IN FOCUS

Identifying Socio-Economic Classes in Two Villages of Bihar

Niladri Sekhar Dhar,” Mrityunjay Pandey,”* and Awanish Kumar***
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article briefly reviews the conclusions drawn from other studies of classes in rural
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INTRODUCTION

This article aims to conceptualise and identify the socio-economic classes in two study
villages located in north Bihar. A socio-economic class comprises a group of people
defined by their relationship to the means of production and with one another in the
process of production. The structure of agrarian classes, and their interrelations with
caste, gender, and other forms of sectional deprivation, continues to be a
fundamental determinant of social and economic inequality in rural India
(Ramachandran 2011). Studying class structure is vitally important for
understanding the mode of production, process of surplus generation, and forms of
exploitation in the agrarian system of the study villages. For this purpose, we have
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stratified the households in the villages by socio-economic class, drawing on the
analytical framework developed in Ramachandran (2011).

The article is arranged as follows. Debates over the formation and characterisation of
agrarian classes in Bihar are long-standing, and a brief account of the literature is
provided in the next section. A modified version of the framework developed in
Ramachandran (2011) is provided thereafter. We then proceed “to establish certain
general theoretical categories and criteria in order to distinguish classes . . . and, on
the other hand, to identify classes in sitw," in the two study villages. We describe
aspects of economic and social power relations through three case studies. The final
section summarises some of our observations.

CONCEPTUALISATION OF CLASS IN STUDIES OF BIHAR

Caste and agrarian class relations have long been debated in Bihar, perhaps because the
State has been, and continues to be, a largely agricultural economy. Most early studies
of Bihar conceptualised agrarian relations in terms of class, while also studying the
interface between caste and class.

In his study of agrarian transformation in Bihar, Pradhan Prasad (1987, 1979, 1975)
writes of the foundational importance of the economic roots of the peasant
movements in the State. In terms of class differentiation, he divides agrarian classes
into two broad categories: a rural oligarchy, and direct producers (which include
agricultural labourers and poor peasants). According to him, caste plays a
stimulating role in intensifying emerging contradictions in rural Bihar, but not a
constitutive role in social and agrarian unrest (Prasad 1975). Chaudhry (1988), in his
case study of agrarian unrest in Patna district of Bihar, concludes similarly that
class contradictions masquerade as caste conflict and argues that caste does not
constitute a fundamental category of agrarian change (see similar analyses by
Chandramohan 1998; Louis 2000; and Sinha 1977, 1978a, 1978b and 1978c). Das
(1983, 1984) also argues that it is essentially class-based mobilisations that are
articulated in the form of caste in Bihar.

Chakravarti (2001) has a contrasting view which posits that caste relations are
embedded in agrarian class, at least in the State of Bihar. Caste and agrarian class
should not be seen as two separate and analytically exclusive categories because,
“whether a person controls land or not is conditioned by that person’s caste status”
(ibid., p. 1449). Taking issue with the pronouncements of ‘class/caste war’ across
central Bihar, Chakravarti points out that this arbitrary division of factors behind
agrarian unrest does not provide a comprehensive analysis of the actual form that
class struggle takes following the classical Marxist understanding. He explicitly
rejects the caste—class binary, and argues in favour of studying both agrarian class

! Ramachandran (2011) and CPI(M) (2016)
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and caste within a single framework. In his framework, which distinguishes between
the principal exploiters of labour on the one hand and an underclass on the other, the
data he has obtained from his study village clearly indicate that there is a “strong
connection between belonging to an upper caste and being an exploiter of labour™;
and that “the strong connection between social status and membership of the
underclass” is found among the Dalits.

Chakravarti (2001) utilises this understanding in his conceptualisation of agrarian
classes, whereby he outlines five classes, namely, malik? grihast‘,3 tenant cultivator,
petty cultivator, and landless labourer. In his study village, maliks and grihasts were
the “principal exploiters of labour,” and together constituted only 12 per cent of total
households but commanded over 79 per cent of owned land. Grihasts were about 8
per cent of total households and owned over 14 per cent of the land. Tenant
cultivators (comprising about six per cent of total households) and petty cultivators
(comprising about 19 per cent of total households) owned two and four per cent,
respectively, of the total land. Landless labourers constituted the largest group in
terms of their share in total households at 57 per cent. Chakravarti classifies petty
cultivators and landless labourers as the “underclass” of the village.

Sharma and Rodgers (2015) assert that there has been a shift in production relations in
Bihar since the early 1990s, and that semi-feudal relations* have “virtually
disappeared.” They arrive at this conclusion by looking at three broad tendencies
that appeared in their study villages.’

They noted, first, a decline in the numbers of attached labourers and pure landlords;
secondly, increasing proletarianisation and pauperisation of the peasantry; and
thirdly, a shrinking of agrarian classes alongside an increase in the number of non-
agricultural households, which includes an increase in migration. This has impacted
the class structure of the village too, and consequently they identify the following
classes in their study villages: a) agricultural labourers, tied or casual; b) poor
peasants involved in subsistence farming; c¢) middle peasants who hire in labour as
well as hire out their labour; d) big peasants who are primarily users of non-family
labour; e) landlords who primarily rent out land and do not engage in manual
labour; and f) non-agricultural households not working in agriculture at all.
However, the caste profile of these six classes, in their own analysis, shows a
“degree of stability in their relationship.” For instance, the upper castes continue to
make up about 65 per cent of all big peasant/landlord households. Their
representation in agricultural labour is negligible whereas their share in non-
agricultural occupations has increased, from about 14 per cent in 1983 to 42 per cent

? Owner/master.

* Householder.

* Semi-feudal relations are defined in terms of control over the workforce through the interlocking of labour
attachment, tenancy, and indebtedness.

5 They surveyed the same 36 villages in 1981-83, 1998-2000, and 2009-11.
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in 2009. At the other extreme, the share of the Scheduled Castes in agricultural labour
seems to have stagnated at about 39 per cent in the 1998-99 and 2009 rounds. Their
share in non-agricultural labour is miniscule, at seven per cent, compared to 11 per
cent in 1983. The shares in the overall population of the upper castes and
the Scheduled Castes have remained almost the same throughout the period of
analysis.

Thakur et al. (2000) and, more recently, Sahay (2020) have done away with the
category of landlords. Thakur et al (2000) do not use the term “class” even once in
their paper. They divide the village population based on landholding and type of
land tenure into four categories: “owner cultivator,” “owner-tenant,” “tenant-
owner,” and “pure tenant”. Sahay (2020) argues that there are no landlords in his
study villages, and divides the village society into five classes based on
landholding: landless and near-landless, small peasants, lower-middle peasants,
upper-middle peasants, and large peasants. According to Sahay, the share of
landless households in his study villages continues to be very high, at about 60 per
cent. The large peasant category forms only about two per cent of total households
but controls over 25 per cent of all cultivable land. Similarly, the upper-middle
peasants are about three per cent of total households but own about 15 per cent of
all land. In Sahay’s view, none of these features constitutes landlordism in the
study villages, because many of the landed households engage in manual labour
and reverse tenancy.

In conclusion, let us look at some pointers for the identification of socio-economic
classes in the study villages. First, the relationship between caste status and class
position needs to be explored in greater detail, using qualitative evidence wherever
possible. This is because, following Chakravarti (2001), we have learnt from our
village studies that caste and class relations are intertwined. While Sharma and
Rodgers’ (2015) data point to the persistence of intertwined class—caste relations,
they do not pursue this point in their analysis. Secondly, there is a debate about
whether the recent transformation of agriculture in Bihar is leading to the end of
landlordism (see, for instance, Sahay 2020). We need to investigate this further
through our data and qualitative evidence. Finally, most of the earlier studies have
taken landholding as the primary criterion for the identification of socio-economic
classes. We need to develop a methodology that brings more factors into the process
of identification of various classes in the study villages.

