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Land Reform and Rural Poverty i n  India  

In  a continuing attempt t o  b e t t e r  understand t h e  problems of r u r a l  

poverty i n  India,  the  Near East South Asia Bureau of A.I .D.  sponsored t h e  

preparation of th ree  papers on land reform i n  India,  plus a day-long 

seminar i n  Washington on Apri l  17 where they were discussed. This semi- 

nar came a month and a h a l f  before A .I .D. ' s  Spring Review of (world-wide) 

land reform issues .  While the  r e s u l t s  of t h i s  seminar w i l l  be one of the  

inputs i n t o  t h a t  broader e f f o r t ,  India i s  s u f f i c i e n t l y  important and 

unique t o  warrant separate treatment. 

The papers covered a general survey of I n d i a ' s  land reform program 

and i t s  e f f e c t s  ( ~ e n e  Wimderlich, Economics Research Service, U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, "Land Reforms i n  ~ n d i a " )  plus two case s tudies ,  

one on U t t a r  Pradesh   alter C. Neale, Department of Economics, University 

of Tennessee, %and Reform i n  Ut tar  Pradesh") aad one on Bihar (I?. Tomasson 

Jannuzi, Department of Economics, University of Texas, "The Agrarian 

St ructure  i n  Bihar -- Attempts a t  Change and Some ~mpl ica t ions" ) .  P a r t i -  

cipants  included s t a f f  members from both A .I .D. and S ta te ,  plus Raj Krishna, 

EDI/IBRD and University of Rajas than, who provided comments on t h e  top ic  

i n  general.  Altogether between 15  and 20 persons at tended and par t ic ipated  

i n  w h a t  was a provocative, free-wheeling discusr;ion. 

The breadth of the  discussion, plus t h e  nuriber of i ssues  and con- 

f l i c t i n g  opinions presented, make a s t r a i g h t - f o ~ w a r d  summary l e s s  than 

completely useful .  Instead, t h e  attempt i s  made herein t o  use these, 

plus other materials ,  t o  bui ld  a reasonably consis tent  picture,  one which 

i s  more sus ta inable  than any other we might develop on t h e  bas is  of the  

presentat ions made t o  us.  The reader in te res ted  i n  o ther  viewpoints and 

more background should turn  t o  the  papers themselves. 



Some Introductory Problems 

A t  i t s  core, land reform involves the redis t r ibut ion of ownership 

r igh ts  t o  land. But since regulation of arrangements governing the use 

of land can accomplish similar goals, control of tenancy, share-cropping, 

ren ts  and wages a r e  often discussed i n  the  same breath. One i s  a l so  l i ke ly  

t o  f ind issues re la ted t o  the  promotion of cooperatives and the  d i s t r ibu-  

t ion of inputs ra ised under t h i s  heading. The term land reform, being a 

good word i n  the  lexicon of po l i t i c a l  rhetor ic ,  tends t o  pick up any and 

a l l  schemes fo r  ru r a l  u p l i f t  tha t  a r e  put forward. We w i l l  t r y  t o  s t i ck  

t o  i t s  narrower def ini t ion and r e f e r  t o  other proposa:Ls by name whenever 

confusion may a r i s e .  

The s i tua t ion  i s  fu r ther  complicated by the  f a c t  tha t  d is t inct ions  

between landless laborer, tenant, share -cropper and land-owner a re  eas ier  

t o  draw i n  principal  than i n  practice.  A man may lease  i n  one parcel  of 

land, l ease  out another and work a s  a part-time laborer on a th i rd .  Further- 

more, even when he plays only one role,  what he c a l l s  himself may be sug- 

gested t o  him by loca l  laws: where tenancy i s  i l l e g a l  one finds few tenants 

* but many share-croppers and landless laborers.  These f ac t s  make much of 

the  data collected on land use patterns d i f f i c u l t  t o  in terpret ,  i f  not out- 

r igh t  useless.  It a l so  makes it d i f f i c u l t  t o  iden t ie r  jus t  who it i s  t h a t  

