A L I S M 

competitor in the money-market. Floating loans to meet its own 
pressing requirements, the government often had the effect of drawing 
off funds from agrarian production and trade. Most important, the 
qualitative change in the character of India's external trade around 
1813, sparked by the dramatic decline in the exports of manufactures, 
resulted in a steady drop in the import of bullion. Having reached its 
peak value of Rs 47.5 million in 1818-19, the value of bullion imports 
dwindled to Rs 5.4 million in 1832-3. 2 5 For the first time in centuries 
India ceased to be a metropolitan magnet that attracted precious 
metals. The sparse character of bullion imports contributed to recur­
ring liquidity problems in the Indian economy until the mid 1850s. 

The susceptibility of eastern India's regional agrarian economy to 
crises at the centre of the capitalist world economy in Britain was 
manifest in the late 1820s, early 1830s and late 1840s. The state of 
demand in remote European markets increasingly determined price 
levels and the volume of credit in Bengal. The peak of a boom in the 
indigo market was reached in 1823. As signals of the trade depression 
in Britain reached Indian shores, the market in indigo began to wobble 
in 1825-6 and collapsed with the leading Agency Houses between 1830 
and 1833. The fall of the house of Palmer in January 1830 was a major 
turning-point which shattered the confidence of nearly all, Europeans 
and Indians alike, who had deposited with the Agency Houses. 
Agricultural prices in Bengal went into a steep decline although 
volumes marketed and exported did not contract sharply. 2 6 The 'want 
of capital, the loss of credit, the destruction of trade and the contract­
ion of currency' were identified as the key features of a bleak 
scenario. 2 7 The Agency Houses had the sympathy of Governor-
General Bentinck, but little financial assistance from the government, 
which was increasingly reluctant to bale out a system that it believed 
was not only 'hollow' but 'rotten' to the core. The Bank of Bengal, a 
semi-government institution which had received a charter in 1809, 
offered help at the height of the crisis but ended up burdened with 
unprofitable indigo estates. The best that government could do was to 
arm the planters with a legal weapon, Regulation 5 of 1830, enabling 

2 5 Letters from the Court of Directors, 17 April 1833 and 15 April 1835, cited in 
Chowdhury, Growth of Commercial Agriculture, pp. 88-9; cf. Ninth Report of the Select 
Committee, 1783 , 14 . 

2 6 See K. N . Chaudhuri, 'Foreign Trade and Balance of Payments' in Dharma Kumar 
(ed.), The Cambridge Economic History of India, Vol. II (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 829 -31 . 

2 7 B. B . Chaudhuri, 'Agrarian Relations: Eastern India' in ibid., p. 103. 
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5° 

them to use powers of distraint to enforce indigo contracts on an 
already emaciated peasantry. Nothing, however, could revive the ailing 
Agency Houses as the financiers of indigo cultivation. 

While it is an exaggeration to claim that the system of production in 
Bengal was now 'completely geared' to the needs of industrialized 
Britain, it is nevertheless arguable that to a large extent the region's 
'economy prospered or decayed according to fluctuations in the 
London market' . 2 8 The rhythms of a capitalist world economy cast a 
broad influence on economic trends interacting with other factors, 
notably high revenue demand, decline in elite consumption and the 
closure of mints (an erstwhile mechanism of drawing hoards into 
circulation). Local conditions were also important and help explain the 
variations in the precise timing and the degree of impact of wider 
fluctuations on the regional economies in the hinterlands of Calcutta, 
Bombay and Madras in the 1830s and 1840s. 2 9 

The Agency Houses gave way to a type of trading organization 
which came to be known as the Managing Agency system. These 
commercial agents relied on two important sources of finance - the 
Company's scheme of hypothecation and the Union Bank of Calcutta. 
The former preceded the fall of the Agency Houses as another 
mechanism since 1829 to facilitate remittances from India to Britain. 
The latter emerged as the financial plank on which the indigo system of 
eastern India rested. Having had a small beginning in 1829 with a 
capital of Rs 1.2 million, it expanded phenomenally during 183 5-40 by 
which time it boasted a paid-up capital of Rs 10 million. A large 
proportion of these funds was given out in loans to indigo planters 
despite legal questions about its propriety. With the weakening of 
demand for indigo in the London-based market from the early 1840s, 
the Bank, operating virtually as an indigo agency, found itself in deep 
trouble. Between 1841 and 1843 several indigo concerns, including 
Ferguson, Gilmore and others, failed, leaving behind debts amounting 
to nearly Rs 6 million. 3 0 As indigo prices tumbled, suggestions were 
made to cut back supplies by burning agreed quantities of indigo 
plants. The severe depression in the British economy in 1847-8 proved 
to be the last straw for the acutely strained indigo-based commercial 

2 8 Amales Tripathi, Trade and Finance in the Bengal Presidency, 1793-1833 (Calcutta, 
i979)>P- i55-

2 9 C . A. Bayly, The New Cambridge History of India: Indian Society and the Making of 
the British Empire (Cambridge, 1988), pp. 1 2 3 - 8 . 