FraMEWORK FOR Socto-ECONOMIC CLASSIFICATION OF HOUSEHOLDS

In this article we try to identify different socio-economic classes and their
characteristics in the study villages by drawing on the framework developed in
Ramachandran (2011) and CPI(M) (2016).°

© For details of the analytical framework, see Ramachandran (2011) and CPI(M) (2016).
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Based on household-level data, we use broadly three criteria for the classification of
households: ownership and control over land and other means of production; labour
ratio;” and surplus generation in the production year. Within this framework and
using the above three criteria, we classify rural households into four classes. The
first is that of landlords and big capitalist farmers. Landlord households are
historically the dominant households in the village, owning the most and the best
land, and that do not engage in manual operations (and so have a labour ratio of
zero). With the penetration of capital into agriculture a new class has emerged from
among households belonging to the class of rich peasants and upper-middle
peasants, known as the class of capitalist farmers. They too do not engage in any
manual operations but appropriate surplus by organising farm work using hired-in
manual labour. Households in this class are usually from the dominant castes.

At the other end of the class spectrum in the village is the class of manual workers,
mostly devoid of ownership or access to means of production. The major source of
income for this class is wage employment in the farm or non-farm sector. They
engage in almost all kinds of labouring activities available in and around the village.
However, they do not work exclusively in the wage labour market and may have
multiple sources of income. This is the most caste-heterogeneous class. Households
from Dalit and Adivasi communities, however, are usually numerically dominant in
this class.

Between the class of capitalist farmers and that of manual workers comes the
peasantry. The peasantry is a highly heterogeneous class, and households in this
class engage at least in some manual work on the land. For classification of the
peasantry and their sub-categorisation, we use five criteria:

Ownership of means of production and other assets;
Labour ratio;

Rent exploitation or rent received or paid by the household;
Net agricultural income; and

Sources of income of the household.

A

The economic condition of peasant households fluctuates from year to year due to the
interplay of many different factors. Data gathered at a point in time cannot adequately
capture these interrelationships. Of the above-mentioned five criteria, ownership of
means of production and other assets is least susceptible to year-to-year variations
even with a functional land and assets market. The variable labour ratio is
complicated by the presence of peasant households in the wage labour market.
Furthermore, differences in cropping pattern, use of machinery, agro-ecology, and,

7 Labour ratio is defined as total labour supply by the household, including family labour in own farm plus
labouring out in others’ farms, divided by total labour demanded by the household - that is, total number of
labour days ‘hired in’.
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most importantly, labour processes, impact the labour ratio greatly.® Nevertheless it
remains an important criterion to distinguish the peasantry from the classes of
landlords and manual workers. Rent received or paid by households is a crucial
criterion with which to identify the location of peasant households within the broad
array of the peasantry. For lessors, who belong to the upper section of the peasantry,
rent exploitation might continue uninterruptedly due to the persistence of land
hunger among the poorer sections of the peasantry and the landless manual worker
class. For lessees, however, who usually belong to the poor sections of the peasantry,
operational rights over land might change even within a given production year due
to the insecure nature of tenancy. In a situation of eviction, landless and land-poor
peasants lose operational rights over land, and hence change their class position
from peasant farmers to that of manual workers. So, the rent exploitation criterion
may identify different sections of the peasantry, but does not address the boundary
problems that arise within the poorer sections of the peasantry, and between the
poor peasant and manual worker classes.

Another important marker of peasant households is the number and variety of sources
of income. Determination of the sources of earnings and their relative contribution to
total household income serves two important purposes in socio-economic class
differentiation. First, it helps to locate the peasant households within the broad
frame of the differentiated peasantry, as well as in solving boundary problems that
appear among different strata of the peasantry, and between peasants and manual
workers. Secondly, the relationship between ownership of productive assets and
sources of income, along with other criteria, informs us about the forms in which
differentiation and class formation process take place in a given socio-economic
system. The net agricultural income manifests extreme year-to-year variations due
to exogenous and endogenous factors. So, net agricultural income collected for one
year may not be sufficient to differentiate the peasantry. In our class differentiation
scheme, to circumvent the shortcomings that arise when relying on data from one
point of time, we use labour ratio, rent exploitation, and net agricultural income to
distinguish the peasantry from the classes of landlords and manual workers, and
ultimately asset ownership to draw the boundaries among the peasant classes.

There are also households in the countryside that do not fall under the three agrarian
classes. These households are classified based on their major source of income, as
follows: artisan work and work at traditional caste calling, business and self-
employed, salaried, rent-receiving and moneylending class, and pension and
remittance receivers.

8 For a detailed discussion, see Ramachandran (2019).
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Socio-EconomIC CLASSES IN THE Two STuDY VILLAGES

Class, caste, and landholding are the three most significant variables in defining the
agrarian structure of Bihar. All three are highly correlated, such that the impact of
one or two cannot be studied in isolation. Landholding is historically linked to caste,
and caste identity is deeply entwined with the agrarian class structure. This is the
primary reason for considering landholding and caste as the main variables in
house-listing.

The Project on Agrarian Relations in India (PARI) survey in Bihar was conducted in
2012, and the reference year of the data is the agriculture year 2011-12 (May 2011 to
April 2012). This study is based on surveys of two villages in the State: Katkuian in
West Champaran district and Nayanagar in Samastipur district. In Katkuian, a
census-type enumeration was conducted. In Nayanagar, a sample survey was
conducted using stratified random sampling, where the stratification was based on
caste and landholding. Some follow-up studies were conducted in both villages in 2018.

Based on the framework discussed in the previous section, the following were
identified as the determining factors for socio-economic class differentiation:
ownership and operational holdings of land, labour ratio, asset ownership,
ownership of other means of production, different sources of earnings and their
relative contribution in total household income, and last but not least, engagement
in traditional caste activities.

We have classified the class of “landlords/ Capitalist farmers” based on the criteria of
land ownership and operational landholding, and labour ratio. This class is also at the
top of the agrarian class hierarchy. Then we separated the class of peasantry in general
from other classes on the basis of household income, operational landholding and
ownership of means of production criteria. We used an asset-value criterion to
differentiate classes among the peasantry.

The class of manual workers was defined based on the share of income from wage
labour. Here, wage income from short-term manual labour migration was also
considered as part of household income. Hence, the number of labour days
employed in short-term migration is considered in the calculation of the labour ratio.

Finally, based on the major source of income criterion, the major non-agrarian classes
are identified as below.

Artisan work and work at traditional caste calling: Households whose major source of

income comes from engagement in their socially/historically determined caste
activities or artisanal work (carpenters, barbers, etc.).
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Business activity/Self-employed: Households whose major source of income comes
from business activities or self-employment in the non-farm sector. It includes
businesses of all scales.

Remittances/Pensions: These are households dependent on remittances or pension.

Rents/Moneylending: Households whose major source of income is rent from
agricultural land and commercial establishments. Households with large rental
earnings from agricultural land are not included here; they are classified under
‘landlords/capitalist farmers’ This class includes households with small rental
earnings from land and moneylending. Earning through moneylending is quite
prevalent in the villages. Although it is a significant class in the village economy, it
is numerically very small in the study villages.

Salaried/salaries: Households whose major source of income is salaried earnings.

