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*
VILLAGE INDIA AWD ITS POLITICAL ECONOMY

Truvelipattu is a village in the South frcot district of Tamil

Nadu. It is situated between the Pennar River, which runs north of it

ahout g mile erd a balf away, and a branch of the same river flowing

by the side of it in the south. Some imesginative mind in the obscure

past saw these two rivers as two fences, iru veli, protecting and

@

cutting off the village from the world beycnd, and so it came to be

called Truvelipattu, the name by which it hds come o b2 known ever

since.

This was the village that Professor Gilbert Slater chose %o
vigit first, in Februvary 1916, soon after he took charge of the new

Vs

Department of Economicg of the Universitv of Madras. The vigit had an
objective and itfwaé sinple ir concepticn. He wented students of
Beononmics iﬁ the university to look upon the subject, not as "a series
of unintelligib}e thgories to be learnt Parrot fashion from HMarshall's
Prineiplos"  as thay wsre inclined to, bud ap oue yhich bad "ar ifs
central object of gtudy the causes of ‘ani remedies for Indian poverty".
This, he believad, coﬁld b; acﬁieved if the-attention of students

could be directed towards the study of particular villages. To decide

whet questions to focus attentien on in such sivdies, Frofessor Sletsr

felt the need to visit a few wvillagces himself, ani-Ifuvelipa%tu CAND

his way only becauses one of his students was 2 vative of this village.

Though the selection of Iruvelipatfu was no morz rander than of

tas students associated with IProfessor Slater's project, 1t 'was evidently

* ‘ ot .
Thie is the firstHiraft of the Sixtieth Anniversary Comremoruiion
Lecture of the Departuent of Beonomics, University of Madran, 1o b=
delivered at Madras on FHovember 1%, 1276.



as good a choice as one could have made for a study of the kind visua-
lized. Some of his observations about the village at the time are of
relevance even now.

For instance, Professor Slater noted that about 400 acres of
the 656 acres of cultivated land in the village was owned by one man
(who had also another 200 acres in adjoining Villages)._ Half of this
land in the village was directly cultivated drawing oan the labour of
40 "padiyals" (i.e. bonded lsbourers who had fallen into hereditary
dependance on him through debt), and the rest, about 200 acres, leased
out to tenants who were reported to be generally small holders culti-
vating the land with their own labour. A padiyal was in effect a serf
and was generally prequired to work from dawn to dusk; but he enjoyed
one importent privilege, namely the right to receive frem his mas ter’
a regulay amount of paddy (or other grain) all the year round, whether
or not he was fully employed. This guaranteed wage, tied to what
could perhaps be described as rather over-full employment, was in itself
quite meagre: it was just over 1 kg of paddy per day, a guantity which,
as Professor Slater observed, a man would be "probably able snd willing
to eat himself without assistance from his wife and family", in fact about
the same as the prevailing ration at the time for a priscner deing
hard labour in jail. However, a tenant cultivator, who lived on one
acre of leased-in land, could not have been very much better off, since
the average yield of wet land was probably not more than about 900 kgs
of paddy per acre and even the fixed rents payable in money (which were
generally lower than the share rents payable in kind) seem.to have been
equal in value to over 350 kgs of paddy per acre. Compared to the

residual income of about 550 kgs of paddy fromssuch a small tenant



holding, the annual guaranteed wage of a padial at the time — a little
ﬁver 410 kga of paddy — does not sppear excessively low.

The inferences that Professor Slater himself drew from his
observations in Iruvelipattu are interesting. English arable land,
he noted for instance, would beaf a crop of wheat only once in foud
years, while paddy}land in the Carnatic region of South India could
produce one, twe and sometimes three crops of rice a year {not to
mention ether profitable crops). Nevertheless, he pointed out, "the
Indian worker earns very 1§w,wages,‘has o very low gtandard of expendi-
ture, and attains a very low level of efficiency, and these thrsze
characteristics of Indian life are se inter-connected, that it is
impossible to say which is -cause rather then effgct. Indian emplovirs
do not believs: in the Teonowy of High Wagss; and as yet only fﬁint
Peginnings of trade unionism ars,to be found among Incdian manual
workers". The obvious implication of this obuervation wne the’ s
weak barsaining nower of labour was iz psrt responsible for the
inefficient use o7 the svailsable land,

