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ABSTRACT

This paper tracks down the features of struggles of the Indian rural workers in the colonial
and post-independence times. The study unravels their constancy of desperate fight against
rural crisis as the problem of unemployment and poverty. The study also examines the
failure of the left movement predominantly fighting for their cause in effectively organizing
them to be a potent force to overcome the worsening rural crisis.
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INTRODUCTION

About 75 percent of the Indian poor lives in rural areas and most of them are landless daily
wagers or marginal farmers belonging to the Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and Other
Backward Castes. Their families, especially the women among them, have borne the brunt of
the rural crisis in terms of unemployment and poverty. Pratap and Bose (2015) have examined
the emergence of the discontents and protests of the workers of rural and urban India

Much scholarly writing exists on the changing economic basis of the rural crisis since the
colonial times (for example, see Byres 1981; da Corta and Venkateshwarlu, 1999; Patnaik,
1999; Patnaik, 2006; RUPE, 2008; Sainath, 2009; and Pratap, 2010). However, the politics
emerging from the rural crisis has not been critically evaluated, and this is the concern of this
paper. Leftist academics offer a good analysis of the crisis-reality but fail to frankly assess the
divisive Leftist intelligence and politics of change.

Anti-feudal struggles characterized the rural protestsincolonial India. The post-independent
India has seen five phases till now in the protest politics of the Indian countryside. The first
phase extending up to the first half of the 1960s was in continuity with the colonial struggles.
There was no initiative to build a proper agricultural labour movement. The second phase from
the second half of 1960s to the early 1980s saw some interesting developments for the working
class movement alongside the transformation of the Indian economy, polity and society. The
third phase of post-1980s witnessed a downfall in the agricultural labour movement. The
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fourth phase coincided with the implementation of the National Rural Employment Guarantee
Act (NREGA) in 2005 and the rise of the NREGA unions. And the fifth phase applies to the
state of beggary under Covid-19 conditions, We elaborate the second to fifth phases in order to
arrive at a cogent conclusion, on behalf of the rural workers.

COLONIALTIMES

According to the International Labour Organization(ILO), the number of agricultural
labourers increased from 21.5 million in the year 1921 to 31.5 million in the year 1931, out of
which 23 million were landless agricultural labourers.

The political forces engaged in anti-feudal struggle were largely opposed to separately
form agricultural labour unions, mostly out of the fear that it might be detrimental to the unity
of the rural workers in waging the anti-feudal struggle. There were debates in this regard
among the activists engaged in this struggle, particularly in the Akhil Bhartiya Kishan Sabha.

For historical politico-economic reasons, not elaborated here, the agricultural labour
movement first emerged in Kerala and Andhra Pradesh and many agricultural labour unions
emerged during the period 1937-40. Babu Jagjivan Ram of the Indian National Congress
formed Bihar Provincial Khet Mazdoor Sabha in 1937. And earlier in 1936, Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar formed the Independent Labour Party. These developments further intensified
the debate on the issue of organizing agricultural labour into separate organizations other
than like the Kisan Sabha and building their separate movement to advance the cause of
wage workers, while simultaneously strengthening its unity with the peasant movement in
the anti-feudal struggle.

In the Gaya Congress of All India Kishan Sabha in 1939, this issue was discussed and
debated and the resolution was passed to raise the demands of agriculture labourers and
establish friendly contacts of peasants with agricultural labour unions wherever they were
formed, but there was no call for organizing the agricultural labourers.

Swami Sahajanand was probably the first leader of the anti-feudal movement who raised
this issue systematically in his book Khet Majdoor that he wrote in Hazaribagh jail in 1941CE.
He clearly argued for a separate organization of agricultural labourers and poor peasants, and
emphasized its importance in terms of strengthening the anti-feudal struggle. However, the
peasant movement largely opposed or discouraged the formation of separate agricultural labour
unions and argued for organizing them into Kisan Sabhas only in the name of maintaining all
peasant unity in the anti-feudal struggle.