KATKUIAN

Katkuian is located in Bagaha II block of West Champaran district, in north Bihar. The
agro-climatic region is that of the North Alluvial Gangetic Plains. The total ownership
holding of the village is 510 acres and operational holding is 714 acres.” This means that
the village households between them own 510 acres of land and operate 714 acres,
indicating the significance of absentee land ownership. Sugarcane, paddy, and
wheat are the principal crops of the village, covering more than 85 per cent of gross
cropped area. Cultivation in the village is done primarily through hired labour, with
operations such as harvesting and threshing remunerated more or less fully on
piece-rates. The classes of manual workers survive primarily by doing manual
labour in and around the village, and by means of seasonal work migration —
sometimes to as many as four or five different destinations. They also lease land on
a very small scale — usually less than an acre — and engage in subsistence cultivation
of rice in the kharif season and mixed cropping of pulses in the rabi season. The
level of ownership in the village of means of production was low and that has
created an active market for renting machines at high rates; the rental cost of
irrigating one acre just once was around Rs 1,000 in 2012.

A large share of agricultural land in Katkuian is owned by non-resident Bhumihar and
Brahman households."” Their managers have emerged as dominant households in the
village over time. One such manager, who is categorised among landlord/capitalist

° This is mainly because the bigger landlords belonging to the Bhumihar and Brahman castes left the village at
least three decades ago. Their land since then has been cultivated on lease contracts by their erstwhile
managers. As this survey was a study of residents of the village and not of agricultural holdings, information
about absentee landowners could not be gathered. Further, these lease contracts should not be understood in
the usual framework of tenancy. Rents are entirely monetised; rents per acre are significantly lower than usual
village rental rates; and landowners have no control over the production process.

1% They were residents of the village more than 30 years back. Now they have relocated to Bettiah and Patna.
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farmers, was brought to the village in 1965 by a big Bhumihar landlord. The manager is
Brahman by caste, from the Mithila region of Bihar. He now owns around 5 acres of
land in the village, but operates more than 80 acres. The additional 75 acres of land
are in a holding that he has managed for decades. After the Bhumihar landlord left
the village, the land was leased out to the Brahman manager for a fixed cash rent,
which has not altered much over time. The rent to gross value of output (GVO) for
this person is one-third of the prevailing rent in the village. In fact, during the PARI
re-survey in 2018, he reported that he had stopped paying rent and filed litigation
making a claim over the land. The absence of Bhumihar and Brahman households
from the village production system led to a discrepancy between the sum totals of
ownership and of operational agricultural landholdings in the village.'!

In Katkuian, the five households that own and operate the most extensive landholdings
belong to three different castes: three to the Yadav/Ahir caste, and one each to the
Brahman and Kushwaha castes. Their average operational land holding was 56
acres, ranging between 15.5 acres and 138 acres. The members of these households
did not participate in manual work, so there was negligible use of family labour as
compared to use of hired labour. Three out of the five households earned rental
income from agricultural land and machinery. Among the five households, one
household — of Brahman caste — was part of the historical landlord elites of Bihar,
while the other four emerged from Other Backward Classes (OBC). All the
households directly or indirectly dominate the social, political, and economic life of
the residents of the village, of whom 86 per cent were OBCs."

The demarcation of the peasantry from the class of landlords/capitalist farmers on the
one hand, and from the class of manual workers on the other, is based on the extent of
ownership and operational holdings, the value of other owned means of production, a
labour ratio of greater than one, and share of income from various sources. The
peasantry cultivates either their own land or leased-in land, or both. However, the
upper section of the peasantry leases out land to secure rent. In this village, 10 of the
identified peasant households leased out some part of their ownership holding for
rent. On the other hand, among 66 peasant households, 58 per cent leased in land
either on share rent or fixed rent. Thus, a majority of the peasant households were
tenants and subject to rent exploitation. The labour ratio of the peasantry is
generally greater than one, with the exception of those from the upper section who
do participate in manual work but whose hiring of labour outweighs the use of
family labour in crop production. Moreover, members of these households do not
participate in the agricultural and non-agricultural wage labour markets. As we

' This conclusion was arrived at through case studies conducted in the village.

2 The operational holding in Katkuian of one of these households is less than 20 acres. This household belongs to
the Yadav caste and came to Katkuian in 1992. They own 232.5 acres of agricultural land outside Katkuian and 12.5
acres of land in Katkuian. They have 150 acres of land in Bhatkhora, birthplace of the head of the household, and
also have land in two other villages: 52.5 acres in Pratappur and an additional 30 acres in a third village (the name of
the village was not reported). The respondent did not provide details of the tenurial status of these lands.
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move towards the lower section of the peasantry, the use of family labour increases as
also the number of days of work in the wage labour market, and less wage labour is
hired in on operational holdings. The households fall between the classes of
landlords/capitalist farmers and manual workers, and have labour ratio varying
between 0.01 and 150.89 with the average labour ratio being 6.6.

Regarding the number and variety of sources of income, three patterns can be observed.
First, the share of crop income is highest among all the sources of income availed by the
peasant households. Secondly, the importance of income from wage employment in
total household income increases as we move from the richer to the poorer section
of the peasantry. Thirdly, apart from crop income, for the richer section of the
peasantry, the important sources of income were rent from land and machinery,
business, remittances, etc. On the other hand, for the poorer section of the
peasantry, the sources of income after crop production were wage earnings from
agricultural and non-agricultural work, salary from low remunerative jobs, petty
business, rental income, etc. Diversification of income was more prominent among
the lower section of the peasantry, primarily in order to cope with the uncertainties
prevailing in crop production. The sources of income for the richer and poorer
sections of the peasantry were markedly different. Those from the upper section
enter the job market with a certain level of education and technical knowledge,
while the poorer section of the peasantry is engaged mostly in manual work and has
low returns from employment.

The peasant households were ranked based on the following criteria: extent of
ownership and operational holdings, the value of other owned means of production,
labour ratio, and share of income from various sources. The ranking of peasant
households based on the above-mentioned criteria was correlated with asset
ownership. The ranked variables along with the following asset size classes clearly
demarcate the boundary lines of the peasant classes.

Peasant 1: Total asset value more than Rs one crore.
Peasant 2: Total asset value less than Rs one crore but more than Rs 15 lakh.
Peasant 3: Total asset value less than Rs 15 lakh.

The class of manual workers is identified based on wage-earnings from manual labour,
even though they may have diversified sources of income such as operation of
agricultural land, income from animal resources, and transfer payments (old age
pension, widow pension, etc.). Based on the operation of agricultural land and
extent of income diversification, the class of manual workers is differentiated
between “manual workers: with operational holding and diversified income sources”
and “manual workers: without operational holding.” The characteristics of both are
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made more complex by the presence of migrants in almost all the manual worker
households.

The migrants are engaged in different forms of wage employment in crop production in
the States of Punjab and Haryana, and mostly in the informal sector in the destination
of migration. The status of such a large number of migrants within the family structure
and in the household economy requires further qualification.

Based on three criteria —the likelihood of migrants to return, the frequency of return,
and the duration of migration — Gonzalez (1960) classified migrants into three types:
temporary-recurrent, indefinite, and permanent relocation (cited in Wiest 1973). The
temporary-recurrent type of migration (sometimes referred to as “circular
migration”) is of interest to us, in order to locate the wage-labour migrant within
the class hierarchy of Katkuian. As defined by Wiest,

temporary-recurrent migration applies to individuals who are absent for a period of time
usually not exceeding one year, but who indicate their intention to return, so the resident
household members describe the absence in temporary terms

where “temporary migration emphasises the intent of the migrant as perceived by
himself and/or household members, rather than the length of his absence” (ibid.)

Apart from the nature of migration, the location of wage-labour migrants in a
household - in terms of economic cooperation, co-residence, and domestic function
- needs to be established (ibid.). In Katkuian, the wage-labour migrants perform the
function of economic cooperation, as their wage-earnings in the destination in some
cases supplement household income in the village, and in others, change the
structure of income generation through the acquisition of certain means of
production. Furthermore, the wage-labour migrants influence household affairs,
even in absentia, through different modes of communication, and they remain
attached to the household as “non-localised family,” in the words of Gonzalez (1960).