Twenty years lat:r Iruvelipsity receilved scademic attémtion Qren
czoin when it was decided 4o resurvey the villages dnvestigated bw
Professor Siater-aud hie sttdents. The resuryer, otided by Profleessox
P.JT.Thomse and & collaame in the Yepartnent of Heouvemice, was somewhat
more sysiecgatic and detsiled, and provided z2dditional iuformation on
certain matters that hzd been only briefly touchsd urdn aarlisr.

and 19%6,

In the two decpdoa befween ﬁ9161:scveral chongzs hag taken place.
The populatien ¢f Iruvelipattu hed slightly deciine® by about 3VE per
ecns. Follewisa. the Graast Devpression of the !thiriies, the srice of

odur hed falles %o nsarly ons-half of whot itiused to'be., dpparently



in response to these developments, but perhaps also in part due to
shortage of water, there was scme decline in the earea cultivated in

the village, particularly of paddy land that was being earlier double~
cropped. The gross area sown with paddy (i.e. including the awsa Annh]e-
cropped) was reported to have fallen by nearly one-fourth

1820-21 angd 1935—35, and the gross area sown with other cr

two-fifths. The total output, employment and income in th

muet have therefore declined significantly during the period.

There is however no way of determining how precisely the inci-
dence of such decline was distributed within the village society. We
can gather from the resurvey that well over a half, in fact nearly
three-fifth, of the net cultivated area in the village was under tenancy
in 1936; and that the rent on such land was in the range of 310 to 490
kga per acre (depending on the fertility of the land and on whether
the rent payable was on a fixed or share—cropping basis). Tenants whose
rents were fixed in terms of money were probably affzeted very adversely.
There appears t¢ have been also some déterioration in the terms and
conditions of work of the padiyals, but, apart fron seesonal migration
to adjacent regions, no agricultural laboureré are reported to have left
the village permanently. We are altogsther in the dark about the fate
of the landlord who had 400 acres of land in the village'in 1916, as there
is no reference at all to him in the study.

Such loss of a promising trail of enquiry is indeed frustrating
but, thanks-to a fortuitous circumstance, some of the threads can be
nicked up again for a later period. The two surveys conducted in 1916
and 1936 had stimulated enough interest for a scholar from thé Agricul-
tural Beconomics Research Insbtitute at Oxford, Miss Margaret Haswell,

to undertake still another investigation of Iruvelipattu in 1361. Though



fhe-published findings of Miss Haswell are much too fragmentary, and

no study of the village ssems to have been attempited since then, they
help to fili a few significant gaps in our knowledge, more particularly
of its fortunes affer India won political independence and embarked

on planned programmes of defeIOPment.

The first decade of planned developmert brought Iruvelipattu
at least two sources of great potential benefit. One was electricity
which came to the village in 1958; the other was in the form of
land legislation passed in the State in 1960, fixing a ceiling of hold-
ings (paggeg at no nmore than 12 standard ecres for a family of not
morelthan.five merbers). The full story of how tﬁe two together, ele-
ctricity plus land reform, affeeted Iruvelipattu cannot be told yet,
at-any rate not until someone is stimulated enough_to study it over
again, Miss Haswell's findings give us hoewever some glimpses of what
was 6hanging and whazj§ot, of the direction of change, and above all
of the difference between the form and content- of the changes that were
taking place within this village between the "two fences".

The population of Iruvelipattu in 1961 was about 10 per cent
higher tﬁan in 1916, but the totél cultivable area had risen only very
marginally. More significantly, there had taken place a sharp decline
in the net sown a¥ea because the ary land in the village (i.e. land |
dependant solely on rainfall), Which accounfed for about a fifth of the
total cultivable area, was not being cultivated ot 11 in 1961. Judeing
from the earlier assessments of land revenue, it is of course clear that
tre net product from an acre of dry land in the village was perhaps only
az much as one-quarter of that from an acre of irrigated (wet) land.
Hove;theless, when the pressure of population on land was still high,

and 3 large sesment of the villagers could hardly secure their minimumv



subgistence needs, one would normally expect an increase rather than
8 decrease in the cultivated ares.

