
R E S E A R C H A R T I C L E

Rentiers and Contractors:
The Future of Agrarian Bangladesh

Part 1: The Agrarian Transition since Liberation

Geof Wood*

Abstract: This is the first of a two-part paper tracking agrarian change in

Bangladesh, especially since its liberation in 1971. Part 1 briefly traces agrarian

relations in the East Bengal delta from the Permanent Settlement in 1793, in

order to establish the legacy of colonial feudalism for the social structure of the

region, a legacy partially shared with West Bengal and across the Bengal

Presidency more widely. This legacy of sub-infeudation via a hierarchy of

revenue-collecting tenure holders and petty landlords receiving rents from

occupancy tenants (the peasantry) acted as a depressor upon agricultural

productivity, thus setting the conditions for food insecurity and famine. This

understanding, however, is distorted by the “liberation narrative” that dominated

western scholarship, of a nation of small farmers that was exploited and stayed

underdeveloped during the Pakistan period. This small farmer narrative was

aided by action-research during the 1960s that started a programme of small

farmer cooperatives in the Dhaka–Cumilla belt, a region of high soil fertility, a

dense population, with minifundist or small farm holdings. In order to enhance

food security post-liberation, the intent of the state was to extend the small

farmer model to the rest of the country. This approach ignored the emerging

evidence of the capture of cooperatives by the rich, as it did the larger context of

quasi-feudalism and widespread landlessness in rural Bangladesh. The paper

introduces the notion of “squared fragmentation” with plots, not just land area,

divided between inheriting sons, inhibiting consolidation and thereby also

inhibiting methods to optimise new technologies, especially mechanisation and

the introduction of new, higher-yielding rice varieties (irri-boro). These conditions

set the scene for the intrusion of capital into agriculture via contract farming,

opening up the possibility of landholders becoming rentiers on plots operated by

other stakeholders rather than themselves becoming commercial farmers. This

proposition is explored further in Part 2, suggesting that Bangladesh represents a

distinctive model of agrarian reform in contrast to more familiar land reform

measures elsewhere in the subcontinent.
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INTRODUCTION

In December 2021, Bangladesh celebrated 50 years of its liberation from its
post-colonial status as East Pakistan. This paper, in two parts, considers the
country’s agrarian transition over this period. Bangladesh remains dominated by
agriculture despite the rapid growth in urbanisation and some diversification of the
economy. It continues to face the challenge of food security that has arisen from its
environmental vulnerability as a deltaic floodplain, from the political economy of
colonial exploitation, and from its history as a nation of famine on account of a
genocidal war. However, much has changed and indeed improved.

The paper aims to advance a thesis about the disarticulation of the Bangladesh farm
along with earlier agrarian class relations, and the rearticulation of the agrarian
system through services and capital investment (entailing both “rurbanisation” and
new forms of class relations and participation). The pursuit of this argument, in Part
2 of the paper, builds on an analysis of post-liberation agrarian history, which is the
focus of Part 1 (Adnan 1999). Overall, the paper can be considered as applying a
depeasantisation thesis to Bangladesh (Araghi 1995; McMichael 2012).

The paper across both parts pursues a particular thesis. It does so keeping in view three
possible agrarian trajectories. One is that there will be the continuation of a nation of
small, petty commodity farmers, with some shift from subsistence motivation towards
increasing net marketable surplus. I suggest that most commentators continue to
maintain this working assumption of the small-scale family farm as the object of
any reforms.1 The second possibility is that Bangladesh agriculture will be
dominated increasingly by large-scale commercialised farming, as corporate
interests dispossess the peasantry. A third possibility is that we will see a more
contextualised hybrid in which the present family farms become a “rentier”2 class of
small landholders, having in effect handed over their scattered plots to agriculture
service contractors acting commercially and capturing most of the gains from the

1 I recently participated in a Roundtable on “Bangladesh Agriculture: Looking to the Future’ (January 2022)
organised in The Netherlands by Wageningen University with the Ministry of Agriculture, Bangladesh, in
which this key assumption was prevalent.
2 The term “rentier” is deliberately used as a challenge to its normal connotation as a socially superior rent
receiver, indicating a switch of role for even relatively small landholders from being cultivators to de facto
receivers of rent (usually in the form of crop shares) from service contractors after deducting their own costs. It
is akin to the phenomenon of reverse leasing, in which a poorer landholder leases out his land to a richer
tenant, the former being unable to afford the costs of its cultivation, while the latter can.
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enhanced productivity of such “consolidated” land use. This third scenario is my
hypothesis, one which I have been tracking since the 1990s (Wood 1991 and 1999a).

The context for this argument is a growing rural non-farm sector3 comprising
expanding agricultural services connected to technical innovations in cultivation
alongside more diversification away from field crops and towards horticultural
crops, major (meat and dairy) and minor (poultry/eggs) livestock, and, especially,
inland culture fisheries.4 The latter accounted for 21.8 per cent of total fish
production in the late 1980s, and for 54.5 per cent by 2013 (World Bank 2013). The
earlier Green Revolution initiated a demand for inputs (variable and fixed –
especially irrigation) and services, entailing new supply chains and rural
interventions via dealerships for hybrid seeds, machinery (irrigation pump sets,5

power tillers and post-harvest equipment), chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and
repair and maintenance services. As explored further in Part 2, in agricultural
“system” terms, the farm is losing its pre-eminence to services and other activities,
which are also increasingly shifting from public to private hands.6 The returns to
agriculture are therefore shifting within the overall system from “farmers” to other
players. These trends have also heralded new external flows of liquidity: initially
through public subsidies7, but later via private credit (including micro-credit for
smaller operators in minor livestock and handicrafts), and strongly from
remittances both internally and from overseas.8

These trends strengthened from the late 1980s, as indicated by a rise in domestic
savings as a percentage of GDP (20 per cent by 2000) and a decline in the
consumption share. And, while agriculture accounted for over 50 per cent of GDP in
the 1970s, this had declined to 13 per cent by 2017 (Bangladesh Economic Review
2020) while retaining significant employment (47 per cent in 2010, declining to 38
per cent by 2020). Over a similar period, industry rose from 15 per cent to 30 per
cent of GDP (though it has declined to 25 per cent more recently), and employment
in services had climbed to 41 per cent by 2020.