* In  a study of two Punjabi vi l lages  it was found tha t  between 1950 and 
1960 the number of tenant families decreased from 27 t o  7, the number 
of cul t ivat ing owner families increased from 100 t o  116 and the  number 
of landless labor families increased from 26 t o  85. Apart from con- 
t inuing population pressure t h i s  s h i f t  i s  re la ted .to the  tenancy reforms 
introduced a t  the beginning of t h i s  period. But a:nother unexpected 
development, a l so  re la ted  t o  the tenancy reforms, lms the growth of a 
new land tenure arrangement known as  sanjhee i n  which, for  a share of 
the crop, hired laborers look a f t e r  and sometimes ~nanage the whole farm 
operation for  owners, many of whom do not l i v e  on .the land. Since the 
sanjhee arrangement i s  not recognized i n  law, the  revenue records indi-  
cate  tha t  land under such arrangements i s  under owner cul t ivat ion.  See 
J.8, Uppal, "Implementation of Land Reform Legislation i n  India - A 
Study of Two Villages i n  Punjab, " Asian Survey, Vol. I X ,  No. 5 ,  k y  1969, 
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l and  reforms a r e  supposed t o  be helping and t o  determine whether i n  f a c t  

they have been helped. One i s  forced t o  base one 's  argument on f i rs t -hand 

observations and i n t u i t i o n  t o  a g rea te r  extent  than i s  comfortable. 

Final ly,  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  i s  enormously compli.cated by Ind ia ' s  d ive r s i ty ,  

which i s  espec ia l ly  g rea t  i n  t h e  r u r a l  a rea .  'This i s  perhaps t h e  main 

weakness of t h e  genera l iza t ions  made i n  t h i s  paper. 

Ekpected Effec ts  

Generally, land reform i s  advocated i n  t h e  hope t h a t  it w i l l  ( 1 )  

reduce s o c i a l  unrest ,  ( 2 )  increase  productivi ty,  and (3)  increase employ - 
ment i n  ag r i cu l tu re .  Comments and doubts were r a i s e d  about each of these  

expected e f f e c t s .  

1. On s o c i a l  unres t .  The argument here i s  that t h e  inequ i t i e s  of 

r u r a l  l i f e  cause s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t  and must be e l in ina ted  t o  reduce such 

c o n f l i c t .  Typically t h i s  argument involves t h e  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  d iscontent  

among t h e  underprivileged i s  r i s i n g .  For some t h i s  r i s e  i s  t h e  r e s u l t  of 

growing asp i ra t ions ,  caused by t h e  spread of education and t h e  knowledge, 

thanks t o  the  Green Revolution, t h a t  things can 11e d i f f e r e n t .  For others ,  

a c t u a l  inequa l i t i e s  a r e  bel ieved t o  be r i s ing ,  a s  a consequence of the  

unequal spread of t h e  Green Revolution, resumptions of holdings by owners 

and the  growing use of money wages i n  place of t r a d i t i o n a l  tenancy 

arrangements. S t i l l  others  provide examples ind ica t ing  inroads made 

f o r  the  f i rs t  time by outs ide  a g i t a t o r s .  

But the re  a r e  no r e l i a b l e  da ta  t o  prove o r  a.isprove such asse r t ions ;  

and equally convincing counter-examples -- where growing i n e q u a l i t i e s  i n  

income and s t a t u s  do not  seem t o  be leading t o  increas ing discontent ,  

where some movement towards reducing such i n e q u a l i t i e s  can be discerned, 



or  where r i s i n g  opportunit ies  f o r  productive en te rp r i se  both on and off  

the  farm give one some hope f o r  t h e  fu tu re  -- can a s  e a s i l y  be found. 

Furthermore, it i s  not a t  a l l  c e r t a i n  t h a t  s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t  would be 

reduced or avoided by attempting t o  impose reforms; those who benef i t  

from the  absence of reforms or  the  l a x  enforcement of ex i s t ing  l e g i s l a -  

t i o n  a r e  not  going t o  give i n  eas i ly ,  pa r t i cu la r ly  when they control  the  

re ins  of p o l i t i c a l  power a t  the  l o c a l  l e v e l .  