The explanation for the apparently-perverse trend is to be
found mainly in the use of the newly-available electricity for instélla—
tion of pump-sets, 17 of which were in operation in 1961 and nade
possible double-cropping of about two-fifths of the net sown area.

Those who commmded enough finance to be able to apply more fertilizers
along with irrigation eoculd secure more than 1400 kgs per acre of wet
land. Presumably, in this way, the new technology made so much diffe-
rence to returns at the margin that it wag no longer worth their while
to get cultivated with hired labour any of the dry land in their
possession. Leasing it out to tenants was perhaps not attractive enough,
in view of the lower rent obtainable from dry land and the risks
associated with such leasing out.

When these effects of the change in technology ushered in by
electricity are considered along with the impact of the land reform
legislation the probeble direction of the changes in the village economy
since then becomes easier to visualize. For, according to lMiss Easwell's
findings, the direct descendant of the.landlord who owned about 400
acres in Irmuvelipattu in 1916 was not only very much there but had
increased his holding to %00 acres by 1961 and was in the process of
"further increasing his estate" by puréhasing land from small cultivators
in debt. Since a standard acre had been defined in the ceiling legisla-
tion as an acre assessed to lahd revenue at the rate of Rs.10 to 15
per annum, this holding of 500 acres was the equivalent of only 12%
stenderd acres. Still it was more than 1C times as high as the ceiling
fixzed. "His method of evasion", Miss Haswell explains, "was to register

his 'surplus' land irn tke names of others".



Half of this large holding was under lease to tenantsﬁas‘before.
The average yield on tenant-cultivated holdings wéslonly about 100 kgs
of paddy on the average; but the rent payable was no less than 400 kgs
per acre. Lendless ggricultural labourers were receiving a wage equi-
valent to about 3¥3 kgs of paddy per day; but they werc estimated %o
have on the average only a little over 130 days of work, and could
therefore secure no morerthan about 440 kgs of paddy, which was only
marginally higher than the annual income of just over 410 kgs of paddy
for a padiyal reported in 1916. It would therefore appear that, even if
a laboursr wes nc longer a padiyal, freedom from bondage implie& né
significant increase in incdme for the landless except in the form of
leisure (whether preferredror enforced) aﬁd that, as 4in 1916, tHe ténants
with small holdings could not have been vory much better off than the
landless. On the other hand, one may safely surmise that, of the totai
paddy oltput of possibly around 540 tonnes from the village in 1961,
the equivalent of at least 200 tonnes accruedlto one land-owner in the‘
form. of rent and profits.’

Vhat happened in Iruvelipattu over the poriod 1316 té 1961 cannot
of course be regarded as typical of trends im other villages, either in
India &@s a whole &r in Tamil Nadu. In foct, the information avnilabie
for the rest of the villages covered by the Three survsys shows that
it was clearly not. On the other hand, Iruvelipattu cannot bz dismissed
as wholly a freak either. There are several land-ownsrs coven now in
this region who have in effect holdings of irrigated iand of a hundred
acres and more in size, nominally registered in different noi2s in order
to escape the ceiling legislation, receiving a disproportionately large

share of the benefits bestowed by murzl development rrogrammes.



For inttance, one such programme, eurrently in the process of
being implemented on a high priority basis since early this year, is
reported to be in Kapistalam in Thanjavur distriet where one family is
known to have owned several thousand aercs some time sgo and etill has
substantial holdings in different names (including some in the names of
temples and trusts managed by the same family). Not only does the
political and administrative apparatus of the government overlook the
"evagions of the law in respect of geilings, particularkyﬁ?a%he persons
concerned are Iayal supporters of the regime, but it is at present
actively engaged here ih getting the drainage and irrigation network
in this area re~dofe in an integrated manner covering several blocks of
fields and villages, making new tractorable roads into the fields, and
experimenting with scils, paddy varieties; fertilizers, etc. for raising
substantially the productivity of this land, Presumably all this is
being done as part of the Fifth Five Year Plan and the Twenty Pbinb
Programme.