It must be obvious to any observer from these headlines that Bangladesh has been on a
rapid and intensive journey of agrarian change during 50 years of its liberation. This
recognition encourages reflection on the important earlier debate about historical

3 See Murshid (2022), chapter 6, on rural non-farm sector.
4 Known as the “Blue” revolution. Also see Lewis, Woo, and Gregory (1996).
5 Between the early 1980s and 1990s, surfacewater irrigation declined in favour of groundwater sources – from 60
per cent to 29 per cent, while irrigation expanded overall from 20 per cent to 36 per cent of the potential irrigable
area.
6 Stimulated by trade liberalisation as a function of structural adjustment leverage from the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund (World Bank 1982), which reduced the prices of mechanised fixed inputs.
7 Though, of course, financing from state banks could also be classified as subsidised due to low interest rates and
tolerated defaults.
8 From the mid-1990s, the flow of external remittances increased enormously. The Economist (2012) estimated
remittances at $1.2 billion in 1995, rising to $13 billion in 2012. More recently the Financial Express in Dhaka
reported a leap to $20 billion in 2020.
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structural “depressors” on agricultural productivity in the subcontinent (originally,
Thorner 1956 and later, specifically for Bengal as a whole, Boyce 1987) and on what
processes have been responsible for lifting them (Harriss 1992 and Leiten 1996 for
West Bengal; Wood 1991 and 1999a for Bangladesh). But the rapidity of change also
prompts an assessment – to which we return in the conclusion to Part 2 – of what
these changes have done for poverty reduction, inequality, and a deeper liberation
of the economy and society from the grip of unaccountable forms of power
expressed through continuing patronage and rent-seeking. This calls for looking
beneath the present headlines about the transforming economy of Bangladesh, to
consider both the “feudal” legacy of East Bengal,9 and the politicised and essentialist
liberation discourse that was designed to reinforce the unity of agrarian East Bengal
as a nation of small farmers, in contrast to the then hierarchical feudalism of Punjab
in West Pakistan. The question must be asked as to whether the “feudal” legacy is at
all compatible with the nationalist small farmer narrative about Bangladesh. The
next two sections of Part 1 engage with this problem.

AGRARIAN LEGACY: QUASI-FEUDALISM AND ANTEDILUVIAN CAPITAL

Rather than the liberation discourse of homogeneity (the claim to there being a nation
of small farmers having a common identity, in contrast to “feudal”West Pakistan), the
clue to appreciating agrarian heterogeneity in Bangladesh lay in a puzzle: why, in the
period 1940–80, did different Marxist parties advance contrasting agendas around
the rural class struggle, and thereby inform the activist post-liberation NGOs in
their respective regional strategies? Some reforming activists focused primarily on
the landholding question, seeking reform either in terms of land redistribution, or
improved security and economic conditions for sharecropping tenants. Others
emphasised the issue of usurious moneylending as the key instrument of class
exploitation, leading to support for institutionalised microcredit with social
collateral and low information costs. Yet others were more concerned about the
landless, seeking variously to improve their participation in agriculture through
wage and remuneration struggles, access to tenancy opportunities, or access to
untitled (khas) land; and to support them in non-agricultural activities in the rural
economy, such as handicrafts, small-scale production, post-harvesting processing
and trading, transportation, and fishing (alternative views discussed in Wood 198110).

In my early work I sought to associate these different analyses and applied approaches
with geographical variations in local conditions of the agrarian structure (Wood 1981).
These showed complex heterogeneity in the patterns of clientelism and personalised
dependencies through which absolute surplus value was extracted. In the preceding

9 See thework of AbuAbdullah and R. Nations (1974). This offered subsequent agrarian analysts a framework of a
quasi-feudal agrarian political economy, deploying Thorner’s analysis for India (pre and post-Partition) of
depressors on land productivity, and developing the case for class-based mobilisation to re-balance the returns
from rural economic activity.
10 Now available online, https://doi.org/10.1080/14672715.1981.10409831
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Mughal and colonial periods, and up to the 1980s, opportunities outside the rural,
predominantly agrarian economy were extremely limited. Local patrons exercised
monopoly power over key resources and opportunities, thereby determining the
livelihoods of everyone else in their localities. But there were important variations
in the relations of production prevailing locally, in which recognition of the
distinctions between revenue and rent, and accumulation via usury, is crucial for
our understanding. “North Bengal,” with its jotedars and toujidars, showed strong
similarities with areas over the border in West Bengal and into Bihar, emanating
from the sub-infeudation of the zamindari system, following from the Permanent
Settlement of 1793. The formal abolition of zamindari prebendary landholding
(1952) left erstwhile landholders (at different levels of sub-infeudation) with large
tracts of better-quality khudkasht land (considered to be in their personal possession
rather than held under prebendary status). Thus, a significant transition occurred
from 1940 to 1980 in landholder rights and conditions of tenure. But sub-infeudation
then extended below the last, most “junior” tenure holder (a toujidar) into the
classes of occupancy tenants (raiyats)11 and their tenants (i.e. under-raiyats and
bataidars or bargadars – sharecroppers). Raiyats, as occupancy tenants, had secure
title in return for being the primary source of revenue, and emerged, after zamindari
reforms, as the significant class of landholders and petty landlords (jotedars), in
parallel with those erstwhile revenue holders with their khudkasht holdings.
However, given the prevailing technological conditions (before the Green
Revolution and mechanisation), various forms of sharecropping (involving different
types of bargadars12) were required below the raiyat/jotedar/ex-toujidar level in
order to manage the land, due to the challenges of direct labour supervision across
scattered plots (Rogaly 1994). Class relations were therefore articulated through
rents, frequently acting as a “depressor” (Thorner 1956) upon investment and
innovation in higher productivity of land and labour.