3 0 Chowdhury, Growth of Commercial Agriculture, p. 1 1 3 . 
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economy of Bengal. From September 1847 one indigo concern after 
another went bankrupt. Already in the first week of October the 
liabilities of these failed houses were estimated at £20 million sterling. 
The Calcutta newspaper The Bengal Harkaru carried reports from 
London describing the 'total disruption of the whole fabric of com­
merce' as 'an earthquake'. 3 1 The regional economy of eastern India felt 
the tremors in the form of a general crisis of confidence in credit 
transactions which practically paralysed internal trade. The Union 
Bank, deeply enmeshed in the indigo mess, shut its doors in December 
1847. If there were structural weaknesses inherent in financing the 
indigo operations with borrowed capital, these were exposed and 
exacerbated by the downward fluctuations emanating from the centre 
of the larger economic system to which the region was now closely 
tied. 

The drying up of capital and credit following the collapse of the 
Union Bank made the planters, who retained their factories or bought 
new ones at distress sales, increasingly reliant on coercive powers 
partly sanctioned by the state, and a rent offensive in their capacity as 
holders of tenurial rights, to maintain indigo production. Once the 
planters had become wary of making new advances to the peasants, the 
only rationale for wishing to cultivate indigo disappeared. Some 
further changes in the economic context between 1854 and i860 set the 
stage for the 'blue mutiny' of 1859-60. 

The beginnings of British capital investment in railways in 1854 
exerted upward pressures on prices and wages in India. Since wage 
labour formed a small part of the agrarian economy of eastern India, it 
was the dramatic movement in prices which had the greatest bearing on 
the mostly smallholding peasantry. The outbreak of the Crimean War 
(1854-6) cut off the supplies of flax and hemp from Russia and created 
a new demand for Bengal jute. The volume and value of Bengal jute 
exports jumped from 111,218 maunds and Rs 152,924 in 1839-40 to 
1,194,470 maunds and Rs 3,274,768 in 185 5-6. 3 2 Demand for rice in the 
markets of Europe and China, as well as a diversion of some rice lands 
to jute and oil-seeds, set an inflationary trend in the rice price 
beginning in 1855. The price of rice rose steadily in Bengal districts 
between 1855 and i860 (see Table 3). While the inflow of foreign 
capital and the tug of demand in foreign markets had pushed prices up 

3 1 The Bengal Harkaru, 8 December 1847. 
3 2 The Hindoo Patriot, 25 December 1857. 
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District 1855 i860 

Jessore Rs o As 10 Ps o Rs 1 As 4 Ps o 
Burdwan Rs o As 10 Ps o Rs 1 As 7 Ps 6 
Nadia (Santipur) Rs o As 10 Ps o Rs 1 As 6 Ps o 
Nadia (Krishnanagar) Rs o As 10 Ps 6 Rs 1 As 4 Ps 6 
24-Parganas (Barasat) Rs o As 12 Ps o Rs 1 As 10 Ps o 
Hooghly Rs 1 As o Ps o Rs 2 As 2 Ps o 

Source: Report of the Indigo Commission, Appendix 3. 

between 1854 and 1857, the dislocations and scarcities after the onset of 
the 1857 revolt took over as the leading factors in the inflationary 
process. 

In a context of general increase in the prices of commodities and 
foodgrains, the forced cultivation of a wholly unremunerative crop like 
indigo came to be resented by the peasantry as never before. They 
received key tactical support from indigenous moneylending landlords 
who now saw better prospects in the rice sector. The European indigo 
planters had long been objects of scorn in the peasant mind: 'they 
entered like needles and went out as ploughshares' as a folk ditty in 
idiomatic Bengali put it. But now a conjuncture had arrived when they 
could actually mount a frontal assault on the entire process of 
dependent commercialization to which they had been subject for so 
long. The planters were defeated in Bengal but regrouped to fight 
another day in neighbouring Bihar. The dismantling of an exploitative 
system of production for the market did not of itself resolve the 
problems of subsistence of peasant labour. The crucial link between 
subsistence and the market ensured that moneylending landlords and 
traders within a reordered context of colonial political economy were 
to emerge as major claimants of the peasants' surplus in a phase of 
subsistence commercialization from the later nineteenth century. 

S U B S I S T E N C E C O M M E R C I A L I Z A T I O N : T H E 

' J U T E ' P H A S E 

Time was when fibres sold on European markets were 'warranted free 
from Indian jute'. Although the decision of the Netherlands govern-

Table 3. Dhan (paddy) prices per maund in Bengal districts 
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merit in 1838 to use jute for coffee sacks elevated this commodity to a 
higher caste status, it was really the loss of flax and hemp supplies 
during the Crimean War that made the older prejudice against jute 
unaffordable. From a very low base, the volume of jute exports jumped 
fortyfold between 1838-43 and 1868-73. During the decade of the 
1860s, the value of raw jute exports increased from Rs 4.1 million to 
Rs 20.5 million, before encountering the first of the major recurring 
downward fluctuations in its world market during the depression of 
1872-3, which saw prices cut by nearly half in some places.3 3 Famine 
conditions in Bengal in 1873-4 also induced a switch back from jute to 
rice by primary producers. During the final quarter of the nineteenth 
century the rapid expansion in international grain trade provided the 
stimulus for the growth of the acreage under raw jute as well as the 
establishment of a jute manufacturing industry in eastern India. The 
demand closer at home for container bags to export grain from Bengal 
to the famine-afflicted regions of Bombay and Madras presidencies in 
the mid 1870s helped pull the jute sector out of the slump of 1873-4. 