Finally,  given the  numbers involved, it i s  dou1)tful t h a t  even a 

thorough-going red i s t r ibu t ion  could accomplish very much. I n  a paper 

presented t o  U S A I D / I ~ ~ ~ ~ ' s  Seminar on Employment and. Income Distr ibution,  

B. Mihhas demonstrated t h a t  i f  a l l  land holdings above 20 acres  were d i s -  

t r ibu ted  t o  owner-cultivators with l e s s  than f i v e  acres,  some 43.3 mi l l ion  

acres would be added t o  .the 57 mil l ion acres  current ' ly held by the  l a t t e r  

group; but  t h i s  would r a i s e  t h e i r  average holdings fYom 0.31 t o  only 0.54 

acres  per capita,  s t i l l  leaving 60-65$ of t h i s  group below the  poverty 

l i n e  and doing nothing t o  help the  p l igh t  of the  103 mil l ion  landless,  

40 mil l ion of whom a r e  estimated t o  be below the  poverty l i n e .  * 

2. On productivi ty.  Here we must d i s t ingu i sh  'between improvements 

i n  tenancy and red i s t r ibu t ion  of holdings. The productivi ty e f f e c t s  of 

the  f i r s t  a r e  extremely d i f f i c u l t  t o  judge s ince  tenancy reform cannot 

be entered i n t o  any object ively-specif ied production function. It can 

be shown t h a t  a tenant  w i l l  not apply a s  much inputs a s  w i l l  an owner, 

i f  both maximize t h e i r  p r o f i t s .  But it can a l s o  be demonstrated t h a t  i f  

the  re turns  a r e  high enough it i s  i n  the  i n t e r e s t  of the  owner t o  a l t e r  

* The poverty l i n e  f o r  t h i s  purpose is defined a s  a11nua.l per cap i t a  
consumption expenditures of R s .  240 i n  1960/61 prilces. 



t h e  tenancy arrangement s o  as  t o  induce the  t e n a r t  t o  use add i t iona l  inputs.  

This i s  of ten  forgot ten  i n  theore t i ca l   discussion.^ which, typica l ly ,  take 

such arrangements a s  given. It would be of i n t e r e s t  t o  determine whether 

t r a d i t i o n a l  agreements a r e  being a l t e r e d  i n  areas where the  Green Revolu- 

f 
t i o n  has taken hold; our hunch i s  t h a t  they a r e .  

So f a r  a s  r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  i s  concerned, empirical  s tud ies  i n  Ind ia  sug- 

ges t  tha t ,  given t h e  same access t o  inputs and holding s o i l  and water con- 

d i t i o n s  constant,  cos t  per u n i t  of production i s  not corre la ted  with s i z e  

of holding. This suggests t h a t  the re  a r e  no econ~mies o r  diseconomies of 

s c a l e  t h a t  would make us favor one s i z e  operation ra the r  than another. 

A counter t o  t h i s  argument i s  t h a t  the  empir:ical s tud ies  were under- 

taken before modern mechanical inputs were suffic: iently prevalent t o  

inf luence  t h e  s t a t i s t i c a l  analys is ,  and t h a t  such inputs introduce s i g n i f i -  

JC)C can t  economies of sca le .  I f  t h i s  were t h e c a s e , ,  onproduc t iv i tygrounds  

a t  l e a s t ,  we should prefer  l a r g e r  r a the r  than smaller farms. But it i s  

doubtf'ul whether t h e  use of proper shadow pr ices  i.n evaluating mechanical 

inputs would show t h a t  a l l  forms of mechanization a r e  s o c i a l l y  productive. 

Where they a r e  not, public policy should i n h i b i t  t h e i r  introduction.  For 

t h e  remainder, sharing and r e n t a l  arrangements can be introduced, i f  it 

does not  a r i s e  spontaneously, t o  overcome most economies of sca le .  

* However, i f  bargaining parer  is  too unequal, such s i t u a t i o n s  could 
r e s u l t  i n  ser ious  tensions.  Where t h i s  i s  th.e case some regula t ion 
of these changes would be useful .  But j u s t  h.ow t o  do s o  e f fec t ive ly  
i s  another question. 

JC)C Tractors a r e  of ten  c i t e d  as examples, though very small mechanized 
u n i t s  t h a t  a r e  economical down t o  5 acres  a r e  avai lable .  A b e t t e r  
example may be tubewells, which, some claim, a r e  not economical 
f o r  i r r i g a t i n g  l e s s  than 15 o r  20 acres .  
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Obviously the evidence i s  flimsy and speculative,, but what there  i s  

cer ta inly  does not suggest t h a t  a reduction i n  average farm s ize  would 

lead t o  any s ignif icant  increase i n  productivity ( i  .e., decrease i n  t o t a l  

cost  per un i t  of output). 

3. On employment and t o t a l  output. On the other hand, there i s  

some evidence tha t  output per acre increases as  s i ze  of farm diminishes, 

again holding access t o  inputs, s o i l  and water consta:nt. If costs per 

un i t  of output a r e  not lower, t h i s  must be because more intensive use i s  

made of labor on smaller farms. It should be noted t h a t  t h i s  m a y  mean 

l e s s  underemployment ra ther  than more laborers per ac:re on smaller farms. 