The rationale of development programmes based on such gross
inequality in the distribution of wealth and ingoﬁe is of course well
known. Apart from the possihility of a higher rate of saving Being
realized, the marketed surpluses of foodgrain would be certainly much
larger fhan if ownership of land and the income from it were more equally
dgistributed. In the oase 0f Iruvelipattu itself, as much as one~half
of its total paddy ottput Was probably being marketed in (961; and this
would have been adequate to meet the grain requivements of a population
of almost equal size in the towns. The rural poor may continue to
remain poor, or even be reduged to groater destitution, but the more
erticulate and politieally explosive scctions of the urban population
can be kewt aontent if largg enough foodgrain supplies are ensured to

them at staoble prigesa,



There are however considerable differences in the social and
eeoqomic gructure of villageé and one casnuot be sure wvwhether, even if
one were tp brush asida moré basic questions such as of egquity, and
whon development is for, what appéars an easy option in Iruvelipattu
would be equally so elsewhere. For, if the ownership of land were less
unequal, and if the pattern and intensity of use of resourecs is found
to vary a great deal with other institutional dimensions such as the
terms and conditions on which land is leased out ﬁnd hire® labour is
avaiiable, cther élteinativeé may be open which could appear no leas

practical and attractive.

This range of issues cannot of course be ¢xplored very far with
the matérial available from the few village gtudies initiated by*Frofessor
Slater and followed up by others. The villages covered by zll tho
surveys and resurveys conducted in f916, 1936 and 1961, whilé unique
in thaf the information collected cover nearly half a éentury, are only
five in number. The nethod and scope of the investigations vary also
80 much‘thgt the data. available éfa-to a largeAextent not comparablea.
These studises are however very useful in helping us to see some of the
iifferences in the‘socigl-strudture of villages and how conventional cco-
nomic analysis may®fail to capture important consequences ariéing therefron,

In fact, there is an important set of issues thsat ecpnomic theory
has not squarely faced but which one cannot escape froﬁ when decling
with Indian village sconomies. ' It concerns the role of power nn? sociel

values in determining what choices are open to when =~nd how Tar they can

#$0 in exercising them. In the days when it was common to Jdescridbe tosz
subject as Political EBconciy, the power exercised hy dilfferents=classes

¢f seeclety and their scecizl values were recogiized ouplicitly o



important factors governing both resouree utilization and income distri-
bution (zs is to some extent mflected even in the observations of
Professor Slater on Iruvelipattu). But such non-quantifiable and other-
wise inconvenient dimensions have not received similar attention since
then and, as more rigour and scientific respectability were sought to
be given to it under the new nomenclature of Economics, they have cgnme
to be treated merely as exogenous elements more or less on a par with
climate and culture.

The method of analysis now generally adopted is therefore to
take into account the reseuree endowments of each category of owners, try
to specify in some general form what options are available within the
given technical constraints as well as the characteristics of the market
for each of fthe relevant products and factors of production and, by
using one cr tha otheéiihe usual maximization criteria, derive the
implicit returns to the respestive owners and the,probable pattern of
resource utilization. This kind of analysis has been used even to explain
some feabtures of agrarian economieg such as temancy, share-cropoing,
and rural under—employment.

In one such recent exercise, attempting to explain variations
in the extent and forms af agricultural tenancy in India, a number of
interesting'hypotheses have heen advanced and declared as consistent with
the available ewpirical evidence. One hypothésis is that "the percentage
of area under terancy will be higher in areas where the land imprqvemént
factor is larger (i.e. soil fertility, rainfall, irrigation etc. is
better)”; another is that "the larger is the extent of unemploynment
facing the landless households the higher is the extent of tenancy".
Similarly, it has been suggested that the percentage of area under share-

~~opping will be higher in the case of more labjour—intensive crops,



higher in areas with larger uncamployient facing_tha landl}ess families,
but lower the higher the differential interest rate that the landless
share-cropper has to pay over that paid by thoss ﬁith land of their
own, and s0 On.