For the next three decades the jute economy of Bengal followed a 
pattern of short periods of buoyant prices and expanding acreage 
culminating in sharp setbacks. A brief era of high incomes and 
optimism for jute cultivators ended in dramatic losses and gloom in the 
downturn of 1882-3 when demand in Western markets shrank unex­
pectedly. Another expansionary phase reached its peak in the late 
1880s. The acreage expanded in districts where the fibre was already 
established, while its cultivation spread to new districts like Noakhali 
where it had previously been unknown. But in the crisis of 1890-1 the 
price again fell nearly by half and, consequently, in districts as diverse 
as Dinajpur, Tippera and Purnea a good part of the crop was left to rot 
in the fields.3 4 Bengal jute entered its most vigorous and sustained 
period of boom in 1906, one which lasted until the outbreak of the First 
World War. In 1907 jute cultivation reached its high point of 3.88 
million acres.3 5 After that date, although peasants engaged in short-
term switching between jute and autumn rice in response to relative 

3 3 See H e m Chandra Kar, Report on the Cultivation of and Trade in Jute (Calcutta, 1 8 7 7 ) ; 
Binay Bhushan Chaudhuri, 'Growth of Commercial Agriculture in Bengal: 1 8 5 9 - 1 8 8 5 ' in 
Indian Economic and Social History Review (hereafter IESHR), 7, 2 (1970) , pp. 2 4 0 - 1 ; 
Chaudhuri, 'Foreign Trade' in Kumar (ed.), Cambridge Economic History, Vol. II, pp. 8 5 1 - 2 . 

3 4 Chaudhuri, 'Commercial Agriculture: 1859 -85 ' , IESHR, 7, 2 (1970) , 244. 
3 5 Rajat Ray, 'The Crisis of Bengal Agriculture - Dynamics of Immobility' in IESHR, 10, 

3 (1973). 2 6 L ~ 2 -
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1900-1 1905-6 1910-11 1915-16 1920-1 1925-6 1930-1 1935-6 1940-1 1945-6 
YEARS 

RAW JUTE \ZZ J U T E M F G S ^ TEA 

Figure i. Bengal: value of major exports 

prices, no long-term upward trend in its acreage was discernible. The 
total value of Bengal's jute, however, rode a long-term upward trend 
until the worldwide depression struck in 1930. 

In an altogether different social setting, the expansion of tea as a 
major commercial crop on the slopes of the hills of north Bengal was 
roughly coterminous with the spread of jute in the river basins of east 
Bengal. Inaugurated in the hill district of Darjeeling in 1850, the first 
tea garden in the submontane tract known as the Western Duars of 
Jalpaiguri district was opened in 1874. Although the number of 
gardens fell back after reaching a peak of 23 5 in the Duars at the turn of 
the century, the acreage under tea and the size of the labour force rose 
steadily until 1930 (see Table 4). The colonial state facilitated the initial 
expansion by making 'tea grant' land available on favourable terms to 
European planters. The value of tea exports eventually overtook the 
value of raw jute exports in the 1930s and 1940s (see Fig. 1). But in 
terms of the sheer numbers of primary producers dependent for their 
livelihood on the state of agrarian commerce, jute remained by far the 
more important cash crop affecting the subsistence needs of the region. 

54 

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



C O M M E R C I A L I Z A T I O N A N D C O L O N I A L I S M 

Table 4. Tea cultivation in the Jalpaiguri Duars36 

Year Gardens Acreage Permanent 
labour 

Temporary 
labour 

Total labour 

1901 76,403 47>365 21,254 68,619 
1911 191 90,859 56,693 18,622 75,315 
1921 131 112,688 86,693 1,871 88,564 
1931 151 132,074 112,591 4,262 116,853 

The imperative of peasant subsistence was closely related to the 
process of commercialization of both the plantation and smallholding 
sorts. It was desperate rural poverty that had unhinged tribal labour 
from their original habitats and placed them at the mercy of sardars 
who recruited for the tea plantations.3 7 Raising a cash-crop which 
promised a higher gross income seemed to the mass of smallholders the 
better bet for assuring subsistence in the early twentieth century than 
growing insufficient quantities of rice. 3 8 According to one impression, 
some half of the population of the jute-growing districts 'live[d] on 
holdings of an acre in area or less' in 1930, relying on jute for the 
'wherewithal to supplement their food and pay their rents'. 3 9 It is clear 
from the findings of the Indian Central Jute Committee in 1937 that 
nearly 80% of jute-growing families produced less than 30 maunds of 
jute each, the approximate yield of 2 acres of land.4 0 In pursuing this 
strategy of subsistence through the route of the jute market the 
smallholding peasants had to contend with the inequities of the 
marketing structure and the uncertainties of world market trends. 