But more important, t h i s  e f f ec t  i s  unlikely t o  be s ignif icant .  As Neale 

pointed out, the  s i tua t ion  i n  India i s  unlike t ha t  i n  other parts  of the 

world where unequal d i s t r ibu t ion  of ownership implies unequal d i s t r ibu t ion  

of men on the  land; here, men already a re  dis t r ibuted f a i r l y  evenly and 

a t  reasonably high density levels .  Furthermore, the portion of land 

already under crop i s  amongst the highest i n  the world. I n  contrast  t o  

Latin America and Africa there i s  l i t t l e  room l e f t  i n  India t o  t ransfer  

land from extensive t o  intensive users.  

This s i tua t ion  i s  l i ke ly  t o  continue so long a s  the  supply of labor- 

saving farm machinery i s  small. But i f  it increases on larger  farms, the 

dis t r ibut ion of men on the land could be come much l e s s  equal. This 

ra i ses  perhaps the  strongest argument i n  favor of smaller land holdings, 

namely t ha t  it makes some forms of mechanization l e s s  economical, thereby 

reducing the  incentive t o  subst i tu te  cap i t a l  f o r  labcr.  But land reform 

i s  a ra ther  unwieldly instrument fo r  t h i s  purpose. Lland ce i l ing  leg i s la t ion  



has been notoriously d i f f i c u l t  t o  enforce; and po l i t i ca l ly ,  a f a r  eas ie r  

way t o  accomplish the  same end would be t o  use f i s c a l  devices t o  make 

labor-saving cap i ta l  more expensive. 

A l l  t h i s  i s  not t o  say t ha t  land reform would not be desirable on 

equity grounds, or  t h a t  output and employment might not go up somewhat, 

given a l a rger  number of small, owner-occupied holdings. But it strongly 

suggests tha t  land reform i s  no panacea fo r  the i l l s  of r u r a l  India, 

especially those faced by landless laborers who vould hardly be affected 

a t  a l l .  

The Program and I t s  EFf ects 

Scarcity of data, strong in t e r e s t s  i n  obfuscation and evasion, the 

f a c t  t ha t  land reform i s  a s t a t e  subject  under the consti tution,  and the 

enormous divers i ty  of India with regard t o  land use arrangements make 

generalization from Ind ia ' s  experience with land reform d i f f i c u l t  i f  not 

impossible. This summary i s  no subs t i tu te  fo r  tlne s e t  of papers presented 

t o  us, par t icular ly  the  case studies of U.P. and Bihar, which come close 

t o  spanning the  range of experiences f'rom the most t o  the  l e a s t  thorough- 

going reforms. 

In  br ie f ,  the  leg i s la t ion  enacted during the decade following inde- 

pendence i n  1947 dea l t  with abol i t ion of intermediaries (e.g., zamindari 

abol i t ion) ,  regulation of rents  and tenant purchase, consolidation of 

fragmented holdings, cei l ings  on current holdings and future  acquisi t ion,  

and various provisions re la t ing  t o  agr icu l tu ra l  ~rorkers, cooperative farm- 

ing and s t a t e  management. Implementation has been del iberate ly  slow i n  

most places, with considerable time taken i n  untying l ega l  knots and i n  

appellate proceedings. 



The r e su l t s  t o  date have been mixed, but on balance modestly favorable. 

In  general, the  middle classes i n  the r u r a l  hierarchy -- tenants with 

exproprietary, occupancy or  hereditary r igh ts  pr ior  -;o reforms -- appear 

t o  have benefited a t  the expense of the upper classes -- the l a rges t  land- 

lords and zamindars. The lowest classes who worked -the land a s  "permanent 

servants It ,  h ired labor or  share -croppers without r ights ,  appear on balance 

not t o  have been s ignif icant ly  affected (though exaq?les indicating that 

some benefited and others l o s t  can be found). Modes-t increases i n  produc- 

t i v i t y  and employment have been recorded since land reforms were in i t i a ted ,  

but it i s  v i r t ua l l y  impossible t o  demonstrate t ha t  li3nd reform played any 

causal ro le .  Some land consolidation has taken place, but it has been 

painfully slow. Attempts t o  regulate rents,  wages, and tenancy arrange- 

ments have met e i t he r  with resistance or  a combination of acquiescence 

and evasion. 