Outside “North Bengal” the picture across Bangladesh was mixed.13 Certainly, there
were common features, but other climatic conditions intruded to alter the “classic”
North Indian agrarian structure. Uncertainties in coastal areas owing to levels of
downstream flood water and saline tidal intrusion made for lower population
densities with reduced land productivity and more single cropping. In these areas,
while rents continued to be a means of exploitation, patronage through control over
employment and debt also featured strongly. The monsoon-inundated North East
was similar to the coastal areas, partly due to the single-cropped haor14 area that
was reliant upon in-migrant seasonal sharecroppers in the dry season, but also
because of outward rural-to-rural migration for agricultural work and remittances,

11 Jotedars might be considered as the richer echelon of raiyats, primarily landlords over tenants rather than
peasant farmers, with casual sharecroppers on some land and supervising employed labour.
12 Known as bataidar in Hindi and therefore further west, but still in areas of North Bengal.
13 In this context, the expression “North Bengal” refers to inland west and north-west areas of the East Bengal
delta, and inland regions of West Bengal.
14 Haor refers to perennially deep-flooded areas, with a single cereal crop confined to the dry, non-monsoon
season, irrigated mainly via low lift devices from residual pools of water.
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as well as migration further afield in the flood season. Uncertain volatile cropping
seasons also seemed to correlate with higher rural indebtedness.

It should also be noted that East Bengal/East Pakistan was variously disturbed by
Partition. Hindu landlords, especially concentrated in the upper end of the zamindari
system, deserted their estates (in the Barisal region, for example) for India, and
lower-level Muslim landholders quickly moved into the social vacuum, supported by
their musclemen. In other areas, where Muslims were more established as toujidars,
their power remained intact even as they were soon forced to “retreat” to their
khudkasht lands, adjusting their patronage to rents (rather than revenue collection),
moneylending, and more direct control over agricultural employment.

In all these versions of the “quasi-feudal” story,15 class relations were barelymonetised
and labour hardly commoditised, in the sense that the relationship between patron
and client was rarely a single-stranded transaction in a single-period game. The
simple reproduction of class relations through the extraction of absolute rather
than relative surplus value under static technological conditions was a complex
appropriation of labour, characterised by multiple, long-standing ties across the
interlocked domains of rent, labour reward, and debt. It also extended into other
aspects of behavioural control – over religious observance, morals, honour, and
marriage, for example. The intersection between patron and mosque was strong.
Multiple-stranded intrusion into the daily life of subaltern households was normal.

The principle of interlocking is key to understanding how these relationships worked.
Supplicant labour was rewarded daily with food (cooked or raw) distributed by the
employing household. Cash was paid seasonally at harvest times to enable purchase
of essential non-food items. Other household members might also be employed for
post-harvesting and domestic work, usually for food alone. But it is also important
to reflect upon how households became landless and were thus compelled to enter
these multi-dependency relations. They and their ancestors might have been
landholders of some kind, but subsistence pressures – involving debts incurred to
cope with morbidity, shelter, clothing, or shocks – required mortgaging out land,
and so started the downward spiral, ending with pauperisation and clientelism for
survival.16 Interlocking works in other ways too. For example, advance payments
(effectively, loans) to supplicant labour in lean seasons secure their labour services
for below-market rates in high demand seasons.

These agrarian conditions, applying variously to most of East Bengal and heavily
summarised above, remained well into the 1980s and even the 1990s. Their analysis
was part of a well-established debate across the Indian subcontinent about the

15 As distinct from the Cumilla-derived image of the individual quasi-subsistence family farming household (see
below).
16 These relationships and processes prompted me to write “Staying Secure, Staying Poor: The Faustian Bargain”
(Wood 2003). See also Maitrot, Devine, andWood (2021), reporting on life histories of extremely poor households.
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relationship between these relations of production and land/labour productivity in the
context of fragile food security. In short, quasi-feudal agrarian relations were regarded
as a depressor upon risk-taking and entrepreneurship in agriculture, and thus a
constraint on the possibilities of expanded output and yields arising from the
introduction of Green Revolution technologies. Numerous papers in Economic and
Political Weekly during the 1970s and 1980s attest to this point.17

What was thought of as “underdevelopment” during the British and “Punjabi” colonial
periods needs to be connected to the problem of the depressor. Herein lies the key to
understanding the agrarian transition. As I argued earlier (Wood 1981), up to the
early 1980s, the region’s rural class relations were significantly articulated in the
generation of unproductive capital accruing from rents and usury.18 The options to
expand productive capital in East Bengal/East Pakistan were restricted by successive
eras of colonial discrimination in which Bengalis experienced the classic conditions
of “underdeveloping” regions.19 Control over the main cash crop of jute shifted
from the East India Company monopoly, first to British mill owners and traders,
and then, post-1947, to Punjabi control over exports, directing foreign exchange
earnings to investment in the western wing of Pakistan. Other sectors of commercial
expansion (energy, infrastructure, consumer goods) were also dominated by these
external interests and their comprador counterparts in the country. Landlord classes
(jotedars) thus accumulated capital through different means – of intensifying the
rate of absolute surplus value appropriation, involving a combination of rents,
usury, and control over wages and other local prices.

For these rent-receiving classes, their capital did not need to be re-invested
productively with accompanying risk-taking. Instead, further land could be acquired
from which further rents could be accrued. Residences could be expanded, including
city dwellings; sons could be educated in elite schools; wives and retainers
maintained; status-seeking pursuits and lifestyles indulged. While it can be true that
ostentatious spending generates employment (professional and artisanal), it remains
classified as unproductive or antediluvian capital, in the sense of not being
re-invested in upgrading the major means of production through which the capital
is itself accumulated. The relations of class-based accumulation do not change, so
that labour is not really subsumed under capital to enable a rise in its productivity,
and thereby shifting from the extraction of absolute to relative surplus value. This
static process of formal subsumption (or subjugation) of labour under colonial

17 Utsa Patnaik (1972) summarises these positions, but see also Ashok Rudra (1978). In addition, outside the
Economic and Political Weekly, see Adnan (1978, 1999), Alavi (1975), Bhaduri (1974), Bhaumik (1993), Wood
(1973), and Rahman (1989) more specifically for Bengal. In this literature, these semi- or quasi-feudal relations
are understood as having a “depressor” function by removing investment potential from direct cultivators
because of excessive rents and interest, and by reinforcing drudgery-adverse behaviour (Chayanov 1966). The
incentive to commit more labour is limited by crop shares which privilege the returns to landholding over labour.
18 Often referred to in this literature as “antediluvian” capital.
19 I prefer this present continuous term to the static “underdevelopment”.
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capital (Brenner 1977) is commonly described as one of simple rather than extended (or
expanded) social reproduction, and thereby underpins the depressor argument.