It is a well established fact that the Communist Party and other left forces were leading
the anti-feudal struggles in India and credit indeed goes to them for whatever that could be
achieved in terms of abolition of feudal exploitation and abolition of Zamindari system and
thereby also bringing some light into the dark life of the oppressed castes. The communist
forces were well grounded in the oppressed sections of rural masses and the oppressed castes
were the closest allies and actually the lifeline of the communist party. But probably because
of its above erroneous understanding and erroneous strategy of forging all peasant unity in
anti-feudal struggle and not organizing the agricultural labour separately, it was unable to
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fully understand the caste issue and was unable to build a movement targeted towards caste
annihilation. This should have taken place because the agricultural labourers were dalits (and
Other Backward Castes). However, since the anti-feudal struggle was for the abolition of
Zamindari system of land relations, the main demand was for land reforms that promised Land
to Tillers--sanctioning ownership of land to the tenants, and providing land to the landless.
Therefore the landless agriculture labourers were treated as the landless peasants. Sahajanand
Saraswati called the landless workers as the 'poorest and propertyless kisans’ even when
he was advocating for separate organization for agriculture labourers; and by all means he
was right. Indeed they were landless peasants and they were part of Zamindari abolition
struggle, but they were wage- workers and exploited by the same peasants that were leading
the organization and struggle for Zamindari abolition. The agrarian relations became more
exploitative because of the caste division between the rich and the middle peasants on the one
hand and agricultural labour on the other.

As already mentioned, almost all the agricultural wage workers were dalits, adivasis and
other backward castes. But the rich and middle peasants that engaged them were mainly from
the upper castes and only a very small number from some backward castes. And these peasants
were actually leading the Kisan Sabhas and the anti-feudal struggles. In such situations, it is
but natural that even when the agricultural labourer played a very important role in anti-feudal
struggles, their voices were not significantly represented in the movement.

INDEPENDENT INDIA
Second Half of 1960s to Early 1980s

This period was most precious for the Indian working class movement and transformation
of Indian economy, polity and society. We can list some of the important developments as
follows:

1. Anti-feudal political movement reached its culmination in the second half of 1960s.
It was largely defeated, followed the path of left adventurism, faced unimaginable
repression and finally got scattered in various political tendencies within the broad
radical Left.

2. A more popular movement emerged in the first half of 1970s which later developed under
the leadership of Jayprakash Narayan. It was a reflection of the crisis both of the India
economy and the international economy. The so-called JP movement was actually a wave
of struggles, and spontaneous movements in both rural and urban areas mainly led by
the left and socialist forces. There were a series of historic strikes in public sector like
railways and post offices etc., in private sector like in textile industries, ¢t¢. The movement
was so strong that the government was compelled to declare the draconian Emergency
rule. However, with the imposition of Emergency, the movement got further widened
and intensified. But also in many ways it was derailed because the real issues were lost
and the opposition political parties successfully transformed the movement just to change
the regime. The far right forces who were earlier opposing the left political forces--the
socialists and communists providing leadership to the wave of struggles-- also became
part of the JP movement.
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3. A strong Dalit movement also emerged in the 1970s almost all over India, under different
names like: Adi-Dharma Movement in Punjab, Namashudra movement in Bengal, Adi-
Dravida movement in Tamil Nadu, Adi-Hindu movement in Kanpur, Pulaya movement in
Kerala, Untouchable movement in Maharashtra, Dalit movement in Karnataka and so on.

4. The Zamindari system of agrarian relations was abolished and capitalist development
of agriculture was accelerated. Green revolution brought a sea change in terms of
transformation of agriculture and in the second phase of green revolution probably from
the second half of the 197(0s, the mechanization of agriculture was also accelerated.
A large number of projects were started to develop infrastructure facilities in rural
areas like irrigation, electrification, roads, schools, and also the infrastructure projects
spearheaded by the local elected councils and bureaucratic administrations. On the other
hand the industrialization drive also was accelerated. All these developments created large
opportunities for rural wage labour and increased their collective bargaining power.

All the above four factors discussed, played a role in abolishing the Zamindari system
and realizing the freedom of Dalits from feudal obligations. Development of capitalist
agriculture on the one hand, and increasing opportunity of wage work outside agriculture
on the other played an important role in the abolition of attached/bonded labour system in
agriculture. Periods of these developments were different in different states and regions but
this occurred sooner or later in all regions. This was experienced as a real freedom by the
Dalits and was reflected in a series of spontancous strikes of agricultural labour in rural arcas
in some regions in the late seventies, in some in the early eighties and in some in the late
eighties. It is interesting to note that in Punjab the agricultural labour movement emerged in
the 1960s itself because of early capitalist development in the Ryotwari regions (as against
Zamindari system of land relations) which also later developed as the Green Revolution
belt. But even when Haryana and western Uttar Pradesh fell in the same region and with
same system of land relations, agricultural labour movement in these parts emerged only in
the 1980s.