Also during t h i s  period peasant par t ic ipat ion -- principal ly  by the  

r u r a l  middle classes -- i n  the  processes of government and planning 

increased s ignif icant ly .  While t h i s  i s  largely  connected with the  in t ro-  

duction of universal  sufferage and elected loca l  governments, it may a l so  

be re la ted  t o  land reforms insofar a s  they increased soc ia l  and economic 

equali ty within the  landholding castes.  But t h i s  improvement may i n  the  

end cause more soc ia l  conf l ic t  than it puts t o  r e s t ,  a s  it slowly mwes 

r u r a l  society from a multi-class, h ierarchical  s t ructure  t o  a polarized, 

two-class system. As Neale, writing mainly about U.P., put it, 

Before the  reforms the complex ladder of r igh ts  i n  
land had made it d i f f i c u l t  t o  d i f fe ren t ia te  people 
on one rung from the people on the rungs immediately 
above and below, but a f t e r  the  land reforms it was 
possible t o  d i f fe ren t ia te  c lear ly  between the  man 
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who was a landholder -- bhumindhar o r  s i r da r  -- and 
the  man who was t o t a l l y  landless.  Thus a complex 
hierarchy was not reduced t o  democratic ega l i t a r i an  
re la t ionships  but instead was changed i n  the  di rec-  
t i o n  of a two t i e r  c lass  system, with the  middle 
cas te  landholding groups forming a more honiogeneous 
upper c lass  and the landless forming a more homo- 
geneous lower c lass ,  with both now f a r  more i n  
con f l i c t  with each other than the  d i f f e r en t  l eve l s  
of the hierarchy had been before reforms. 

I n  retrospect ,  these modest r e su l t s  a r e  e a s i l y  explained. While 

the  rhe to r ic  of land reform had i n t e l l e c tua l  roots  i n  nineteenth and 

twentieth century ega l i t a r i an  philosophy, it was implemented by p rac t i ca l  

po l i t i c ians  a t  the  s t a t e  l eve l .  I n  the  years immediately preceding and 

following independence, e f fec t ive  power sh i f t ed  from those who held 

privi leged positions under the Br i t i sh  t o  the middle c lasses  i n  t he  

r u r a l  hierarchy, and the  l a t t e r  used :.and reform as  a means of consoli- 

dating t h e i r  newly-won posit ion of power. The lower c lasses  played only 

a passive r o l e  i n  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  game. Viewed thusly, land reform was a 

consequence of the  s h i f t  i n  power, not i t s  cause. Moreover, and again 

despi te  the rhetor ic ,  land reform was never more than a subsidiary element 

i n  India ' s  modernization s t ra tegy.  Issues regarding universal  suffrage, 

l oca l  self-government, the  ra i s ing  of revenues, the  ~ l l l oca t i on  of public 

f'unds between heavy indust r ies ,  defense, power and i l - r igat ion,  t he  build-  

ing of indust r ies  t o  produce modern agr icu l tu ra l  inputs, the  regulat ion 

of ag r i cu l t u r a l  markets and prices -- a l l  these and re la ted  issues  have 

been far more important than land reform i n  explaining Indian economic 

his tory  s ince  independence. Land reform was used as  an instrument f o r  

the  consolidation of p o l i t i c a l  power and soc ia l  s t a tus ,  not as  a pr inciple  

s t ra tegy  f o r  the  solut ion of India ' s  r u r a l  problems.* 

* So fa r ,  t h i s  pat tern  appears t o  be independent of which p o l i t i c a l  party 
is  i n  off ice  a t  the  s t a t e  l eve l .  Even the  Communi.sts i n  Kerala and 
West Bengal have been unable -- or perhaps unwillj.ng, for  the  same 
reasons as  other pa r t i e s  -- t o  push land reforms much fu r the r  than they 
have already gone. 



Underlying these p o l i t i c a l  r e a l i t i e s  i s  the  continuous growth i n  

population, a  l a r g e  p a r t  of which must be absorbed on the  land.  With no 

a l t e r n a t i v e  open t o  him and many others  eager t o  take  h i s  place, the  

individual  a g r i c u l t u r a l  laborer  seldom displays any more i n t e r e s t  i n  the  

enforcement of ex i s t ing  l e g i s l a t i o n  on rents ,  wages and tenancy arrange- 

ments than does the  landlord.  