However, while simple reproduction may sustain landowning classes for lengthy
periods, there are endogenous limits to this mode of appropriating unproductive
capital due to the parallel monopolies over land and labour by neighbouring
landlords, as well as the pauperisation of dependent clients from whom surplus
value is derived.20 Nothing moves forward, and lives remain fragile. In the case of
emerging, liberated Bangladesh, such reproduction of antediluvian capital was a
disaster, because it removed the prospect of increasing the net marketable surplus in
food to support the growth of other sectors, as well as a growing population – the
food security imperative.

The exogenous innovations associated with Green Revolution technologies,
however, offered a determining opportunity to address these major challenges of
famine and food security, though the changes were not simply linear. Across much
of the Indian subcontinent, these core challenges required public or state
intervention, and changes in incentives for how capital and wealth might be
accumulated. There was more market integration for inputs, including equipment
and fuel. But surface water irrigation had virtually collapsed due to bureaucratic
corruption and incompetence, and land redistributed to the poor via land reform
measures was frequently “reverse leased” as the poor had no access to inputs and
groundwater irrigation.21 In North Bihar and West Bengal for example, landless
Dalit families remained in debt to fund outmigration of family members to
labouring opportunities in areas such as Punjab. The remaining small farmers,
sharecroppers, and labourers in the villages continued as clients of their respective
patrons who controlled access to new, higher productivity inputs via networks with
dealers, police, and other officialdom while diversifying, through family members,
into business and educated employment. In Bangladesh, similar conditions prevailed
into the 1990s, as there were no strong internal growth spots to attract significant
internal migration.

BANGLADESH’S OWN LIBERATION THEOLOGY: A NATION OF SMALL FARMERS?

The history of agrarian East Bengal that I have summarised was however at odds with
an emerging nationalist self-image through the 1950s and 1960s, as the territory’s
regional colonial status within Pakistan was challenged. Nested within the language
movements and student protests was an existentialist proposition contrasting a
small peasantry exploited at the hands of “Punjabi” landed and commercial
interests. The nationalist case was to be advanced through a solidaristic liberation
ideology of a nation of oppressed small farmers.

20 An under-consumptionist argument associated with Rosa Luxemburg.
21 This paragraph relies heavily uponmyownfieldwork inNorth Bihar– initially in the early 1970s and then again
across 1990–91.
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This “nation of small farmers” proposition, very strongly and understandably
associated with the framing of struggle between Bengali primary producers and a
Punjab-dominated West Pakistan, was a powerful mobilising construct – an alliance
in East Pakistan between an oppressed peasantry and a frustrated petty bourgeoisie
(students, civil servants, and urban trading classes) experiencing low, colonially
imposed ceilings on aspirations (Jahan 1973).

However, with its implied homogeneity, this framing did ultimately get in the way of
a proper understanding of agrarian Bangladesh. The distortion was unwittingly
stimulated by the otherwise progressive “Cumilla” initiative from 1959 onwards.22

The research and action-research embedded in the Cumilla programme of farmer
cooperatives, the Krishi Samabaya Samity (KSS), advanced the small peasant or
minifundist image that was projected on to the country as a whole and underpinned
the nationalist stance. The flaw lay in the failure to appreciate the uniqueness of the
Cumilla–Dhaka belt in terms of its topography and crop-carrying capacity, with
double-cropping as a norm and triple-cropping also widespread in the area. This
rich natural resource base for agriculture and horticulture over many decades had
stimulated a greater population density than elsewhere in the country, leading to
what I refer to as “squared fragmentation,”23 and then more intensive cultivation. A
“large” farmer in the belt in the mid-1970s would have no more than five acres, and
there were not many such farmers.

There were four problems in projecting this image of the independent, small,
virtually subsistence-level farmer on the rest of the country (see Abdullah and
Nations 1974). First, it implied, incorrectly, that there were no significant class
divisions in the belt itself, thus constituting a strong social base for inclusive
cooperatives (the KSS). Secondly, the Cumilla domination of agrarian research in
political discourse meant that evidence of variation in this image was insufficiently
revealed at the national level, offering a false looking-glass. Thirdly, the
socio-economic conditions in other parts of the country, especially “North Bengal,”
were almost the opposite of those in the Cumilla–Dhaka belt, with larger holdings,
tenants, and landless agricultural labouring classes. It was more proximate to the
fading zamindari structures, as described above. Fourthly, the extent of landlessness
was only revealed in 1977 by the Januzzi and Peach study (GoB 1977). The earlier
understanding underwent a paradigm shift. Within the rural population of almost 90
per cent, approximately 50 per cent were functionally landless in having less than 10
decimals of land, and therefore living significantly below subsistence unless
employed. Neither the Cumilla experience nor the liberation image of a nation of
small farmer families with shared interests captured the third and fourth points above.

22 This is a reference to what is now the Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development (BARD), which had its
origins, alongside its “twin” in Peshawar, in supporting small farmer livelihoods through institutional and
technological innovations.
23 I have introduced this term because the division of inherited holdings among sons is not just by area but also by
quality (soil type, even minor differences in elevation affecting seasonality and timing of labour inputs, proximity
to irrigation sources and homesteads), so plots themselves are divided, not just distributed.
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We are confronted, therefore, with the “limitations of the special case” in
understanding agrarian Bangladesh well into the 1990s. The founding assumptions
of what became known as the “Cumilla model” were overprivileged in the
formation of an agricultural and rural development strategy for the whole country,
which continued to construct the idea of the small and marginal Bangladeshi farmer
as the primary agricultural actor in the country.