Based on this, we have included the entire labour and wage-income of migrant
workers as part of the household labour use and household income in the village,
rather than considering only remittances that the household received from the
migrant workers. Taking into account only remittances in the household income
categorises a large number of such households as part of the class of remittances/
pension-holders instead of the class of manual workers. This would have resulted in
misclassification of a large number of households whose main source of income
comes from the wage employment of migrants, even though the migrants earned
their wages outside the village production system. In Katkuian, at least one member
from each of 189 households (altogether 346 individuals) migrated in order to
obtain wage employment in agricultural and non-agricultural work. The migrants
went to multiple destinations in a single year. The wage-labour migrants were
mostly from the class of manual workers (both those with and those without
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diversified sources of earning), and some of them (10 per cent of the total) were from the
Peasant 3 class."” These households can be considered “households with two nodes.”

The incorporation of the income and labour of migrant workers in distinguishing
classes is perhaps a good example of identification of classes in situ, which is an
important task in the identification of the nature of classes (see Ramachandran
2011). It should also be noted that differences in the nature and significance of
migration between groups play a part in reinforcing the class hierarchy. There is
migration among the landed classes but it is likely to involve more permanent
residence — for employment as security guards as well as white-collar employment.

Based on the above framework, Tables 1 to 4 show different aspects of the socio-
economic classes in Katkuian. In this village, 82.6 per cent of all households
belonged to the agrarian classes (Table 5). Of all the households, only 19 per cent
constituted different classes of peasantry. The classes of manual workers constituted
62 per cent of all households. This shows the concentration of means of production
in the hands of just 20 per cent of households (including landlords/capitalist farmers
and the peasantry). Among 61 households belonging to non-agrarian classes, 36
households were categorised under business activity/self-employed. The classes of
salaried persons and rents/moneylending were very small in the village.

As mentioned, only 20 per cent of all households owned a major share of means of
production, specifically agricultural land. For instance, 38.7 per cent of cultivable

Table 1 Distribution of households by socio-economic class, Katkuian, 2012, in numbers and

per cent
Socio-economic class Number Per cent
Landlords/ Capitalist farmers 5 1.4
Peasant 1 4 1.1
Peasant 2 17 4.9
Peasant 3 45 12.9
Manual workers: with operational holding and diversified 89 25.4
income sources
Manual workers: without operational holding 129 36.9
Artisan work and work at traditional caste calling 5 1.4
Business activity/Self-employed 36 10.3
Remittances/Pensions 5 1.4
Rent/Moneylending 7 2.0
Salaried person/s 8 2.3
All households 350 100

Source: PARI survey data.

'* There was no incidence of wage-labour migration from households owning more than five acres of agricultural
land.
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Table 2 Distribution of households by caste, Katkuian, 2012, in numbers

Socio-economic class Scheduled Scheduled BC-1/ BC-2/ Other Total
Caste (SC) Tribe (ST) EBC BC

Landlords/ Capitalist farmers 4 1 5

Peasant 1 1 3

Peasant 2 1 15 1 17

Peasant 3 18 25 2 45

Manual workers: with 5 2 51 28 3 89

operational holding and
diversified income

sources

Manual workers: without 34 2 65 23 5 129
operational holding

Artisan work and work at 4 1 2 7

traditional caste calling

Business activity/ 2 5 13 12 1 33
Self-employed

Remittances/Pensions 1 2 2 5

Rents/Moneylending 3 5

Salaried person/s 5 3 8

All households 42 9 163 121 15 350

Source: PARI survey data.

land was owned by the top one per cent of households belonging to the class of
landlords/capitalist farmers. The land ownership of the entire peasantry (19 per cent
of all households) was 35.5 per cent. The remaining 25.8 per cent of land was owned
by non-agrarian classes and manual worker households. Given the caste
composition of the village, among all households, 13 per cent of BC-2/BC
households (mostly Yadavs, followed by Kushwahas) belonging to agrarian classes
owned 67 per cent of all agricultural land. More generally, BC-2/BC constituted 34.6
per cent of all households but controlled around 79 per cent of agricultural land. On
the other hand, BC-1/EBC was numerically the largest caste group, constituting 46.6
per cent of all households, but controlled just 16.5 per cent of agricultural land. This
caste group was over-represented in the classes of manual workers in comparison
with their proportion in the population. The shares of BC-1/EBC in the classes of
manual workers with operational holding and diversified income sources, and of
manual workers without operational holding, were 57 per cent and 50 per cent,
respectively.

The means of production, primarily for agricultural purposes, were concentrated
among four agrarian classes (landlords/capitalist farmers and the three classes of the
peasantry), and accounted for 72 per cent of the total value of means of production
of the households. Among all the households in the village, ownership of means of
production per household was Rs 5,51,191 (the highest) for the class of landlords/
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Table 3 Ownership of agricultural land by socio-economic class and caste category, Katkuian,

2012, in acres

Socio-economic class Scheduled  Scheduled BC-1/ BC-2/ Other Total
Caste (SC)  Tribe (ST) EBC BC
Landlords/ Capitalist farmers 2042 6 210.2
Peasant 1 49 49.5 54.4
Peasant 2 5.1 79.6 3.0 87.6
Peasant 3 14.8 32.5 3.9 51.1
Manual workers: with 1.8 0.1 22.9 9.2 33.9
operational holding and
diversified income sources
Manual workers: without 0.5 3.6 0.5 1.4 6.0
operational holding
Artisan work and work at 4 0.9 4.9
traditional caste calling
Business activity/ 0.8 11.3 18.9 1.6 32.5
Self-employed
Remittances/Pensions 0.2 3.8 5.8 9.7
Rent/Moneylending 7.8 15.2 23.0
Salaried person/s 15.4 14.2 29.6
All households 2.0 1.4 89.9 433.6 16.8 542.9

Source: PARI survey data.

Table 4 Ownership of assets and means of production by socio-economic class, Katkuian,

2012, in Rs and per cent

Socio-economic class Means of
Assets production
Total  Percent Total Per cent
Landlords/ Capitalist farmers 167720523 42 2755954 32
Peasant 1 47889749 12 1183350 14
Peasant 2 52622599 13 1569550 18
Peasant 3 26540706 7 669825 8
Manual workers: with operational holding and 30041045 7 152560 2
diversified income sources
Manual workers: without operational holding 12041309 3 19500 0
Artisan work and work at traditional caste calling 2691481 1 NA NA
Business activity/Self-employed 25667112 6 1079640 12
Remittances/Pensions 5377138 1 635015 7
Rent/Moneylending 9119674 2 490600 6
Salaried person/s 21127896 5 109700 1
All households 400839236 100 8665694 100

Source: PARI survey data.
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Table 5 Distribution of households by socio-economic class, Nayanagar, 2012

Socio-economic class Number Per cent
Big landlords 7 1
Cultivator 1 14 1
Cultivator 2 21 2
Cultivator 3 28 2
Cultivator 4 115 10
Manual workers: with operational holding 154 13
Manual workers: without operational holding 579 48
Artisan work and work at traditional caste calling 46

Business activity/Self-employed 73 6
Rent/Moneylending 14

Salaried person/s 33 3
Remittances/Pensions 122 10
All households 1205 100

Source: PARI survey data.

capitalist farmers, while the classes of artisan work and work at traditional caste calling
owned no means of production. It is important to mention here that the ratio of the
value of means of production to the value of all assets was very low in the village,
only 2.2 per cent, signifying that capital investment in agriculture was very low.