Let us consider briefly how far some of these propositions are
consliastent with the 1nrormatidn available to us through the village
surveys stimulated by Professor Slater. Compare, for instance, the
land-man ratio, aresa irrigated, the productivity of land, etc. with the
extont of benancy in the village of Dusi ir North rcot district ana
in Palakkurichi village in Thanjavur district in 1936.

Dusi, inhabited by 294 families (2na 2 total population ﬁf 13{6),
had 485 acres of wet (i.e. irrigated) land and-2%1 acrss of dry land
under cultivation; while Palakkurichi, with only 2C8 families (and 2
total population'of 869), had under cultivation 977 acres of wet land
and only 7% acres of dry land. The land revcaue essessnents of the
time indiecate that the net product par acre oth€£ land'in.ﬁusi was

3
nearly twice as high as in Palaklurichi, Whileiof ary iand in the former
" was only about half as much as in the 1attcr; Ei}owing_fof these 4iFffe-
rences in productivity, per capita availability of lzrd appears to
have beenrstill nearly onc-gixth hipgher in Falallurichi tham %n Dusi .
Thug, while both were extensively irrigefed villages, the advartage of
"the land improﬁement factor" was evidehtly zreater in tlc foraer.

There was apparently no great difference in the crops grown in
the two villages, with paddy dominant on wet land and groundmut and
inferiar cereals like ragi on dry land. Data oz the extent of unenploy-
ment anong landliess households are not available, but there is cne
important piece of svidence which suggas®s that they ars liltaly tc have

beon Very much pore ian number ian Palakkmrichi than in Pusi. For there



were no padiyals at all in Dusi, while there were 95 families of padi~
valsg in Palakkurichi forming nearly one-half of the total number of
families in the village.

If one were to go by the hypotheses stated earlier one would
expect the tenancy to be more widespread in Palakkurichi than in Dusi,
or, aven if it were not quite the case, the difference to be not very
large; one would also expect the incidence of shere-cropping te be greater
in that village. Yet the available evidence is quite to the contrary.

In Dusi the entire cultivated arearwas under tenancy in 1916; and
three-fourth of it was on share-cropping basis, with the share of the
land-owner as high as five-sixth of the gross produce when all inputs
othzgigabour were provided by the owners. The extent of tenancy had
fallen by 1936, and the fixed rent system had become the dominant form
of tenancy because many of the land-owning families had migrated out
of the village and they preferred the fixed rent system which did not
call for direct supervision; but the area under stenancy was still nearly
three-fourths of the total cultivated area, and even the fixed rents
were Teported to be more than 1000 kgs per acre (presumably on double-
_cropped land which accounte&S;le over 80 per cent of the wet land
in the village).

In Palakkurichi, on the other hand, all except 5 of the landowners
are reported to have been directly engaged in cultivation in 1916, and
less than a quarter of the total cultivated area was under tenancy. The
extent of tenancy appears to have fallen still further to about 10 per
cent of the cultivated area by 193%36. MNoreover, land was being leased
out mainly on fixed rent basis. The report on the 1936 survey points

out also that, while fixed, rents {which ranged from 500 to 650 kgs of

paddy per acre) was meant "to give the temants ‘an opportunity to improve



the lend and profit by the increased yield" the reverse was the case
in-ﬁr;ctioe bacause they had generally no capital to meet the initial
é&%tﬁief cultivation and the short period of the lease (usually for
one year) acdted as a disi:icent,iye.