The mechanism that extracted jute from the villages to the docks and 
mills near Calcutta was designed and refined by the exporting and 
manufacturing interests through a process of trial and error, and was 
periodically reordered according to the exigencies of world market 
fluctuations. The degree of linkage between the product and credit 
markets consequently altered in different phases. Beginning with the 

3 6 A. Mitra, Census of India 1951, Vol. VI, Part 1A (Calcutta, 1953), p. 263 cited in Shark 
Bhowmick, Class Formation in the Plantation System (Delhi, 1981), p. 53. 

3 7 Bhowmick, Class Formation, pp. 43-52. 
3 8 See Sugata Bose, Agrarian Bengal: Economy, Social Structure and Politics, 1919-1947 

(Cambridge, 1986), pp. 46-58. 
3 9 Report of the Land Revenue Administration in Bengal, 1930-31 (Calcutta, annual), p. 5. 
4 0 Cited in Omkar Goswami, 'The Peasant Economy of East and North Bengal in the 

1930s' in IESHR, 21, 3 (1984), 357-8. 
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first jute mills on the banks of the Hooghly in 1855, the manufacturing 
interest gradually expanded until it started to take a larger share of the 
jute crop than the exporters during the First World War. Figures from 
the late 1920s and early 1930s show that just over 50% of the raw 
product went to the mills. 4 1 European dominance in the jute manufac­
turing sector, by contrast with cotton in western India, was pervasive, 
abetted if not directly aided by British officialdom, but Indian capital­
ists prised open a few points of entry in the inter-war period. Besides, 
despite the existence of branches of some European firms in mofussil 
marketing towns, it was mostly a chain of Indian intermediaries, 
Bengalis as well as Marwaris, which connected the ultimate buyers to 
the primary producers. 

Most studies of the structure of the jute market suggest that 
atomistic peasant producers stood at a position of disadvantage in 
relation to traders and manufacturers better organized to act in concert 
to secure their interests. It is useful, however, to distinguish here the 
adversities stemming from the nature of the articulation to the product 
market from those inherent in the structure and processes of pro­
duction and reproduction in the agrarian economy which are analysed 
in the next two chapters. In the late nineteenth century, the practice of 
handing down advances to obtain the crop at a lower price did not seem 
very common. The Bengal Jute Commission of 1873 reported on the 
basis of evidence given by jute cultivators and traders that there was 
generally 'no demand for advances'. This was so, according to the 
enquiry, because the numbers of jute cultivators were relatively sparse, 
the initial 'out-of-pocket expenses' modest and 'the labour, seed and 
manure . . . the cultivators' own ' . 4 2 When prices slumped unexpec­
tedly, peasants often left the jute uncut in the fields. The purchasers of 
jute in this early phase were hampered in their operations by uncertain 
control over supply and inaccurate forecasting of demand. Although 
the Indian Jute Mills Association, established in 1884, had some early 
success in protecting themselves by resort to short-time working, their 
price-fixing schemes attempted in 1895 and 1901 turned out to be 
unqualified failures. 

The quantitative leap in the jute acreage in 1906 also represented a 
qualitative transformation in its marketing pattern and hierarchy. As 

4 1 Report of the Bengal Provincial Banking Enquiry Committee 1929-30, vol. I, 1 0 4 - 5 ; 
Report of the Bengal Jute Enquiry (Finlow) Committee 1934, p. 157 . 

4 2 Cited in Chaudhuri, 'Commercial Agriculture: 1859 -85 ' , 228. 
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the stakes were raised, manufacturers and exporters increasingly 
sought to maintain an assured supply of the raw product at much lower 
than the competitive price by getting more deeply involved in the 
financing of agrarian production and trade. The annual inflow of 
foreign finance and merchant capital became a crucial element, not 
only in the commercial agriculture of Bengal, but in the liquidity of the 
region's economy as a whole. Usury capital, which circulated within 
the countryside, now took its cues from the degrees of confidence dis­
played by the world of high finance. Although the usurer was often a 
rentier landlord not directly interested in the product market and dis­
tinct from the trader who provided dadans or advances, the product 
and credit markets were, between 1906 and 1929, effectively, albeit 
informally, integrated. The colonial government's interventions in cur­
rency and credit issues, either through manipulation of the pound-
rupee exchange rate or its borrowing activities, provided the link 
between the market and the state. 