NAYANAGAR

Nayanagar is situated in Samastipur district of northern Bihar, and also lies in
the Northwest Alluvial Gangetic region. It is a big village consisting of 1,205
households, of which 348 households were surveyed by PARI in a stratified random
sample. Nayanagar is a village where the social and economic hierarchies are fully
enmeshed. It presents a coexistence of modern machinery, mechanisation
techniques, and cropping practices (controlled and executed by Bhumihar
households), along with continuity of subsistence-based manual cropping practices
(carried on by Dalit households). Households from the top socio-economic classes
control all the means of production including, but not limited to, land. Several forms
of labour control practices are still prevalent in the village through land and credit.
The landed households lease out small parcels of land on a sharecropping basis to
attached or non-attached labourers, in exchange for assured labour during the peak
season.

Total ownership holding in the village is 2,040 acres and total operational holding, 1,814
acres.'* A large chunk of the crop area is low-lying land, where, due to water-logging,
kharif crops cannot be grown; therefore, most of the cultivation happens during the

'* The biggest landlord of the village reported that he has leased out 197 acres of land to 60-70 households from
neighbouring villages. The details of the tenants and rents are not available.
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rabi season. The principal crops grown in the village are maize, wheat, sugarcane,
and rice. Bhumihars are the dominant caste in Nayanagar. The proportion of the
population made up by Bhumihars and other forward castes was 25 per cent, while
34 per cent of all households were Dalit, 31 per cent of households belonged to
Extremely Backward Classes (EBC), and 10 per cent of households were from the
Backward Classes (BC).

Traditional land and caste-based relations have a strong hold on Nayanagar (see case
studies below). The population share of the Bhumihars is around 20 per cent, but they
own more than 95 per cent of the agricultural land in the village with a few households
claiming the lion’s share. The extreme inequality in land ownership is the primary
factor that governs socio-political and economic relations between the landed and
the landless.

In this village, the class of “big landlords” is identified by a labour ratio of zero and
ownership holding of 40 acres and above. All seven big landlords are Bhumihars.
Their historical claim of being Brahmans keeps them away from manual labour
operations. They combine tenancy and self-cultivation on their ownership holdings.
Self-cultivation was done using hired labour or long-term labour, or both. All the
households in this class extracted rents from various strata of cultivators and
manual workers who leased in parts of their lands. Four of the seven households
have hired long-term labour either to perform agricultural tasks or to operate
machinery. Even though long-term hiring of labour was common among these
households, a major share of the labour for crop production came from the wage-
labour market.

To identify the peasantry, an important indicator is the labour ratio. The members of
peasant households engage in their own cultivation, participate in the wage-labour
market (more prevalent among the lower sections of the peasantry), and also hire in
labour during the peak agricultural season. In Nayanagar, this pattern of labour
does not hold, however, as these agrarian households cannot be classified as either
big landlords or manual workers. In the case of these households, it is imperative to
understand their cultural and economic position in society. Most of them are
Bhumihars or Brahmans, the ritually dominant castes in Bihar. Because of
brahmanical notions of purity, Bhumihars and Brahmans, particularly from
economically better-off households, do not engage in manual operations. They
neither do manual work for their own cultivation nor sell their labour power in the
wage-labour market. Recent field studies have reiterated and highlighted the strong
relationship between caste status and agricultural work, especially in the case of
Bhumihars in Bihar. The self-perception of Bhumihars is of being owners of land
who do not perform any manual agricultural work (Nandan and Santhosh 2019). In
fact, a recent field study demonstrates that they do not view agriculture as kaam
(work), or as a productive vocation or occupation; they describe themselves as
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“unemployed” even when they supervise agricultural work on their own land (kaam
karana) — which is considered appropriate for their caste status (Kantor 2020).

In Nayanagar, use of the peasant class category hardly seems appropriate, given
that the labour ratio is close to zero for all households that might be so described.
As mentioned above, land ownership in this village historically has been exclusively
with the Bhumihar caste, and they do not participate in any form of manual work
in crop production. So, technically, they cannot be categorised as peasants. For
purposes of class definition with regard to this village, therefore, we have used the
term “cultivator” A working definition of such “cultivators” can be as follows:
they own and operate land, they have means of production and derive a major
share of household income from crop production, but they do not engage in any
manual work in crop production. Household members of this class of cultivators
perform the roles of managers and supervisors in crop production. As discussed
earlier, this class of cultivators manifest the characteristics of the class of grihast as
proposed by Chakravarti (2001). Within the broad category of “cultivators,” the
criterion of total value of assets is used to differentiate their positions. Based on the
village-specific distribution of value of asset ownership, cultivators are divided into
four classes:

Cultivator 1: Total asset value more than Rs one crore.

Cultivator 2: Total asset value less than Rs one crore but more than Rs 50 lakh.
Cultivator 3: Total asset value less than Rs 50 lakh but more than Rs 25 lakh.
Cultivator 4: Total asset value less than Rs 25 lakh.

About 80 per cent of cultivator households in Nayanagar belonged to the Bhumihar
caste. The average size of operational holdings was 12.8 acres. The average labour
ratio of all the cultivator classes was 0.78. All 64 households classified in the top
three cultivator classes were Bhumihar. The average labour ratio of the Bhumihar
households in the top three cultivator classes was merely 0.07. On operational
holdings, the average number of family labour days was just 15 as compared to 366
hired labour days for the top three cultivator classes. Moreover, apart from using
daily-wage labour, they hired long-term workers to do agricultural labour and
operate agricultural machinery. For instance, eight out of 14 Cultivator 1 households
and 18 out of 26 Cultivator 2 households hired long-term workers (see Case Study 3
to understand the nature of attachment of long-term workers). Moreover, nobody
from these households participated in agricultural and non-agricultural wage-labour
markets. In terms of rent exploitation, 36 per cent of Cultivator 1 households and 38
per cent of Cultivator 2 households had earned rental income from land and
machinery.
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We have classified manual workers in the village into two classes.

Manual workers: with operational holding and diversified income sources: Households
whose major source of income is manual wage-earning, but who also have small
operational holdings and/or earn small incomes from other sources (such as animal
husbandry, old age pension, etc.).

Manual workers: without operational holding: These are households whose major
source of income is manual wages from agricultural or non-agricultural labour.

In the analysis of data for Nayanagar, as for Katkuian, households with migrants were
considered as households with two nodes, and the income and labour of the migrant
workers were incorporated into the household economy. In this village, at least one
member from 540 households (531 manual worker households and nine Cultivator 4
households) migrated to obtain informal employment. Migration was multi-
directional, with workers having migrated as far away as Gujarat to the west,
Assam to the east, Jammu to the north, and Bangalore to the south. The most
important destination, however, was Delhi - the site of work for 300 workers —
followed by Kolkata, Asansol and Assam.

All other households were classified into other categories based on their major source
of earning, as discussed previously.

Based on the above framework, about 76 per cent of all households in the village
belonged to the agrarian classes. Among these agrarian classes, 61 per cent belonged
to the classes of manual workers with operational holding and without operational
holding. Only 16 per cent of households constituted the classes of landlords and
cultivators. In the case of non-agrarian classes, out of 288 households, 122
households or 42 per cent households constituted the class of remittance/pension-
holders. The size of the class of salaried person/s was very small.

The axes of socio-economic class and caste overlapped quite strongly in the village.
There was no representation of Scheduled Caste (SC), BC-1/EBC, and BC-2/BC
among big landlords and the top three classes of cultivators (Table 6). On the other
hand, SC, BC-1/EBC, and BC-2/BC were over-represented in the classes of manual
workers, with 79 per cent of SC households, 78 per cent of BC-1/EBC households,
and 75 per cent of BC-2/BC households belonging to these classes. The
representation of other castes in the classes of manual workers was just 4.4 per cent
of all manual worker households, and the majority of them belonged to the
Bhumihar caste. The participation of Bhumihars in the wage-labour market can
be considered as an aberration, brought about by poverty or due to the
subdivision of landed property over generations that made crop production
economically unviable.
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Table 6 Distribution of households by socio-economic class and caste, Nayanagar, 2012, in

numbers
Socio-economic class Scheduled  BC-1/  BC-2/  Other  Total
Caste (SC) EBC BC

Big landlords 7 7

Cultivator 1 14 14

Cultivator 2 27 27

Cultivator 3 23 23

Cultivator 4 10 5 13 85 113

Manual workers: with operational 66 61 11 11 149
holding

Manual workers: without operational 258 234 76 22 589
holding

Artisan work and work at traditional 18 15 5 7 46
caste calling

Business activity/Self-employed 13 22 10 27 73

Remittances/Pensions 44 32 1 40 117

Rent/Moneylending 0 0 14 14

Salaried person/s 3 5 25 33

All households 412 376 116 301 1205

Source: PARI survey data.