Policy Implications and Recommendations f o r  t h e  Government of India  

Few e x p l i c i t  policy recommendations were made by members of the  

seminar, but  from these  plus the  above analysis ,  a  range of recommenda- 

t ions  can be considered. 

1. Don't waste add i t iona l  e f f o r t s  on land reforms, more e x p l i c i t l y ,  

on attempts t o  r e d i s t r i b u t e  ownership r i g h t s  and regu la te  tenancy 

arrangements. It follows from much t h a t  was s a i d  above t h a t  the  bene- 

f i t s  of such r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  and regula t ion  cannot be g rea t  i n  the  Indian 

context; and the  cos t s  especia l ly  i n  terms of p o l i t i c a l  d is rupt ions  of 

* 
t ry ing  t o  impose them would be high. 

For those areas  where s i g n i f i c a n t  a g r i c u l t u r a l  progress seems t o  be 

occurring, a s  well  a s  f o r  the  most backward areas  where a sp i ra t ions  and 

p o l i t i c a l  awareness of the  lowest cas tes  i n  the  r u r z l  hierarchy a r e  not 

r i s i n g  appreciably, t h i s  conclusion appears f u l l y  j u s t i f i e d .  Where pro- 

d u c t i v i t y  i s  improving o r  where a t  l e a s t  some movement towards g rea te r  

* A qua l i f i ca t ion  regarding regula t ion  of tenancy srrangements should 
be entered.  I n  the  process of technical  change, t r a d i t i o n a l  arrange- 
ments w i l l  have t o  change. Depending on the  distzaibution of bargaining 
power and how it i s  exercised, ser ious  tensions could r e s u l t  i n  t h e  
process of t h i s  adjustment. The benef i t s  of regula t ion  i n  these cases 
could be considerable -- i f  we knew what s p e c i f i c  regula t ions  would 
he lp  and, especial ly,  h o v t h e y  could be e f fec t ive ly  implemented. A s  
m ~ c h  of tke  above discussion suggests t h i s  knowledge i s  not ava i l ab le .  
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equa l i ty  of soc ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and economic s t a t u s  i s  occurring anyway, 

land reform may be more d is rupt ive  than he1pfu:L. I n  such places t h e  

b a r r i e r s  t o  more rapid  progress a r i s e  primari ly from resource and tech- 

nological  l imi ta t ions  r a t h e r  than from pa t t e rns  of land ownership and 

use. This i s  not t o  say t h a t  a  correc t ion  i n  fac tor-pr ice  re la t ionships ,  

which make t h e  displacement of labor  by machintzs appear p ro f i t ab le  on 

l a r g e r  holdings, i s  not absolute ly  necessary. Nor i s  it meant t o  suggest 

t h a t  p o l i t i c a l  leaders  should cease t o  t a l k  about t h e  need f o r  land reform, 

an a c t i o n  t h a t  may have i t s  own s e t  of p o l i t i c a l  cos t s .  But t o  go beyond 

a correc t ion  i n  f a c t o r  pr ices  and rhe to r i c  i n  those a reas  where the re  a r e  

no ser ious  p o l i t i c a l  d is rupt ions  associated wi-th land tenure i s  unl ike ly  

t o  represent  a  good a l l o c a t i o n  of p o l i t i c a l  ca:?ital.  

There are ,  however, o ther  places where a sp i ra t ions  and p o l i t i c a l  

awareness on t h e  par t  of t h e  lower c l a s ses  a r e  growing a t  a much f a s t e r  

r a t e  than improvements i n  product iv i ty  and equity.  I n  these  a reas  some- 

th ing by way of r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  -- i f  not of land, then of income or of 

p o l i t i c a l  and economic s t a t u s  -- must be done -;o a l l e v i a t e  growing d i s -  

content with t h e  s t a t u s  quo. The remaining recommendations deal  with 

ways of doing t h i s .  

2.  Modif'y t h e  environment s o  as  t o  make enforcement of e x i s t i n g  

l e g i s l a t i o n  harder t o  r e s i s t  -- o r  more acceptable -- t o  entrenched 

p o l i t i c a l  forces.  