The small traders, known as farias or beparis, who collected jute 
from the homes or villages of the cultivators, were in the early twenti­
eth century more often than not commission agents of others higher up 
in the chain of middlemen, who in turn were recipients of funds from 
the ultimate purchasing companies. The dalal or broker of the baler and 
the aratdar or warehouseman were usually important intermediaries at 
trading centres in the districts. As a 1926 report from Tippera 
explained, '[v]ery large capital [was] required to finance the jute crop'; 
of this, the beparis, aratdars and dalals csuppl[ied] some but the bulk 
[was] provided by the purchasing companies who borrowfed] from 
banks' . 4 3 The interest rate on dadans ranged between 24% and 7 5 % , 
and the debtor typically undertook to deliver the crop at 10% to 25% 
below the market price. In the mid 1920s, middlemen's commission 
was estimated to reduce by at least 20% what the primary producer 
might otherwise have received. Yet, as one historian has pointed out, 
'the cultivators were denied fair prices, not primarily because of the 
intervention of too many middlemen, as alleged by British civilians', 
but 'mainly due to combination of European buyers of jute' . 4 4 The 

4 3 Collector of Tippera to Registrar of Cooperative Societies in Report on the Marketing of 
Agricultural Produce in Bengal 1926 (Calcutta, 1928). 

4 4 Ray, 'Crisis of Bengal Agriculture', 2 6 1 - 2 . For the estimate of middlemen's commission 
see Evidence of R. S. Finlow and K. Mclean, Director and Assistant Director of Agriculture 
Bengal in Evidence, Report of the Royal Commission on Agriculture, vol. IV, p. 13 and 
Appendix, vol. XIV, p. 70. 
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financial and organizational strength, despite some conflicts of interest, 
of the purchasers, and the lack of holding power, even if not tied to a 
dadandar, on the part of the producers, ensured a significant differen­
tial between average Calcutta prices and harvest prices in Bengal 
districts. For the 1910s, 1920s and 1930s these were reckoned to have 
been in the order of 32%, 3 1 % and 33% respectively. 4 5 A wide array of 
methods of varying degrees of ingenuity was deployed to short-change 
the jute-growing peasant; one of the more effective means was the 
manipulation of grades by which different qualities of the fibre were 
ranked. During the 1930s depression the monopsonistically organized 
jute industry tightened its grip over the marketing mechanism at the 
expense of not only the primary producers but also the intermediaries. 
The middlemen's chain underwent a sharp contraction as the down­
stream flows of finance capital suddenly ceased. Peasant production, 
faced with severe structural constraints in finding alternatives to jute, 
did not adjust to the collapse in prices. Consequently, incidence of 
dadan, now largely unnecessary from the point of view of manufac­
turers and exporters, declined, enabling the industry to effect a painful 
'rationalization' of what had been by all accounts an unwieldy market­
ing structure. Research on the Tamil Nadu countryside has suggested 
that the scything effect of the depression on elaborate commodity-
extracting mechanisms was a widespread rural phenomenon and 
certainly not peculiar to Bengal. 4 6 

In the case of the other major commodity of export, tea, the relations 
of production based on wage-labour and the nexus between pro­
duction and trade were qualitatively different. The fact of European 
dominance was not at any stage obscured by the cumbrous appearance 
of an elaborate marketing structure. Tea plantations, owned and 
managed by British-registered firms, despatched their tea to Calcutta 
and Chittagong to be shipped to London where auction sales were 
arranged. All other tea gardens engaged one of four European firms of 
brokers based in Calcutta who acted as auctioneers on their behalf. The 
lead-lined wooden chests of tea were stored in warehouses near the 
Kidderpore docks and sales were held usually once, and occasionally 
twice, a week. There was no intermediary between the tea-garden 
proprietors and the four brokerage firms.47 

4 5 Amiya Bagchi, Private Investment in India, 1900-1939 (Cambridge, 1969), p. 287. 
4 6 See C . J . Baker, An Indian Rural Economy: the Tamilnad Countryside, 1880-1955 

(Delhi, 1984), ch. 4. 
4 7 Report of the Bengal Provincial Banking Enquiry Committee 1929-30, vol. I, 104. 
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Rice occupied for Bengal peasants the unique position of chief 
subsistence crop while at the same time being of considerble commer­
cial importance. A 1930s enquiry revealed that relatively small pro­
portions of rice were imported or exported into or out of the 
province relative to annual production, but the imports from Burma 
exercised a disproportionate impact on price. 4 8 As much as 44% of 
production may have entered the domain of exchange at least at the 
village level in 1941 . 4 9 The bulk of the rice trade was inter-district in 
character. The marketing pattern bore some superficial resemblance 
to that of jute, although Europeans did not dominate at the top. The 
middlemen's chain was appreciably shorter in the 1920s and the 
practice of dadan was not as pervasive. The prices of these two com­
modities, the premier ccash-crop' and 'food-crop', were organically 
linked and the relative trends in these two connected markets had the 
most critical bearing on the subsistence security of Bengal's 
peasantry. 