The explamation for the sharp contrast between what one might
expect on the basis of the.theoretical hypotheses and the actual facts
a£ i#@Drted from these two villages lies perhaps mainly in the diffe-
rencé in their social structure. In Dusi, all the land was reported
in 1916 %o be owned by Brahmin femilies, who formed about a fourth of
the tatal population of the village; though about one—tﬁird of them
head migrated from the village by 1936, there is no report of any large
sales of land by them, only of changes in the form of tenancy from
gharé~cropping to fixed rent basis (as noticed earlier). The report
ﬁaﬁe& on the 19%6 survey makes it also clear that over 50 per cent of
all the fanmilies in the village wére Faickers who, as a cémmunity, are
known for their willingness to be directly involved in ecultivation.
This, along with the gbsence of a plentiful sufﬁly of padiy=2ls, was in
all probability respohéible for tenancy being sco extensive.

In Palskkurichi, however, most of'the lénd was ownad by Mayudus,
wh formed about oné-sikth of all the families in the village.
The report on the 1916 survey stated that "their individual holdings are
fairly large"; that they were not only agriculturists "by custom and.
instinet" but "pride themselves upon the thought that agriculture is
the noblest, the least harmful and the most independent of all profes-
siong"; but that they were extremely conservative, clinged to the seeurity
offered by the joint family systenm, lacked individual initiative and

enterprise, and therefore remained economically backward. At the same



time there was the vast reserve army of padiyals in the village, for
vhor the daily wage in 1916 was stated to be less than 1 kg of paddy
for them
(though there wore alsc some extra payments[bver the year) comp:.wed to
the prevailing rate of 2 kgs per day for the free labourer. Il »s not
therefore surprising that direct cultivation with hired labour w.s
preferred to ftenancy. But, for the reasons already indicated, tlie
extent of involvement of the owners in raising productivity doc: not
appear to have been very great. The report on the 1916 survey voints
out that "about half the lard can yield two crops per annum bu:i -iany
cultivators are too indolent to grow two crops"; and that "the wiole
village was for generations in the hands of large landlords who iid
not take any interest in maintaining the full productivity ol :-» soil,
and who consaquently did not manure adequately"™.

4 related aspect of resource utilizgation, one which goez bHeyond
questions of tenancy, becomes evident when one studies the.fir: ' ga from
another village, Vaddmalaipuram in Ramnad district, which appeai:: to
be very different in characteristics from all the other three viilages
referred to so far. The wet land in this village was but a small
proportion {about 6 per cent) of the total cultivated area of_91i acres
in 1936, but it had no less than 166 families (with a total poyu-ation
of 668). To judge from the land revenue assessments of the i:-... the
net product ver acre of dry land was itself only about as high <= in
Dusi and Iruvelipattu and less than one~third as high as in F- . <kurichj
When reduced to a standard acre basis, the per capita avail~™*:i%y of
land in the village, it is therefore clear, was very much lower in
Vadamalaipuram than in the other villages surveyed.

The and-owners in the village consisted however lev~-" 2 Naick

a community {as noted earlier) with no iphibitions .bout being directly



invelved in cultivation. Not surprisingly, therefore, the report on
the 1916 survey points out that "all the owners of the land are culti~
vating landowners"; that "it is no uncommon sié;h't to see even the
richest landowner shouldering a plough and walking to hig field in the
. early morﬁing followed by his workmen, or the owner of the land driving
the bullocks round and round on the threshing ground threshing the
grain, whilst his paid workmen attend to other business"; and that there
was no sub-letting of land at 211 in the village. Moreover, not only
did most of the villagers own some land, but those who did not and
worked a&s "permanent labourers" would appear to have been much better
off then their counterparts in the mdre well-endowed villages referred
to earlier; these labourers got three meals a day in their ﬁaster's
housea and, iﬁ addition, were paid wages equivalent (2t the prevailing'
prices) to gbout 450 to 540 kgs of paddy per anmunm.