Taking the first problem noted above, the evidence from the Cumilla–Dhaka belt was
itself misleading in assuming insignificant class divisions in the belt. Anthropologists
like Bertocci (1972 and 1977) working alongside the Cumilla Academy during the 1960s
had pointed out some divisions through the notions of structural fragmentation
and “cyclical kulakism”24 – essentially a churning of fortunes as the land of richer
peasants became divided through multiple inheritance, thus establishing a process of
rotating inequality which might enable the KSS to be adequately inclusive. Akter
Hameed Khan, the founder of the Academy in 1959, himself detected power
divisions within the KSS and embarked upon a “Tour of 20 Thanas” in 1970, just
before hostilities and the genocide forced him to leave (Khan 1971). His “belt-based”
report indicated that all was not well with the homogenous small peasant image.
These concerns prompted the commissioning of a study entitled Exploitation and
the Rural Poor (Huq 1976). In that volume, several village studies (mine was on
“Bandakgram”) revealed the unequal class relationships even within this
minifundist setting which were not cyclical, but rather reflected “kulakism” through
the rich family’s acquisition of land (usually via bandak25) and consolidation of
such holdings by diverting non-land-inheriting sons into small town businesses and
government employment. The KSS was clearly being captured, and the best land
and loans (Blair 1978) were increasingly concentrated in few hands. But these
processes were not apparent to a casual outsider, and were acted out slowly over
time, with landlessness effectively disguised by insecure tenancy often on
mortgaged-out land which would eventually be lost.

The significance of thesefindings, and the emergence of further data and village studies
elsewhere in the country, then engaged with the other three problems noted above. If
such deepening inequality could occur within this apparently minifundist context,
then what was happening in the rest of the country? If agrarian relations elsewhere

24 See a discussion and contestation of this claim in my analysis of “Bandakgram” (Wood 1976). “Structural
fragmentation” referred to division of holdings among sons, but did not take on board the implications of the
“squared” dimension.
25 “Bandak” refers to mortgage arrangements that were the principal transaction by which land eventually
changed hands. A poor family in desperate need of liquidity would mortgage out a portion of land to a richer
family, in effect acting as a moneylender. The richer family would then cultivate it, but might also lease it back
via sharecropping to the poorer family. The divided income from the land yield then constituted a whole or
part interest payment. But most often, unpaid interest accumulated and the principal could not be returned, so
that the poorer family was forced to formally transfer the land to the richer family. This was how the land
market worked, in place of the more obvious open selling and buying. It could be a slow process. When
returning to “my” village in North Bihar in the early 1970s, I witnessed similar arrangements, though even
richer families might mortgage out land, especially when requiring liquidity for dowries.
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in the countrywere indeedmore unequal, quasi-feudal, and antediluvian, as argued by
Abdullah and Nations (1974), then a policy of rolling out the KSS model across the
entire country where the socio-economic assumptions about homogeneity were
demonstrably different would be misplaced. This conclusion had led to the Land
Occupancy Survey conducted by Januzzi and Peach (GoB 1977; Januzzi and Peach
1980). The public “discovery” of the extent of landlessness was clearly a game-
changer, reinforced by other field studies. For example, villages were studied in
Rangpur (Hartmann and Boyce 1983) and Kustia (Arens and Van Beurden 1977)
later in the 1970s. Added to this were both the BIDS (Bangladesh Institute of
Development Studies) poverty studies from the 1980s and the applied work of
emerging NGOs engaging with landlessness, in the absence of attention from the
Government of Bangladesh (GoB), due to its “ideological” attachment to the Cumilla
approach through the Integrated Rural Development Programme (IRDP) and/or
Bangladesh Rural Development Board (BRDB).26 The idea of target groups among
the landless became a focus of emerging national NGOs like the Bangladesh Rural
Development Committee (BRAC), Proshika, Grameen Bank, and, a little later, Gono
Shahajo Sangsta (GSS), supported by associated studies such as the influential
paper, The Net (BRAC 1986).

FOOD SECURITY AND “IRRI-BORO”

The events leading up to the liberation of the country from its status as a dependent
Bengali colony within the artefact that was Pakistan, bequeathed by the British and
Partition, were traumatic, combining a devastating cyclone in 1970, a hostile and
genocidal military crackdown, and the short war in December 1971. The euphoria of
liberation itself was short-lived, with the 1974–5 famine arising from excessive
annual flooding, severely damaged infrastructure, and the legacy of depressed
agricultural productivity (except in the Cumilla–Dhaka belt). All this made for
dependence upon imported staples, with a sudden loss both of effective demand
(from collapse in seasonal agricultural employment) and economic entitlements (a
combination of rapid change in tradeable values between distressed sales of
non-food items and grain value, due to hoarding in local haats or markets). The
country was held to ransom by the temporary withdrawal of concessionary food
imports (PL 480) from the USA, until the newly “sovereign” Bangladesh ceased
exporting jute to Cuba.

Under these conditions, the country experienced a military coup in August 197527 and
the assassination of its founder leader, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. During his short
tenure as Prime Minister, Mujib was acutely aware of the overwhelming challenge

26 The IRDP and BRDB were created to reproduce the Cumilla model nationally within the Ministry of Local
Government, Rural Development and Cooperatives (LGRDC). Later, partly due to this competition from
outside government, the RPP (Rural Poor Programme) was established within the BRDB and LGRDC, but it
never achieved much policy or programmatic prominence. It was perhaps some admission of the wider
challenge to the “nation of small farmers” image.
27 There were other complex reasons; see Lifschultz (1979).
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of food security – not only to feed a very poor, populous nation, but also for the sake of
political sovereignty. As implied above, he saw a nation of below-subsistence small
family farms in desperate need of state support in the form of direct subsidies for
inputs, alongside price protection delivered through public sector institutions that
could bring technological and institutional innovations interacting with the roll-out
of cooperatives pioneered by BARD at Cumilla.