A folk-poet of Bengal, Abed Ali Mian, once exclaimed in dismay 
that peasants who had abandoned rice to gamble on jute would one day 
have to eat the stem of the plant. 5 0 Yet it had not been an uncalculated 
risk taken by smallholders anxious to eke out yearly subsistence 
requirements in a difficult demographic and social environment. The 
Datta Committee's detailed investigation of prices between 1890 and 
1912 had found that the growth of agricultural income had been 
sluggish compared to the rise in the cost of living. While 'agricultural 
income per head of population' was up 16% in 1909-13 over 1890-4, 
'average retail prices' of an agriculturist's usual purchases had risen by 
26%. However, peasants who had resorted to jute in east and north 
Bengal had made profits and were 'substantially better off than 
before'. 5 1 Folk ditties quite as much as price statistics recorded the 

4 8 Report of the Bengal Paddy and Rice Enquiry Committee, Vol. I (Alipur, 1940), 
p p . 3 3 - 9 . 

4 9 Report of the Marketing of Rice in India and Burma (Delhi, 1941) , p. 35. 
5 0 Bujhli na tui burar beta, Abeder katha noyko jhuta/Khete hope pater gora thik janish 

mor bhasha/Mone korechho nibo taka,/She asha tor jabe phanka/Panchisher poya habe tor, 
hrine porbi thasha/Nibi bate taka ghare/Peter daye jabe phure/Hisheb kore dekhish khata, 
jato kharacher pasha. (You did not heed Abed who never speaks false/You will have to eat the 
stem of your jute, mark my words /You think you will make money/That is but an empty 
dream/You will end up drowning in debt) (Abed Ali Mian, Desh Shanti (Gantipara, 
Rangpur, 1925) . 

5 1 Cited in Chaudhuri, 'Agrarian Relations: Eastern India' in Kumar (ed.), Cambridge 
Economic History, vol. II, p. 147. 
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unique surge in prosperity which began in 1906. 5 2 Its foundation, 
however, was not quite as secure as the strong wooden posts on which 
the jute dealers had built their new four-roofed homesteads. The sharp 
drop in prices at the onset of the First World War quickly broke the 
idyll. The period of the war witnessed a 'naked confrontation of 
interests between the European business corporations and the British 
Government on the one hand and the native commercial classes and the 
peasantry on the other' . 5 3 The primary producers emerged from the 
conflict bruised and battered. The widening differential between the 
export price of gunny bags and cloth, and the import price of jute from 
the countryside into Calcutta between 1916 and 1921 showed the huge 
profits made by combinations of manufacturing and exporting firms at 
the expense of the peasantry. 5 4 The colonial government's exchange 
rate policy and public expenditure expansion had titled the terms of 
trade against the agrarian sector and fuelled inflation. After a brief 
recovery in 1919 and a setback during 1920-2, the jute economy of 
rural east Bengal appeared set to enter another extended era of 
prosperity. 

The 1920s boom was, however, 'more apparent than real', with jute 
and rice prices consistently lagging behind the upswing in the all-
commodities price index. 5 5 If augmentation of gross income was the 
chief rationale behind jute cultivation, the cash-crop option in this 
phase was earning diminishing dividends. O n one calculation, the 
annual growth rate of real gross income from jute and aman rice in east 
and north Bengal districts was under 2% in the decade of the 1920s, 
which was about half the growth rate averaged in the fourteen years 
prior to the First World War . 5 6 If one factors in the growth of 
population during this decade, the picture of the 1920s as a boom 
period begins to look very doubtful indeed. Yet the bleakness of the 
1930s casts the previous decade in much mellower light. 

World market fluctuations by this time were not unexpected occur-
5 2 One poem went: Nailya bepari, satkhanda bari/Joanshaiya thuni diya, banchhe choari 

(The jute dealer's seven huts in his homestead/The four roofs rest on posts of Joanshahi 
timber) (see Bose, Agrarian Bengal, p. 80). 

5 3 Ray, 'Crisis of Bengal Agriculture', p. 264. 
5 4 Saugata Mukherji, 'Imperialism in Action through a Mercantilist Function' in Barun De 

(ed.), Essays in Honour of Professor Susobhan Sarkar (Calcutta, 1974) , p. 7 4 1 ; 'Some Aspects 
of Commercialisation of Agriculture in Eastern India, 1 8 9 1 - 1 9 3 8 ' in Asok Sen et al, 
Perspectives in Social Sciences 2: Three Studies in the Agrarian Structure in Bengal 1850-1947 
(Calcutta, 1982), pp. 234-6 . 

5 5 Bengal Provincial Banking Enquiry Committee, Vol. I (Delhi, 1931 ) , p. 65. 
5 6 Goswami, 'Peasant Economy', p. 340. 
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rences in the lives of Bengal peasants. Yet past experience with periodic 
crises had not prepared them for the shock of the 1930s depression, 
which was unprecedented in terms of both intensity and duration. 
Having its origins in weakening demand for raw materials in the 
industrial West since 1926, the slump was accentuated in the agrarian 
world already overburdened with stocks once Western states put up 
tariff walls, deflated their economies and froze foreign lending in 
response to the 1929 crisis in the industrial economies. The value of 
Bengal's exports, which had peaked at Rs 1,460 million in 1925-6, was 
down to Rs 811 million in 1930-1 and had further declined to Rs 612 
million by 1935-6, though export volumes fell temporarily by only 
about 1 5 % between 1930 and 1933. Raw jute prices led the downslide 
but no export commodity avoided the tumble. The stoppage in the 
flow of finance capital triggered, through the closely wired circuits of 
credit, a generalized liquidity crisis which brought down domestic 
prices almost quite as much as export prices. Jute and rice prices dipped 
by more than 60% of their late 1920s level between 1932 and 1934 and 
did not really recover until 1938. 5 7 One estimate suggests that in east 
and north Bengal money income fell by over 50% from an annual 
average of Rs 978 million during 1926-9 to Rs 486 million during 
1930-4, and real income shrank by at least 2 5 % . 5 8 