There may be several factors behind this, but a more important one was the practice
of attached labour system in Haryana and western UP that in a way was responsible for
persistence of the feudal obligations for a longer period. The attached labour system gradually
went out of practice only in the 1980s, and therefore we observe the emergence of agricultural
labour movement in Haryana in the 1980s. It is worth remembering that here some of the great
movements of agriculture labourers were led by the Bhartiya Khet Majdoor Union (BKMU).
A countrywide campaign and struggle was launched by BKMU in 1978, against atrocities
and social injustice in relation to Harijans, Adivasis, rural poor and other agricultural workers
in which twenty lakh agricultural workers participated. During the same period, a historic
march of five lakh agricultural workers was organized and a charter of demands on the issues
of agricultural labour was presented before the Parliament. A countrywide land struggle was
launched in 1980 in which thousands were arrested and 12 persons lost their lives. One-
day general strike of two million agricultural workers was organized in 1982, demanding a
comprehensive central legislation for agricultural labour. BKMU along with other agricultural
labour unions organised one-day general strike simultaneously on July 15, 1983 in which more
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than twenty lakh workers participated demanding a comprehensive central legislation which
shall include: (a) trade union rights, (b) employment guarantee and unemployment wages, (c)
payment of pension, (d) equal wage for women, and payment of maternity allowance, and (¢)
a separate Labour Department for agricultural workers.

It is in this phase that the demand for Central legislation for agricultural workers was
raised. Kerala was the first state to legislate Agricultural Workers Actin the year 1974. A central
Agricultural Workers Bill was drafted in the year 1981. However due to strong opposition
from some political parties, central legislation for agricultural workers could not be enacted
till date. In the year 1982, State Governments were directed by the central government to plan
appropriate legislation to regulate the working conditions and to provide for the welfare of the
agricultural workers. However, only one state, namely Tripura responded to this and enacted
the Tripura Agricultural Workers Act, 1986. The struggle for central legislation for agricultural
workers continued all the same.

Post-1980s

However, there was a downfall in the agricultural labour movement after the 1980s. There
could be various factors behind this, but, to us, the most important factor seems to be the
development of capitalist agriculture to a new stage wherein the agricultural operations were
increasingly mechanized and managed in such a way that routine wage work in agriculture
was almost lost and availability of wage work became largely seasonal. In 1990s itself, the
wage work in agriculture was available for not more than 100 days in a year and thereafter it
decreased further.

This situation led to the following phenomena:

1. Agricultural labour acquired a new identity of rural labour doing various kinds of wage
work in rural areas including agricultural wage work.

2. Migration of agricultural wage workers, both on day to day basis to nearby urban centers
and on seasonal basis to distant places started taking place.

3. Areserve army of agricultural labour was created by way of feminization of labour (women
stayed at home while men migrated) and in the form of semi-proletariat (i.e. people with
small land holdings and always ready to do wage work whenever available).

4. This situation changed the rural labour market also. The agricultural labour market which
was village based and collective bargaining which was therefore village based lost their
significance. Now onwards rural labour was working in various occupations in whichever
surrounding villages or urban centers wage opportunities were available to take up.

In such a milieu, organizing the unorganised agricultural labour became difficult, and it
required a change in the strategy of organization as also struggle. Actually the demands raised
by the agricultural labour unions in the 1980s as discussed above were already addressing
these issues and framing their demands to target the new situations: for example, the demands
for minimum wages, employment guarantee and unemployment wages, payment of pension,
equal wage for women etc. However, organizing the rural workers increasingly became a
difficult task, and there was no breakthrough for a long time.
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Post-2005 NREGA Unions

The above situation started changing only after the implementation of National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) in 2005. For the genesis and main elements of this Act
and its specific features in terms of rights-based programmes, transparency and accountability
and creation of durable community assets, and critical evaluation of its successes and failures,
see Pratap (2010a and b).

It is to be noted that with the differentiation of peasantry and proletarianisation, a large
number of poor peasants and wage workers have emerged in almost all caste categories.
Among high caste Hindus also, a significant section now falls in the category of poor peasants.
But due to the caste pride they do not prefer to do wage work in rural areas and they migrate
to nearby urban centers or the cities. Rarely do we also observe some high Hindus doing wage
work in rural arcas. Among backward castes, a significant section of population is now doing
wage work along with cultivating small farms.

It is also interesting to note that the poor high caste Hindus are also reported to be working
in NREGA works, because it is not considered as bad as doing wage work in someone’s farm.
NREGA provides an employment guarantee for 100 days in a year to one member of each
rural family and there is no condition of anything like poverty line. Therefore, it provides an
opportunity to organize poor peasants and landless wage workers across the caste categories at
the village level. As such it is not only an opportunity for revival of the rural labour movement
but also to build the unity of the poor peasants and landless wage labourers across the caste
lines. It may indeed be a significant step towards breaking the barriers of the caste
and moving towards caste annihilation.

There is also immense scope for revival of rural labour movement by way of organizing
the rural workers around employment rights under NREGA. The democratic structure and
functioning that is promised in the NREGA (and that can be made a reality only if the organized
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