Thus, during his short period in power (1972–5), Mujibur Rahman developed the
Bangladesh Agricultural Development Corporation (BADC), which exercised a tight
grip on agriculture by controlling input supply, subsidies, and credit through public
sector dealerships and national banks. A decade later, in the era of structural
adjustment, the BADC “behemoth” was seen as a rent-seeking drag on overall
economic growth, with agriculture still very dominant in GDP. Mujib’s other
institutional creations or upgrades worked through scientific institutions as part of
the Green Revolution: the Bangladesh Agricultural Research Council (BARC), the
Bangladesh Rice Research Institute (BRRI), and the Bangladesh Agriculture Research
Institute (BARI). These institutions were allied to similar institutes in the Philippines
and Mexico, and formed part of the Consultative Group on International
Agricultural Research (CGIAR) network. Their work was reinforced by the
Agricultural University in Mymensingh and is ongoing.

The 1974–5 famine that came so soon after the genocide also prompted deep concern
among the international agencies supporting Bangladesh. In December 1979, the
World Bank produced a report on Food Policy Issues (WB 1979), which advocated a
market-linked procurement and storage strategy with a district network of
godowns, enabling seasonal interventions in local grain markets within a 20 per
cent band of normal prices to offset hoarding and price hikes. With procurement
closer to market prices, resistance to selling to government was low, and therefore
the approach was indeed an incentive, given guaranteed forward prices. This policy
contributed significantly to reducing seasonal fluctuations in rice prices. However,
in the same time frame, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
were promoting “structural adjustment” – essentially a neo-liberal, market-driven
institutional conditionality derived from a value position about the corrupt,
cumbersome, rent-seeking state acting as the new contemporary depressor on
growth, including, crucially, in agriculture. This is a familiar story globally.

Within this strategic shift in the policy environment was a further application of
Green Revolution technologies from the early 1980s, led by the public institutions
developed by Mujibur Rahman. By far the most significant of these was the
introduction of short-stem rice varieties, reliant upon irrigation and managed water
levels, as well as other supporting variable inputs (chemical fertilizers and
pesticides). This also involved prescribed changes in land management practices
(such as taking transplanted aman practices into the earlier, pre-monsoon boro
season from late February to late May). Due to its introduction by BRRI, this rice
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crop is known as irri-boro. It replaced the highly uncertain, early monsoon-reliant,
intermediate aus season. There is little doubt that this innovation has been the
main game-changer for food security in the country, with Bangladesh thereafter
becoming mainly self-sufficient in grain staples. Its principal advantage is
predictability when compared to pre-Green Revolution cropping patterns with the
monsoon rain-fed aman (broadcast and transplant) as the major annual staple crop.
The aman was subject to vagaries of the monsoon, which could result in either
excessive flood damage or drought, and lower yields.28 The landscape in Bangladesh
has been transformed in the post-rabi season from barren, dry, grey fields to one of
emerald-green paddy waving in the breeze prior to its pre-harvest golden hue.29

In a sense, this aspect of the Green Revolution came late to most of Bangladesh, after
being pioneered under the favourable conditions of the Cumilla–Dhaka belt as
described above. Due to its fertility and more elevated topography (being farther
away from the major rivers) triple cropping had been possible, with an early
summer rice crop (aus). Elsewhere in the country, this was a more unpredictable,
speculative crop, often written off due to early monsoon uncertainties. The initial
adoption of irri-boro in the belt was thus aided by cultivators’ familiarity with
trying to squeeze a rice crop, aus, between the rabi and aman seasons. Irri-boro
thereby became the substitute for aus but under more intensive input conditions,
and crucially required irrigation, which brought another technological dimension
into play. For the drier boro season, groundwater or low-lift sources were necessary.

There had been limited prior experience during the 1970s with deep tubewells (DTW)
across the country, supplied usually with subsidies through the BADC. These were
large-scale fixed installations with borings of around 100 feet, capable of supplying
about 100 acres of command area, embracing the plots of many different farmers
and calling for cooperation between them. They were mainly installed at higher-
elevation, drought-prone areas such as the Barind tract in the Northwest, to support
transplanted cultivation (t-aman), unreachable by surface water and gravity flow
infrastructure. There had been numerous institutional problems with the
management of deep tubewells – partly due to BADC inefficiencies and corruption
in distribution and installation, alongside technical operating problems. But
problems also came about because of plot-holding farmers being unable to cooperate
effectively as self-suppliers of water. An amoral familistic (Banfield 1958) distrust of
predatory “plot neighbours” fuelled mutual suspicion and cooperative breakdowns,
stimulated by inequality and capture, as had been observed in the Cumilla–BARD
KSS approach, even under those minifundist conditions (Huq 1976). These
institutional problems had resulted in widespread underutilisation of the
technology, with only a fraction of the potential command area irrigated (Murshid
1985). By the early 1980s, however, groundwater irrigation options were shifting

28 It seems strange to refer to “drought” in the Bengal delta, but this is a relative term to describe amonsoon failure.
The landscape may look moist to the innocent observer, but is inadequate for well-drained, silted soils.
29 An impression captured in the phrase “Sonar Bangla.”
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strongly towards shallow tubewells (STWs) with 30-foot borings, acknowledging high
water tables and irrigating around 30 acres of command area. The shallow tubewells
were a more disaggregated technology, easier to install and indeed to move around
if confronted with institutional barriers, and they reduced – though did not
eliminate – problems of cooperation among plot holders in a command area. They
also required lower subsidies and could be purchased by means of loans, which was
more compatible with structural adjustment pressures from the World Bank, intent
on persuading the Bangladesh government to dismantle the BADC as part of
privatisation.