Another remarkable feature of this village, which partly explains
its achievements, is that a cooperative society had been formed as
early as 190%9. .wccording o the report based on the 1516 survey, the
society had come %o be accepted as "a model by the other societies
surrounding it"; loans were being extended by it to members on personal
security at a rate of interest of no more than 9 per cent per anml;
and a number of improvements had also been nade in the village by
congtruction of s road, drains, and sinking of wells and tubewells,
The society had howaver.to be liquidated in 1932 for a number of reasons
(including mismanagement); this, together with failure of seasonal rains
for four years continuously, had serious copscquences on agriculture
in the villege, and the toftal cultivated area in 19%6 wss as a
result only about half of what it was in 1916. The report based on the

19%6 survey mentioned nevertheless three interesting facts about the



village: (i) there was not only an elementary school in the vil;age
but a résolution had béén.passed by the panchayat to enforce compulsory
primary education énd a land cess (of 1 to 3 pi’es in the rupee) had
been levied to finance 1it; (ii) thefe had been a progressive fuail in
the birth rate in the village "due perhaps to the later age — even 20 —
at which girls in this village have been married"; and (iii) "it must
be said to the creait of the villagers fpat'in spite of all difyicul~
tiesfthey Lave the same zeal and enthusiasm for common improvement of
the village and for reviving the activities which fhey were feorced to
giva up".

It is not therefore surprising that, by the time Miss Hacwell
cama to the village in 1961, the village had succeeded in havi-g an
eleectric pumping sitation installed on the river Arjuna flowing 'y its
side { _ whoselirrigation potential had been dbrought to the notice of
the government by the villagers even as early 33'1923Q."in aéiltion,
45 wells had also been equipped with electric pump-sets. 411 .is,
taken together, made it possible for the entire land under the control
of the owners in 1916 to be brought under cultivation once aguoin.

Some of the further observations of Miss Haswell, reproiuced by
her after thé 1961 resurvey, are'perhaps better quoted than sumzarised.

For insftance:

"The 1958 pilet scheme which provided electricity for a rivoer
pumping station, and the equipping of wells with electric motor
pump-sets, has greatly increased the range of choice of jrcduct
and the time pattern of crop production. 'Dry' lands pro.: led
work for only 2-3 months of the year, but-irrigaticsa has ¢ . .ven
a physical production advantage. The availability of wat.:
throughout the year has resulted in more intensive practicas,

- and a fairly constant demand for labour; 10 per cent of the net
gown arsa was double-cropped in 1961 compared with only 4 per
cent in 1936. Landless poor families now have some bar:.iing
power and have secured a 25 per cent increase in the dail, wage
rate from 2.7 kg (6 Ib) grain to 3.4 kg (7-5 1b) grain®.



"Attendance (in the elementary school) is compulsory between the
ages of five and ten, and in 1961 15 per cent of its total

intake were Harijan untcuchables".

"The Panchayat is fairly representative of the village community —

which we have noted has a long history of absence of rigid caste

structure — and includes a Harijan untouchable among its members,"

"Acceptance by the community of direct taxation, and the relative
absence of caste, permits considerable flexibility in the econony,
and clearly demonstrates that it is in the historical perspective
over the span of at least a generation that the development
planner should seek for criteria which will promote rapid economic
responsce in low-income rural areas".

These and other findings from the various villages whose study
was initially promoted by Professor Gilbert Slater lend support to a
view puft forward: by .some economists, namely that several crucial assump-
tions underlying general equilibrium analysis arc simply not valid
within the framework of traditional agrarian economies and that the use
of guch analysis for interpretins the functioning of these economies
coul@ be migleading. The theoretical limitations of this kind of analysis
when applied to villago societies have boen clearly pointed out by
Professor Krishna Bharadwaj. ot only are market »nd sccial power in
these societies generally exercised by a very sm2l] ninority
but thé members belonging Lo this winority often occupy dominant posi-
tions in a number of factors and product markets simultancously, with
the result that these markets are inter~locke# by price as well as non-
price links. Thus, when & land-owner is both léasing out lond ang
gngaged in trade in the preduce of guch lari, +he terms of lease may not
only be more stringent than otherwisc but have specific’stipulations
as to what crops the tenants can grow and the mode zs well os termus of
reprrments these conditicns would nzturnlly restrict considerably the

¢roices open to his tencuts. Simildarly, if o lendlord possesses land



"under personal cultivation"™, it is not unusual to extract under-paid or
unpaid services from agriculfural labourers as well as tenants. Trans-
actions in the market for credit offer similar scope for manipulation
in other® mrrkets.