It needs only to be added that between 1930-1 and 1934-5, when 
raw jute prices had reached the bottom of the trough, the differential 
between the harvest price and the prices of hessian and sacking 
manufactures widened to its largest recorded magnitude. Neither 
intermediary traders and financiers nor primary producers managed to 
escape the squeeze applied by the jute industry.5 9 The colonial state 
contributed to the intensification of the crisis through a number of 
policy initiatives, mostly in the financial domain. Most importantly, 
the decision in London in September 1931 to take sterling off the gold 
standard and keep the rupee tied to the devalued pound signalled a 
large-scale dishoarding of gold from the Indian countryside. Rural 
Bengal's accumulated treasure, not for the first time, contributed 
handsomely to colonial India's payments to imperial Britain, but on 
this occasion in a new context of erosion of India's surpluses from 
exports of agricultural commodities. 6 0 

5 7 See Sugata Bose, Agrarian Bengal, pp. 79 -87 . 
5 8 Goswami, 'Peasant Economy', p. 344. 
5 9 Report of the Jute Enquiry (Finlow) Committee 1934, p. 146. 
6 0 Bose, Agrarian Bengal, pp. 6 5 - 7 ; cf. Baker, Indian Rural Economy, ch. 2. 
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The primary rationale behind subsistence commercialization in the 
'jute' phase had been the prospect of earning sufficient money income 
to pay for subsistence goods, rice in particular. The drop in rice prices 
during the depression prevented privation from turning into wide­
spread starvation. The economic dislocations accompanying the 
Second World War confirmed the worst fears about the risks involved 
in the strategy of assuring subsistence via the jute market. The 
government's massive wartime expenditure fed an inflationary spiral 
while speculative buying and panic hoarding sent food prices soaring, 
especially from the autumn of 1942. Although after much dithering the 
provincial government had moved to regulate compulsorily the jute 
acreage, the relative price of this cash-crop remained weak compared to 
rice and other essential commodities. The result was a dramatic loss of 
exchange entitlements to rice of a mass of jute-dependent peasant 
smallholders. A t the onset of the great Bengal famine in March 1943, 
the chief controller of jute regulation commented on conditions in the 
main jute-growing districts: c[m]ore jute means less paddy and the 
price of paddy at the moment is about one and a half times that of 
jute' . 6 1 The rustic poet's prophecy tragically had come true. One of the 
many ineffectual and contradictory measures taken by the government 
to pull the reins on galloping inflation was the imposition of maximum 
and minimum prices of jute in 1943. In the immediate post-war years 
the price ceiling played into the hands of manufacturers and exporters 
who in collusion with bureaucrats stubbornly opposed calls to decon­
trol jute prices during the harvest season of 1946. 6 2 

It took some time before the colonial legacy was shed in matters to 
do with the structure and trends in the jute market in independent 
India, Pakistan and, after 1971, Bangladesh. The partition of Bengal, of 
course, effected a sharp disjuncture by separating the industry from the 
hinterland that produced the raw product. The government of India 
restrained the managing agents within a web of regulatory measures 
from 1956 and, finally, through a piece of parliamentary legislation in 
1967 abolished the age-old system altogether from 1970. The IJMA, 
however, lived on, though now a shadow of its former self. The 
government of Pakistan assisted West Pakistani capitalists to set up a 
jute manufacturing industry in the 1950s which kept going the 
time-honoured tradition of handing east Bengali peasants the prover-

6 1 'Note by Chief Controller Jute Regulation' cited in Bose, Agrarian Bengal, p. 91. 
6 2 Millat, 12 July 1946. 
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bial raw deal. 6 3 If the structure of jute-based agrarian commerce 
exhibited a nagging habit of replicating itself in different contexts, the 
nature of trends in the marketplace underwent subtle but not insignifi­
cant alterations. In the pre-independence period harvest and terminal 
prices were often found to be moving in contrary directions. Since the 
early 1950s prices at the village, intermediary and terminal tiers have on 
the whole moved in the same direction, albeit by different orders of 
magnitude. 6 4 Intermediaries, partly due to inelastic transport costs 
reckoned by volume, and primary producers, mainly due to their 
economic weakness and lack of holding power, have continued to be 
relatively more vulnerable than the industry to the market's downward 
fluctuations. 