These Green Revolution technological and institutional initiatives, intersecting with
the structural adjustment policy environment, implied an expansion of agricultural
services, and the distribution of returns to the higher productivity of land among
cultivators and other stakeholders. The conditions of “squared fragmentation” (as
defined above), and of outmigration from villages as people took up other economic
opportunities within and outside Bangladesh, “invited” more contracting services
from entrepreneurs who were not necessarily farmers themselves. In other words,
agrarian relations experienced the entry of capital, changing class-based rural
exploitation from the extraction of absolute to relative surplus value as a function of
technological change.30

OVERCOMING THE DEPRESSOR: THE REAL SUBSUMPTION OF LABOUR UNDER CAPITAL

This route to overcoming food insecurity had to be predicated upon reforming the
legacy of agrarian relations which had traditionally relied on intensifying absolute
surplus value as the dominant mode of rural class exploitation, not only within the
boundaries of Bangladesh but more widely across the northern river plains of
the Indian subcontinent. In 1987, James Boyce published his depressor thesis
comparing West Bengal and Bangladesh, in Agrarian Impasse in Bengal:
Institutional Constraints to Technological Change. This described conditions up to
the early 1980s, after which significant transformations were occurring in both
regions of Bengal. But were they the same transformations?

By the mid-1990s, there was clear evidence of agricultural growth through rising land
and labour productivity (including for tenants, whether sharecroppers or those paying
fixed cash rents), and thus increasing returns to both landholding and services.
The evidence challenged the continuing relevance of the depressor thesis.31 But the
challenge, certainly in West Bengal, was how to account for growth. And was the

30 These technological opportunities and socio-economic conditions also prompted attempts – which I first
outlined to the Ministry of Agriculture at the beginning of the 1980s – to facilitate the landless taking control
of irrigation, operating in small business teams (Wood and Palmer-Jones 1991). The programme was adopted
by the NGO Proshika, with the support of government, across the 1980s and 1990s. At one point in the late
1990s we recorded around 6,000 such companies.
31 This was the subject of a conference held in Kolkata in 1995, papers from which were published in Rogaly,
Harriss-White, and Bose, eds (1999).
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explanation different between West Bengal and Bangladesh?32 How far was the
growth experienced in West Bengal due to the institutional reforms implemented by
the Left Front government, including Operation Barga and other land reforms, and
democratic decentralisation through the panchayats? How far was growth to be
explained, as Harriss (1993) and Leiten (1996) both suggested in their field studies, as
the outcome of technological changes, bringing about the increased organic
composition of capital– or, in otherwords, by development of the forces of production?

The explanations for Bangladesh seemed clearer. I had earlier argued the case for the
significance of agrarian entrepreneurialism in Bangladesh (Wood 1991). Updating this
analysis (Wood 1999a), I attributed agricultural growth in Bangladesh to technological
innovation, capital expansion, and commercialisation,33 with a strong implication that
“farmers” were not themselves the main sources of that capital but rather derived
rentier income from their own land, sharing profits of higher productivity with the
contractor-providers of capital inputs and services. One important caveat for
Bangladesh, and indeed elsewhere, is that some rich farmers enjoy dual returns
from their own land through directly employed labour as well as from their
investment in contracting services,34 thus profiting from the enhanced land/labour
productivity of their neighbours. An obvious way this occurs in Bangladesh (as well
as across different parts of India as far apart as Tamil Nadu35 and Bihar) is through
the renting out of tractor power – or via the relocation of owned pump-sets on
others’ lands for the pumping of groundwater (Wood 1999b). Another way has been
through investing in rice and, in wheat areas, in flour mills, thereby accruing a
commission on everyone else’s production in the neighbourhood. Transportation of
output of neighbour farmers to markets or of inputs to farm localities is another
example.

CONCLUSION: AGRARIAN CHANGE RATHER THAN LAND REFORM

In reviewing this debate over attributing agricultural growth, I do not mean to dismiss
the significance of Operation Barga in West Bengal. There is a heuristic contrast to be
made between the notions of agrarian reform and of land reform, which is rooted
in the contrast between Bangladesh, a densely populated delta, and the Indus and
Gangetic northern plains of the Indian subcontinent. In these northern plains,
successive post-Independence governments have sought to overcome agrarian
inequalities and productivity depressors through variations of “land reform,”
starting with zamindari abolition. These variations have included the imposition of
ceilings on individually owned holdings; redistribution of land released by ceilings
to poorer families; attempting land consolidation through swapping arrangements

32 It is also worth recalling an earlier piece by Ghose (1979) comparing Punjab and Bengal.
33 Thus siding with Harriss and Leiten as far as Bangladesh was concerned.
34 Just as larger farmers as well as non-farming contractors in the US and the UK invest in large-scale machinery
such as combine harvesters, renting out their capacity to neighbours.
35 Personal communication with John Harriss.
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to improve efficiency in land, labour, and input management; improved security and
rights for tenants (such as in Operation Barga, implemented by the Left Front
government of West Bengal); reduction of rural indebtedness through initiatives in
rural banking; attempts at establishing cooperatives to pool resources and enhance
market leverage either as sellers or buyers; and subsidies to support holders of
acquired land to be risk-averse, to invest and produce marketable surpluses as a
function of wider input–output market integration.

The objective of land consolidation for efficientmanagement hasworked differently in
Bangladesh, however. There has been “agrarian reform,” but not land reform as such.
Consolidation occurs not in the sense of concentrating land ownership through
redistribution of scattered plots, but through changes in its management and
operation by irrigation (command areas) and the provision of agricultural services,
particularly with regard to fixed, mechanised inputs; in other words, consolidation
as a function of capital intrusion and technological imperatives rather than for
justice between households and the efficiency of family-based management. Mandal
(2021) argues that Bangladesh has bypassed redistributive land reform and
cooperatives (despite the Cumilla–BARD legacy) or collectivisation, instead pursuing
technology-led agrarian intensification enforced by the decreasing availability of
arable land. Why this contrast in agrarian transition? The “natural delta” aspect of
land productivity36 attracts higher rural population densities in the delta, and
consequently the intensified processes of “squared fragmentation” and smaller per
capita holdings, thus reducing the policy options for imposition of ceilings and
meaningful redistribution due to the intersection with demographics. Larger holdings
in the northern Indian plains also imply that mechanised technologies vary in their
lumpiness from the delta. More families can own and efficiently deploy a tractor for
their own land with lower spare capacity available for personalised renting out to
smaller farm neighbours, whereas that same technology in the Bangladesh delta
becomes lumpier relative to a family farm. It cannot therefore be owned in the
same way, and has to be deployed across discrete, separately owned and cultivated
landholdings, either through sharing (cooperatives) or externally contracted
agricultural services. And the cooperative solution for self-supply of inputs and
services has not really worked if we consider the underutilisation of deep tubewells
in Bangladesh as a case in point (Murshid 1985), thereby reinforcing the rise of
agricultural services through contractors and other suppliers of capital and technology.