Table 7 Land ownership by socio-economic class and caste category, Nayanagar, 2012, in

acres
Socio-economic class Scheduled  BC-1/ BC-2/  Other  Total
Caste (SC)  EBC BC

Big landlords 661.4 661.4

Cultivator 1 329.9 329.9

Cultivator 2 301.5 301.5

Cultivator 3 118.5 118.5

Cultivator 4 8.8 0.7 202.4 211.9

Manual workers: with operational 0.9 11.9 1.4 15.9 30.2
holding

Manual workers: without operational 0.3 0.5 0.8
holding

Artisan work and work at traditional 0.2 0.5 0.6
caste calling

Business activity/Self-employed 0.7 35.9 36.6

Remittances/Pensions 1.9 19.7 2.6 155.1 179.3

Rent/Moneylending 63.7 63.7

Salaried person/s 2.7 90.2 92.9

All households 3.3 44.2 4.7 1975.1 2027.3

Source: PARI survey data.
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One of the important markers of class power in the village was control over agricultural
land (Table 7). Only 16 per cent of all households controlled 80 per cent of ownership
holdings. More specifically, 21 households (belonging to big landlords and Cultivator 1
classes) out of 1205 households (constituting less than 2 per cent of all households)
controlled 49 per cent of ownership holdings. Furthermore, the top four surplus
appropriator classes (namely, big landlords, Cultivator 1, Cultivator 2, and
Cultivator 3) controlled around 70 per cent of ownership holdings of land, and
they all belonged to the Bhumihar caste. The SC, BC-1/BC, and BC-2/BC
households, who constituted 75 per cent of the entire population of the village,
owned just 3 per cent of agricultural land. Such a high degree of inequality in
landholding implies immense social and economic power for the Bhumihar caste in
the village society.

Similar to the concentration of land ownership, the means of production were also
controlled by four agrarian classes (big landlords, Cultivator 1, Cultivator 2, and
Cultivator 3), with 86 per cent of the total value of means of production controlled
by 16 per cent of all households (Table 8). The big landlords owned around 27 per
cent of the total value of means of production, averaging Rs 6,97,053 per household.
As we move down the class ladder, ownership of means of production per
household declines. In aggregate terms, the value of means of production was just
1.3 per cent of the total value of all kinds of assets, showing that land was by far the
most valuable asset owned by the households.

Table 8 Ownership of assets and means of production by socio-economic class, Nayanagar,
2012

Socio-economic class Value of means
Value of Assets of production

Total Per cent Total Per cent

Big landlords 579389457 42 4879371 27
Cultivator 1 170485463 12 3716474 21
Cultivator 2 158995318 11 1503798 8
Cultivator 3 105322212 8 2229607 13
Cultivator 4 104823385 8 3115101 18
Manual workers: with operational holding 22745491 2 14899 0
Manual workers: without operational holding 28947639 2 2551 0
Artisan work and work at traditional caste calling 9969680 1 NA NA
Business activity/Self-employed 28039935 2 99495 1
Rent/moneylending 32512583 2 1716945 10
Salaried person/s 39583285 3 128898 1
Remittances/Pensions 109625860 8 383763 2
All households 1390440308 100 17790901 100

Source: PARI survey data.
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Case Study 1

Interlocking of Land, Labour, and Credit

MKS is the head of a landlord household. His grandfather owned 175 acres of agricultural
land in the village. Before the abolition of zamindari in 1948 his grandfather had revenue
collection rights over nearly 2,000 acres."> Some of those lands were sold in the wake of
the Bihar Land Reforms (Fixation of Ceiling Area and Acquisition of Surplus Land) Act,
1961. MKS’s father was an advocate in Samastipur, and not very involved in the man-
agement of land. After MKS completed an undergraduate degree from Muzaffarpur, his
father asked him to settle down in the village and manage the land. At the time, most of
their land (109 acres) had been leased out on share-rent. His father sold off some more
land to comply with the provisions of the Land Ceiling Act. After his father’s death and
when he was still young, MKS reclaimed the land and reorganised land relationships.
At present he owns a total of around 80 acres and a pond of four acres. Of this, he has
leased out 14 acres of land, and self-operates approximately 66 acres. He has given about
0.873 acre each to six persons to cultivate on sharecropping contracts, and all these
households provide him labour. In some of these contracts, the land is given for the
cultivation of specific crops, depending on MKS’s needs.

MKS referred to these labouring households as his “bandhua mazdoor™® or attached
labour. All members of these households including women and children have to work on
his land whenever he needs them. He specifically mentioned that in tasks like planting of
maize and sugarcane, or weeding, all the women from the tenant households are
mobilised to work on the land. According to him, these workers are paid a usual daily
wage. He pointed out that the purpose of additionally giving the land on “bataai” or
sharecropping was to ensure that they remained as bandhua. Through the interview he
referred to himself as raja (king) and his workers/tenants as praja (subjects).

MKS pointed out that the fields are guarded by Paswan families that have historically
been responsible for this task. One person from each such family — typically the
senjormost male — works as a guard. If this person should leave the village, the family
must identify another male member who will shoulder the responsibility. The entire
family was not allowed to migrate; if they did so, they risked forfeiture of their homestead
land and property (typically provided by him or other Bhumihar households). He told us
that they were obliged to provide him this service; in return he gives them the right to
harvest for themselves the crop of 0.02 acre of land.

MKS has five long-term workers. One of them had started working for his family as a
young boy and is now about 80 years old. He used to look after their animals until about
five years ago and now supervises cultivation. In addition to being paid Rs 600 per month,
this particular labourer has been given 0.873 acre of land to cultivate.

Another long-term worker’s family has been given the responsibility of managing his
animals. For this, they are paid Rs 600 per month and 0.873 acre of land to cultivate. This
family is responsible for providing all services involved in maintaining the animals. In
addition, two persons are employed for household chores: an adult belonging to the
Bhansiya Brahman caste works as a cook, and a young girl of about nine years of age does
various domestic chores. The cook is paid Rs 600 per month and is given 0.873 acre of land
to cultivate. The young girl receives food and clothing, but no money wage.

!5 Tn 1947, the Government of Bihar passed Zamindari Abolishment Act, 1947. The Act was amended in 1948 and it
became Bihar Zamindari Abolishment Act, 1948. In 1950, Bihar assembly passed Bihar Land Reform Act, 1950.
!¢ These families have been attached labourers of the landlord’s household for generations.
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Two encounters that a PARI survey team witnessed between the landlord and poorer
residents of the village will illustrate the nature of semi-feudal relationships of patronage
that characterise landlordism in Nayanagar. While we were conducting our interview,
two women came to ask for wages. They stood on the side with covered faces and spoke in
near-whispers — speaking loudly was against form — and without directly looking at
MKS. He told them that someone from their family had borrowed money from him
which hadn’t yet been paid back. It was not he who owed them money, but they who
owed him, he said. When they then told him that it was not them who had borrowed the
money, he shouted at them saying he was busy and that they should leave.