C O L O N I A L C A P I T A L I S M A N D C O M M O D I T Y 

P R O D U C T I O N 

In a sense, the peasants of eastern India lived in a 'global village' from at 
least the 1820s, occupying the lower rungs of an elaborate, inter­
connected hierarchical structure based on an international division of 
labour. Yet, as commercialization of product and capital markets had 
advanced well ahead of the markets in land and labour, these rural 
producers of commodities continued to live in a very real sense in an 
agrarian society with its own distinctive tapestry of relations and 
culture. O f course, commodities like indigo and jute coloured their 
mental world just as they remoulded the landscape around them. 
Cash-cropping still was less of a 'romance', given the back-breaking 
labour that had to go into the pursuit of uncertain returns, than the 
venture of colonial capitalists in search of profits from manufacturing 
and export commerce. As Abdul Samed Mian put it in a folk poem: 

Pat ashia jakhan desbete pounchhilo 
Pashchima eshe takhan dakhal karilo 
Ekhon tader hate dekho paisa holio 
Bangalire tara dekho kichhu na bujhilo 
Na paito khaite jara chhatuar gura 

6 3 See Jalal, State of Martial Rule, chs. 3, 4, and 5. 
6 4 O n pre-independence movements, see Dharm Narain, The Impact of Price Movements 

on Selected Crops in India (London, 1965) , Appendix Tables 1 and 1 4 ; on post-independence 
movements, see Shovan Ray, 'Modelling the World Jute Economy', unpublished Ph.D. 
dissertation (Cambridge University, 1986). 
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Ballamer bhat khay bujhe dekho tara 
Na mile Bangalire Rangooner bhat 
Buba hoye gelo dekho Bangalir jat 
(When jute reached our land 
The Westerners came and took control 
Now look how much money they have made 
They can now be disdainful of the Bengalis 
Those who could not get to eat crushed coarse grain 
Today are consumers of good ballam rice 
The Bengalis cannot even get rice from Rangoon 
Look, the Bengali race is ruined.)65 

The pessimistic picture drawn by most agrarian historians of Bengal of 
the lack of any real developmental impact of the 'commercialization' of 
Bengal agriculture might be open to two sorts of scepticism. One stems 
from a view that eastern India represents one pole of the process of 
colonial development marked by sharp regional disparities. It is 
possible that more primary producers did better by playing the market 
in parts of Maharashtra, Gujarat and the Punjab. 6 6 Even in these 
regions, however, the evidence is mixed and the perspectives of 
different historians are quite divergent. The old nationalist positions 
on high colonial land revenue demand have been more surely under­
mined than the points about inequities flowing from the larger context 
of export trade in agricultural raw materials and the colonial political 
economy. Even in the showcase of Indian colonial development, the 
Punjab, serious distortions in the commercialization process have been 
recently noted. 6 7 

The second sort of sceptic might point to the undeniable differenti­
ation within the peasantry. The motives and meanings underlying the 
commercialization process might consequently have varied for differ­
ent strata of workers on the soil. This chapter has simply emphasized 
that in a scenario of predominantly smallholding cultivation, in both 
the 'indigo' and 'jute' phases, the overwhelming majority of primary 

6 5 Abdul Samed Mian, Krishak Boka (The Foolish Peasant, Ahara, Mymensingh, 1921) , 
pp. 6-8. 

6 6 See Michelle McAlpin, Subject to Famine (Princeton, 1982); Donald R. Attwood, 
'Capital and Transformation of Agrarian Systems: Sugar Production in India' in Meghnad 
Desai et al. (eds.), Agrarian Power and Agricultural Productivity in South Asia (Berkeley, 

6 7 Mridula Mukherjee, 'Commercialization and Agrarian Change in Pre-Independence 
Punjab' in K. N . Raj et al. (eds.), Essays on the Commercialization of Indian Agriculture, 
pp. 5 1 - 1 0 4 ; see also Imran Ali, The Punjab under Imperialism (Princeton, 1989). 
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producers cultivated cash-crops under compulsion. The subsistence-
motivated commercialization of the 'jute' phase was not quite the 
forced cultivation of the latter part of the 'indigo' phase. The response 
to an externally provided market 'opportunity' was not a matter of 
unconstrained choice either, though a perfectly rational one. Peasant 
perceptions of the interlinked arenas of subsistence and the market 
have been unnecessarily confused by a false dichotomy between a 
subsistence ethic and rational economic behaviour which has crept into 
some of the peasant studies literature. 6 8 This is not to say that the 
making of monetary profit and the avoidance of starvation were not 
qualitatively different motives, but the problem of differentiation 
cannot be adequately tackled by simply looking at 'commercialized' 
output markets without a closer analysis of the related issues of 
property and production. From the early nineteenth century mostly 
smallholding Bengal peasants engaged in expanded commodity pro­
duction for a capitalist world market. That did not necessarily entail 
capitalist transformation of the complex relations of property and 
production in agriculture. 

6 8 An example of this is Samuel L . Popkin, The Rational Peasant: the Political Economy of 
Rural Society in Vietnam (Berkeley, 1979) , in large part intended as a critique of James C . 
Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant (New Haven, 1976) . 
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