The main point is that, when markets are inter-locked in this
way through price or non-price links, the differential bargaining
posiﬁions of the participants in any particular market camnot be fitted
inte the conventional models of monopoly of monopsony and absorbed into
the frameworlk of general equilibrium analysis. A% the sane time, as
Professor Bharadwa] has observed, "such interlocking of marke%s increases
the exploitative power of the stronger sections because, whilc there
could be limits to exploitation in any one market — due to traditions
or conventicns — or due to ecounomic factors, the interpemetration of
narkets allows them to disperse exploitation over the different markets
and to ph-sc.out exploitation over time"™, What is therefore missed
out is something very important,-indeed crucial to the understanding
of agrarion economies.

There is another aspect of the problem, noticed by many others,
to which again Professor Bharadwa] has drawn pointed attention in this
connection. It is that the objectives of production themselves depend
on the cconcrmic sthtus of the individuals and groups concerned, and that
they cennot be defined a priori. It is not certain in the first place
that members of village communities are maxiwmizing anything in particulaf
even if they are, it is not clear whether it is gross output, or 'farm
busincss income' (i.2. gross revenue net of actually paic out cost),
gross profits, or zowmathing elsg tﬁat is sought to be maximized. The

very small operators living in perpetual indebtedness might choose to



raise as much gross value of output as possible per acre of land in
their possession, and operate larn? intengively even to/point where the
additional input costs are more thain the value of additional output
and they are obliged to incur more debt on this accodht; on the other
harid, "the big cultivators, while aiming to vroduce a surplus, may yet
‘prefer not to cultivate the land intensively for a number of reasons
including the existence of opportunities for making profits or for
wielding social power through non-farming activities".

‘bespiteweighty considerationf of this kind, it is not clear how
much impact they have had on the profession and its work in this arca.
Onc has the impression that the majority still find it easier to play
the game by the conventional ground rules laid down and approved of
by those who invented the game. The alteranstive, of cOufse, is to
follow the much harder path of first studying empirically ir depth the
complex structures and inter-relaticaships charscteristic of traditional
agrarian econonies, before attemniing to advance genzrnl theorics ond
cXplanations relying on the methods of ccﬁvantional_economic‘analysis.
As Professor Bharadwsj hes concluded in her study of Indien zgriculturs,
"detailed informdtion in historical, specifidrcontcxt about the ~rarian
economy under study would be required to describe the particular
characteristics of its markets, the naturé and ¢xitont of the in%elvezcut
of the different sections of its peasantry and the implieatiohs thorsof™;
and consequently, & meaningful znalysis of a ch&nging‘agrarinn‘3conory
can be earried out only by such ?ainstakihg investizuotion coveriﬁg o
multitude of villages in different stages of conmvercinliszation under

3 versce conditions.



This was no doubt the direction Professor Gilbert Slater was
trying to give to the thinking of his students through the village
studies he initiated. He was at that time going by some hunches, and
the surveys he initiated were not as comprehensive and systenatic as
would be devised if one were to embark on a similar veature now., The
village studies stimulated by him, including the resurveys undertaken
in 19%6 and 1961, provide however some Very interesting and valuable
insights into the political eeoncmy of agrarian compunities. They are
a part of the rich heritage of the Department qf Economics of the
University of Madras, and it is one on vhich greater things .can be
built if only tha‘study and development of eaonbmic theory are closely
linked with the study of the environment to which we belong. Theories
are now learnt parrot-fashion, repeated, and applied without an
adequate sense of relevance sven by seholars in the profession. Thaf
such theories are assoeiated with great names in the literature on
the subject doeée not justify either the habit or the tradition that
is s0 built up. We must try and revert once again to the less
spectacular but nore rewarding path that Professor Slater was beckoning

hig students to follow,

November. 4, 1976. K.N.Raj
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