Two recommendations were made i n  t h i s  d i rec t ion ,  the  f i r s t  involving 

improved records of land occupancy and tenancy condit ions,  and the  second 

involving research t o  obtain more accura te  information on the  extent  of 

income d i s p a r i t i e s ,  the  degree of exp lo i t a t ion  a c t u a l l y  present and so on. 
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While l oca l  pol i t ic ians  would not i n i t i a t e  such acti.ons, they may not 

rea l ize  the subt le  impact such seemingly innocuous programs can have, or, 

more l ikely ,  even i f  they do, may f ind it d i f f i c u l t  openly t o  oppose them. 

The a b i l i t y  t o  pu l l  the  wool over the eyes of 1.ocal po l i t i c ians  on 

these issues can be seriously doubted, especially wken land records a r e  

involved. In  an agrarian society, land i s  a prime object of po l i t i c a l  

power, j u s t  a s  c r ed i t  i n s t i t u t i ons  and indus t r ia l  l icenses a r e  i n  other 

socie t ies ;  the  a b i l i t y  t o  manipulate these records i s  something which 

a l l  p o l i t i c a l  groupings understand and wish t o  control  i n  t h e i r  own 

in t e r e s t s .  Nevertheless, a careful  exploration of t h i s  general manner 

of at tacking the  problem may be worthwhile exploring. To do so, effec- 

t ively ,  however, would require a f a r  more intimate knowledge of the s i t ua -  

t i o n  than anyone who does not l i v e  within the system i s  l i k e l y  t o  have. 

3. Redistribute inputs other than land. Ultimately, what we want 

t o  do i s  red is t r ibu te  value added. Since the e l a s t i c i t y  of subst i tu t ion 

between land and non-land inputs i s  reasonably high (e.g., consider the  

extent t o  which paddy output per acre has been pushed i n  Taiwan and Japan), 

a redis t r ibut ion of inputs could accomplish a s  much as a redis t r ibut ion 

of land tha t  might i n  practice be acquired for  redis t r ibut ion.  Such a 

redis t r ibut ion of inputs might be brought about by a two-price system i n  

which farmers with more than e.g ., f i ve  acres (adjusted fo r  qual i ty)  would 

be required t o  purchase inputs i n  the open market and those with l e s s  

would be subsidized (perhaps through the  provision of subsidized c r ed i t  ) . 
Apart from the administrative d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h i s  proposal would r a i s e  -- 

which might on closer examination be solvable -- it - a s  c r i t i c i zed  on two 

grounds. F i r s t ,  it was argued tha t  the simplest and cheapest way t o  provide 
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inputs t o  the  small farmers i s  t o  concentrate on increasing t h e i r  supplies 

as f a s t  as possible; i n  e f fec t ,  one should satis:E'y the  needs of the  

l a rge r  farmers a s  quickly a s  possible so  t h a t  something i s  l e f t  over f o r  

the  smaller, r a t h e r  than attempting t o  r e d i s t r i b u t e  ex i s t ing  suppl ies .  

This appears, a t  l e a s t  temporarily, t o  be happening i n  the  f e r t i l i z e r  

market, f o r  example. I f  t h i s  can be done quickly, s o  t h a t  the  p r i ce  of 

food does not f a l l  and the  l a r g e  farmer does not  buy out t h e  smaller i n  

t h e  interim, it has merit; but  one can ser ious ly  question whether t h i s  

condition can be met i n  a s c a r c i t y  economy such as  India.  

Second, it was argued t h a t  it  i s  l i k e l y  t o  prove p o l i t i c a l l y  a s  

d i f f i c u l t  t o  r e d i s t r i b u t e  inputs a s  it i s  t o  r e d i s t r i b u t e  land, a t  l e a s t  

so  long a s  these inputs remain very scarce.  This argument can be ques- 

t ioned on two grounds, f i r s t ,  t h a t  new inputs involve fewer d i r e c t  

challenge t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  r i g h t s ,  and second, t h a t  no one would be denied 

access, everybody would be ab le  t o  ge t  something. But more importantly, 

Raj Krishna, who made t h i s  proposal, recognized the  p o l i t i c a l  d i f f i c u l -  

t i e s  involved and took them i n t o  account by making the  following proposal 

a s  well .  