Thus, in Bangladesh, beginning in the 1980s but accelerating across the 1990s
and thereafter, we have been witnessing a steady endogenous replacement of
antediluvian capital by productive capital in agriculture. This is not to say that all
“rents” have been cleared out of the system and market imperfections remain.

36 Supported by annual replenishment of alluvial silts in the monsoon flood season, offering more opportunities
for double cereal cropping togetherwith rabi crops, interspersedwith non-food cash crops like jute, aswell as other
closely related farm activities such as with livestock and horticulture, but also fishing, as noted in the introduction
to this paper and described by Murshid (2022).
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However, the expansion of contracted agricultural services is evidence of several
trends. First, the problem of achieving consolidation to increase the productivity of
the tiny family holdings that have resulted from multiple inheritance – and
therefore from “squared fragmentation” – is being solved through contractor
operation of command areas (irrigation-led, with other concomitant services and
inputs) rather than by regrouping land. Secondly, this “operational consolidation of
fragmented holdings” (Mandal 2021) is also addressing the problem of lumpy
mechanised inputs by achieving economies of scale. Thirdly, it partially overcomes
the free-rider problem among mutually suspicious landholders or tenants by
converting them to consumers of externally provided services. Fourthly, it bypasses
the barriers for small family farmers in accessing credit, as they are not taking
any upfront crop investment risk, thereby reducing loan requirements. Fifthly,
and perhaps structurally the most significant, agricultural labour is increasingly
de-personalised and untied or “freed” from multi-stranded, multi-period
dependencies upon employers, and so is increasingly commodified. Thus, sixthly,
combined with the use of productivity raising technologies, there is appropriation of
relative surplus value. In other words, appropriation increasingly moves from
formal to the real subsumption of labour under capital (Brenner 1977). The
persistence of patron clientelism in other spheres, however, indicates that such
labour is only partially commodified, with dependencies transferred to contractors
who may, for example, still also be larger farmers and landlords retaining patron
status in local communities. They may also be local mastaans37 (rural musclemen)
and possibly politically connected. In Part 2 of this paper, the implications of this
distinctive Bangladesh model of agrarian change will be further explored within the
disarticulation/rearticulation framework.
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GLOSSARY

aman main traditional monsoon rice crop, either broadcast (b-aman) or
transplanted (t-aman)

aus early monsoon, rain-fed traditional rice crop e very unreliable
bandak mortgage, a variety of arrangements linked to indebtedness. I used it as the

fictitious name of the village studied in 1974-5, i.e. Bandakgram.
bataidars/
bargadars

sharecroppers (respectively Hindi and Bangla terms)
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dalal broker, intermediary
Dalit caste group previously labelled as “untouchable,” traditionally the poorest

landless and labouring classes, associated with “polluting” occupations
haat local rural market
haor low-lying, perennially deep flooded areas during themonsoon, only available

for cultivation when floods have receded in the rabi season up to pre-
monsoon period; especially associated with large tracts in northeastern
Bangladesh

irri-boro pre-monsoon, short-stem HYV rice crop, irrigation-dependent, replacing
unreliable rain-fed aus season

jotedars petty landlords, usually leasing to tenants (cash or crop share) rather than
peasant farmers

khas untitled land controlled by government and available for leasing out or sale
khudkasht direct holdings of a tenure holder, in effect held under raiyat status and

retained as such by tenure holders after the abolition of the zamindari
system, thus remaining as significant landlords (jotedars)

Krishi
Samabaya

Samity small farmer cooperatives created by the Cumilla programme through the
Academy for Rural Development

mastaan musclemen willing to resort to intimidation and violence, initially associated
with urban gangs but also increasingly replacing traditional rural patrons
in patroneclient relations

rabi winter, dry season vegetable crops grown in residual moisture after
completion of monsoon

raiyats occupancy tenants within the zamindari system paying revenue to a
prebendary tenure holder, and themselves combining direct cultivation
(via employed labour) and sharecroppers (bataidars or bargadars);
sometimes also acting as petty landlords over rent-paying under-raiyats
(usually on fixed cash rents)

rurbanisation urbanisation of the countryside, such as villages becoming towns, and the
proliferation of growth pole centres

sardar labour gang leader
Sonar Bangla Golden Bengal
toujidars lower-level tenure holders collecting revenue from land occupants (e.g.,

raiyats) in the zamindari system
zamindari system of large-scale prebendary tenure holders collecting revenue from

tenure holders beneath them (sub-infeudation) and passing on a proportion
of collected receipts to government (zamin = land, dar = holder); the system
was formally abolished after Independence in the early 1950s in both India
and East Pakistan

Agrarian Bangladesh j 29



ABBREVIATIONS

BADC Bangladesh Agricultural Development Corporation
BARC Bangladesh Agricultural Research Council
BARD Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development, Cumilla
BARI Bangladesh Agriculture Research Institute
BIDS Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies
BRAC Bangladesh Rural Development Committee (now Bangladesh Rural Advancement

Committee)
BRRI Bangladesh Rice Research Institute
CGIAR Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research
GoB Government of Bangladesh
IMF International Monetary Fund
IRDP/
BRDB

Integrated Rural Development Programme/Bangladesh Rural Development Board

KSS Krishi Samabaya Samity (see Glossary)
LGRDC (Ministry of) Local Government, Rural Development and Cooperatives
NGO Non-Governmental Organisation
PL 480 Public Law 480 (US aid provision for concessionary grain export)
RPP Rural Poor Programme (within LGRDC, now defunct)
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