A little later during the interview, three men came to repay a part of the loan that they had
borrowed from the landlord. Two of them waited at a distance, while one person seated
himself on the floor in front of us and waited. After a while, he requested the landlord’s
attention. The landlord stared hard at him; the villager immediately apologised for
speaking first. The landlord replied, “ Praja makes mistakes and the raja pardons the praja.
Praja again makes the mistake, raja again pardons. And this is how it goes. The important
thing is for the praja to realise their mistake.” Then the other two men were called; they
came and handed over the money. The landlord gave the money to his tractor driver and
asked him to count. The money (Rs 20,000) was counted and given back to MKS. The
borrower took out a piece of paper on which he wrote the sum of Rs. 20,000 he paid back.
He then pleaded for some more time to repay the rest of the loan of Rs 40,000. At this
point, the landlord declared that he wanted the money by June 30, 2012, which was 10
days away. The borrower once again pleaded for time, saying that he may not be able to
arrange so much by the 30th, and that there might be a shortfall of about Rs 5,000. At this,
the landlord raised his voice and said that if he did not pay on time, the other Kisan Credit
Card loan he had taken from the bank would be charged extra interest. Therefore, they
must ensure that the money is returned in time.

Case Study 2

Historical State Patronage and Violence: The Making of a Village Ruler

This landlord household owns around 350 acres of agricultural land, with litchi and
mango orchards. Half its lands are leased out and the other half is managed by around 25
long-term Dalit attached workers. The household owns modern agricultural machinery,
some of it rarely seen in Bihar’s agrarian economy. With state support, the landlord has
been marketing high-value fruit and vegetables in up-market metropolitan cities of India
and abroad. He is considered to be a progressive farmer, and has won several prestigious
awards. He has also been honoured as “best farmer” by the Indian Council of Agricultural
Research (ICAR), and was made part of the Litchi Board and of Niti Aayog. At the same
time, this household has many attached workers, most of them working for generations.
There are CCTV cameras in the Dalit hamlet where their workers stay.

In the sphere of politics and governance, the household has almost absolute control over
the village. Village-level institutions, such as the panchayat and Primary Agricultural
Credit Society (PACS) are under its control. It has the power to set the wages for different
agricultural operations in and around the village. Reports suggest that, in the past, this
family was involved in physical violence over land disputes.

The present generation of the family has had the benefits of good-quality higher edu-
cation. The current head of the household completed his post-graduation from the
University of Delhi; one of his siblings and his spouse are practising surgeons in Mumbai.
They have land and other real estate investments in cities such as Patna and Samastipur.
However, under the patronage of the state, the landlord continues to run his empire in the
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village, where new and modern means of production co-exist with means of surplus
extraction and labour relations that are old and feudal in nature.

Case Study 3

A Long-Term Worker

This is a description of the life of a person from a landless Paswan household. The head of
the household is a long-term worker of the landlord household, looking after the land-
lord’s 23 animals. His normal working hours are from 4 am in the morning to 9 pm at
night; sometimes, however, he has to work one or two additional hours. He also has to
provide other labour services. He has been working for the landlord for 18 years. At the
time of our survey his salary was Rs 1,500 per month, but he did not receive it regularly.
He had to ask for it whenever he was in need of money. He was not sure of how much
salary was due to him or of his annual earnings, and the landlord never showed him any
accounts. In the early years of his service, the salary used to be paid to him so irregularly
that he left the village and went to Karnal without informing the landlord. He stayed there
for three months. The landlord then asked him to come back, promising to pay his salary
regularly. The landlord has been reluctant to increase his salary. Whenever he asks for an
increment, the landlord gives him a oral assurance and says, “Hum hai na, tumko kuch
nahi hone denge (I am here and I will not let anything happen to you).” No help was
forthcoming, however, when the respondent needed a large amount of money for
medical treatment for members of his household. Instead, the landlord always asked him
to take loans from others and the respondent ended up borrowing money at very high
rates of interest. He also told us that when his wife was once seriously ill and he had asked
the landlord for money, he was refused. He then had to borrow Rs 9,000 at an interest rate
of 60 per cent per annum. After this incident, he never again asked the landlord for money
other than for his salary.

The respondent said that he wished to leave his job, but he did not have the courage to
cope with the retaliation that might follow. He feared that he might have to face alle-
gations such as stealing from his employer’s house. He also feared that the landlord might
prevent members of his household from using his land for defecation, which would cause
enormous inconvenience as a considerable stretch of land behind the respondent’s house
belonged to the landlord. The respondent and his brothers owned a plot of 0.23 acre, but
during the previous land survey, the landlord’s manager had given them land documents
for just 0.04 acre of land to be used as a homestead site. Further, we saw at the time of the
interview that the landlord had ploughed the plot of land just behind the respondent’s
house.

This labourer was allotted a house under the Indira Awas Yojana (IAY) scheme, but he
received only Rs 12,000 out of the allocated amount of Rs 20,000. He could not, therefore,
complete construction of his house. The respondent also wanted to register for a job card
under the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA), but he was prevented
from doing so.

The respondent’s young son had worked in the landlord’s litchi orchard. The working
hours were long: he would be picked up from his house at 4 am in the morning by the
landlord’s manager and he worked till 7 pm at litchi-plucking. However, neither he nor
his father had any idea about the wages he would be paid for this work. Often the
payment for litchi-plucking was tied to the harvesting of maize, so that those working in
the litchi orchard were paid only if they also worked in the maize fields. The respondent’s
son had not gone for work out of fear, as just two days earlier his friend was beaten by the
supervisor of the litchi orchard. The respondent also reported that previously workers
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used to receive dry maize plants and other straw for use as fuel, but the landlord of late
had stopped providing any such wage-goods.

Adult workers are also subject to physical assaults and verbal abuse from the landlord.
The respondent recalled one such incident. The landlord had purchased a new milch cow
and asked the workers about the quantity of milk it produced. None of them could answer
him, at which point the landlord started beating up the workers. As a result, they left the
place and never returned to work. However, the respondent said that the landlord had
never beaten him, though he had abused him several times.

At the time of our interview, the respondent had been on leave for a month because he
was suffering from kala azar, and would not get any salary for this period. Despite ill
health, however, for the last eight days he had been going to the landlord’s house for
dressing the wound of a cow. No payment would be made for his service during this
period, he said.

The respondent stated that he was tired of working for the landlord and given a chance,
he would migrate out of the village. He was even prepared to leave the village for good.
Overall, this is a very poor, assetless household of tied labour. All the members of the
household look frail and the children malnourished. The respondent himself is very weak
and cannot walk normally. He has incurred a substantial amount of debt for the medical
treatment of his family members. The only ray of hope for him lies in his children, who go
to school regularly and whose education the respondent is very serious about.

Discussion

This paper explores the agrarian structure in two study villages of Bihar through caste,
class, and landholding, and shows that the interrelationship among the three variables
is high. The findings of our field survey of the two villages depict, on the one hand, a
continuity of surplus extraction from tenancy relations and exploitation of different
forms of labour, and on the other hand, significant penetration of markets and the
introduction of modern machinery.

Sharma and Rodgers (2015), based on a longitudinal study of the villages of Bihar over
three decades, concluded that feudal relations — of the interlocking of labour, land, and
indebtedness, and relations such as attached labour — had largely disappeared. Sahay
(2020) too concluded that landlordism has disappeared from rural Bihar based on two
factors: first, a heavy decline in surplus extraction from land in the form of rent through
leasing out; secondly, near-disappearance of institutions of attached labour.

Landlordism, however, “is not just an economic category, but social and political as
well” (E. M. S. Namboodiripad, cited in Ramachandran 2011). We should not
conclude that a shift away from the practice of large-scale leasing out of land means
that landlordism has disappeared. An agrarian structure persists in which a few
households derive their power from land, and control the social, political and
economic affairs of the village. Evidence from our study shows stark inequality in
terms of land ownership and other means of production in the two villages. In both
villages, the top class in the socio-economic class hierarchy owns 42 per cent of
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village assets. In Nayanagar, the biggest landlord reported having leased out 197 acres
to innumerable tenants. In Katkuian also, absentee landlords owned a large chunk of
land mostly controlled by persons who had worked as their managers before.

As the data show, more than 60 per cent of households belonged to classes of manual
workers, most of them engaged primarily in wage work in agricultural and
non-agricultural activities within the village or outside. Our survey also shows the
prevalence of three kinds of long-term labour contracts, and confirms the
persistence of economic and non-economic coercion in labour relations. First, there
were long-term labour contracts to operate machines or manage the farms of big
landowners. These were usually seasonal or annual contracts, and the mode of
payment was monetary.

Secondly, in another arrangement, the big landowner households employed workers
to guard cropped land. In exchange a landowner granted the worker a piece of
homestead land and a small parcel of agricultural land. A minuscule portion of the
total production from the agricultural land guarded by the worker was also given to
the worker (the modal share was 1:40). In this arrangement, the length of the
contract and the kinds of work expected of the worker were not defined. The worker
had to provide all kinds of labour services and had to be available all the time for
work. This also entails long term bondage for the worker households over
generations as refusal to provide labour services can lead to eviction from their
homestead land. We found this arrangement in Nayanagar.

Thirdly, if a household was in urgent need of money and asked a landed household for
money, it had to repay a loan in the form of labour. Credit was given mainly to ensure
labour availability in the peak agricultural season. Working males from indebted
households could not go out of the village without permission till the debt was
repaid in full. In this arrangement, the daily wage — set at Rs 50 less than the
prevailing wage rate — was adjusted as a deduction from the debt. The contract
continued to be valid till the debt was fully repaid. This kind of contract was
prevalent mainly in Katkuian, where migration of agricultural labour to Punjab
during the peak agricultural season is common and has been going on for almost 50
years.

Although the first kind of arrangement could be deemed a monetised capitalist
long-term labour contract, it is clear that it involves extra-economic pressure and
non-economic and unpaid work obligations (see Case Study 3). The second and
third kind of long-term contracts surely represent forms of attached labour. With
single-point data we cannot arrive at a conclusion regarding the direction of
landlordism in the study villages; however, what we observed was its persistence.

Acknowledgments: We would like to thank the FAS team, particularly Rakesh Kumar
Mahato, for preparing data for the paper. We thank V. K. Ramachandran for his

Bihar Villages: Class Structure | 63



comments and suggestions. We are particularly grateful to John Harriss whose com-
ments and suggestions have improved the paper greatly.

REFERENCES

Chakravarti, Anand (2001), “Caste and Agrarian Class: A View from Bihar,” Economic and
Political Weekly, vol. 36, no. 17, pp. 1449-1462.

Chandramohan, C. (1998), “Political Economy of Agrarian Conflicts in India,” Economic and
Political Weekly, vol. 33, no. 41, pp. 2647-2653.

Chaudhry, P. K. (1988), “Agrarian Unrest in Bihar: A Case Study of Patna District 1960-1984,
Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 23, no. 1-2, pp. 51-56.

Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI(M)) (2016), “Report of Study Group on Agrarian
Classes,” The Marxist, vol. 32, no. 2, Apr-Jun, http://cpim.org/sites/default/files/marxist/201602-
marxist-studynotes-agrarian-classes.pdf

Das, Arvind N. (1983), Agrarian Unrest and Socio-economic Change: 1900-1980, Manohar
Publishers, Delhi.

Das, Arvind N. (1984), “Class in Itself, Caste for Itself: Social Articulation in Bihar,” Economic
and Political Weekly, vol. 19, no. 37, pp. 1616—1619.

Gonzalez, Nancie L. Solien (1960), “Family and Household in the Caribbean,” Social and
Economic Studies, 9, pp 101-106.

Kantor, H. S. (2020), “Locating the Farmer: Ideologies of Agricultural Labor in Bihar, India,”
Anthropology of Work Review, vol. 41, no. 2, pp. 97-107.

Louis, Prakash (2000), “Class War Spreads to New Areas,” Economic and Political Weekly,
June 24, pp. 2206-2211.

Nandan, A., and Santhosh, R. (2019), “Exploring the Changing Forms of Caste-Violence: A
Study of Bhumihars in Bihar, India,” European Journal of Cultural and Political Sociology, vol. 6,
no. 4, pp. 421-47.

Prasad, Pradhan H. (1987), “Towards a Theory of Transformation of Semi-Feudal Agriculture,”
Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 22, no. 31, pp. 1287-1290.

Prasad, Pradhan H. (1979), “Caste and Class in Bihar,” Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 14,
no. 7-8, pp. 481-4384.

Prasad, Pradhan H. (1975), “Agrarian Unrest and Economic Change in Rural Bihar: Three Case
Studies,” Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 10, no. 24, pp. 931-937.

Ramachandran, V. K. (2011), “The State of Agrarian Relations in India Today,” The Marxist, 27
(1-2), pp. 51-89.

Ramachandran, V. K. (2019), “Aspects of the Proletarianisation of the Peasantry in India,” in A.
Narayanamoorthy, R. V. Bhavani, and R. Sujatha (eds), Whither Rural India? Political Economy
of Agrarian Transformation in Contemporary India: A Festschrift for Venkatesh B. Athreya,
Tulika Books, New Delhi, pp. 69-83.

64 | Review of Agrarian Studies vol. 12, no. 1



Sahay, G. (2020), “Bihar Landlessness and Agrarian Inequality without Landlordism: Caste,
Class and Agrarian Structure,” Economic and Political Weekly, August 22.

Sharma, Alakh, and Rodgers, Gerry (2015), “Structural Change in Bihar’s Rural Economy:
Findings from a Longitudinal Study,” Economic and Political Weekly, December 26.

3%

Sinha, Arun (1977), “Class War, not ‘Atrocities against Harijans’,” Economic and Political
Weekly, vol. 12, no. 50, pp. 2037-2039.

Sinha, Arun (1978a), “Class War in Bhojpur-1,” Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 13, no. 1,
pp. 10-12.

Sinha, Arun (1978b), “Class War in Bhojpur-II,” Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 13, no. 3,
pp. 90-92.

Sinha, Arun (1978c), “Advancing Class Interests in the Name of Caste,” Economic and Political
Weekly, vol. 13, no. 16, pp. 675-676.

Thakur, Jawahar, Bose, Manik L., Hossain, Mahabub, and Janaiah, A. (2000), “Rural Income
Distribution and Poverty in Bihar: Insights from Village Studies,” Economic and Political
Weekly, vol. 35, no. 52-53, pp. 4657—4663.

Wiest, R. (1973), “Wage-Labor Migration and the Household in a Mexican Town,” Journal of
Anthropological Research, 29 (3), pp. 180—209.

Date of submission of manuscript: October 23, 2021
Date of acceptance for publication: June 18, 2022

Bihar Villages: Class Structure | 65



	Outline placeholder
	IntroductionThis article aims to conceptualise and identify the socio-economic classes in two study villages located in nor ...
	Conceptualisation of Class in Studies of BiharCaste and agrarian class relations have long been debated in Bihar, perhaps b ...
	Framework for Socio-economic Classification of HouseholdsIn this article we try to identify different socio-economic classe ...
	Socio-economic Classes in the Two Study VillagesClass, caste, and landholding are the three most significant variables in d ...
	KatkuianKatkuian is located in Bagaha II block of West Champaran district, in north Bihar. The agro-climatic region is that ...
	NayanagarNayanagar is situated in Samastipur district of northern Bihar, and also lies in the Northwest Alluvial Gangetic r ...
	DiscussionThis paper explores the agrarian structure in two study villages of Bihar through caste, class, and landholding,  ...
	References