4. Alter  the  r u r a l  balance of power by promoting m i l i t a n t  t r ade  

unionism among t h e  landless  (presumably including share-croppers and 

tenants a s  we l l )  through Central Government subsidies.  The cos t  of 

organizing peasants has been a ser ious  obstac le  t o  the  spontaneous growth 

of peasant organizations i n  the  past;  a precedent f o r  such a policy i s  

present i n  public promotion and support of t rade  unions i n  industry; and 

i n  the  long run t h i s  may be the  only way t o  br ing about any r e a l  r ed i s -  

t r ibu t ion ,  even of inputs other than land.  
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Obviously, whether such a policy i s  f e a s i b l e  and whether i ts  conse- 

quences could be contained and channeled i n  constructive d i rec t ions  a r e  

open questions. The h i s to ry  of the  Kisan Sabha, s t a r t e d  i n  t h e  l a t e  30's 

by Congress, taken over i n  Bengal and Kerala i n  the  la . te  40's  by the  

Communists, and current ly  i n  these two s t a t e s  t h e  object  of f i g h t s  between 

the  CPI and the  CF'M, does nut o f f e r  an a t t r a c t i v e  pa t t e rn  t o  emulate. Nor 

does t h i s  h i s to ry  of t h e  i n d u s t r i a l  t rade  union movement which, by dr iv ing 

up wages and increasing managerial problems, may be ericouraging the  r e -  

placement of men by machines. But where such organizations begin t o  

develop anyway, it would be prudent t o  t r y  t o  d i r e c t  -;hem along construc- 

t i v e  paths. 

5. Relieve pressure on the  land by po l i c ies  t h a t  absorb labor  e l s e -  

where. No matter which s t ra tegy  f o r  dealing with r e d i s t r i b u t i o n a l  problems 

is  accepted, i t  was recognized t h a t  it would have t o  be combined with 

e f f o r t s  t o  develop productive non-farm jobs a t  a f a s t e r  r a t e  than has 

h i t h e r t o  been the  case, through promotion of more rapid  i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  

and a lso ,  probably, through public works programs. This l i n e  of a t t a c k  

was not pursued as  it moves too f a r  a f i e l d  from our p r inc ipa l  topic .  

But it i s  noteworthy i n  passing t h a t  a theme running through t h e  

whole discussion was t h e  need t o  consider t h e  interconnectedness of the  

Indian society,  i n  order t o  t r e a t  any problem e f fec t ive ly .  J u s t  a s  

p o l i t i c s  cannot be separated from economics, ag r icu l tu re  s t r a tegy  cannot 

be considered i n  i s o l a t i o n  fYom s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  other sec to r s .  Nor can 

any of these problems be separated from t h e  problems and polic!!es r e l a t e d  

t o  population growth and rural-urban migration. 
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Policy Implications f o r  Aid Donors 

The above discussion should make it painful ly  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  Central 

Government has l i t t l e  room within which t o  maneuver t o  help t h e  under- 

privi leged r u r a l  c lasses  of India.  Much of t h e  recent  p o l i t i c a l  posturing 

on t h i s  subjec t  must be considered l i t t l e  more than j u s t  t h a t .  Obviously, 

t h e r e  is  even l e s s  room f o r  a foreign a i d  donor t o  maneuver. 

If land reforms a r e  needed a t  a l l ,  they a r e  needed only i n  some areas  

and then primari ly f o r  t h e i r  impact on inequ i t i e s  r a t h e r  than on produc- 

t i v i t y  and employment. The judgment a s  t o  where and when they should be 

used i s  one t h a t  can only be made by t h e  p r inc ips l  ac to r s  i n  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  

arena, c e r t a i n l y  not  by fore ign a i d  donors who, no matter  how well- inten- 

tioned, cannot understand t h e  s u b t l e  p o l i t i c a l  r d a t i o n s h i p s  t h a t  must be 

paid t h e i r  due i f  s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t  i s  t o  be held i n  check. 

One usef'ul th ing  a fore ign donor can do, of course, i s  t o  o f f e r  tech- 

n i c a l  services  and advice. This does no t  n e ~ e s s ~ a r i l y  imply taking a 

passive r o l e  especia l ly  insofa r  a s  research  and ,analysis i s  concerned. 

What a r e  the  dynamics of the  r e l a t ionsh ip  bet wee.^ d i s t r i b u t i o n  and the  

t echn ica l  changes being introduced; can we say a:?ything about how and 

where and when d i s t r i b u t i o n a l  considerat ions w i l : L  change over time? Can 

s u b t l e  s o c i a l  processes leading i n  the  d i r e c t i o n  of equi ty  be fos te red  

and o ther  forces  be inh ib i t ed  without d i r e c t l y  confronting entrenched 

p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r e s t s ?  Can a p r a c t i c a l  proposal f o r  r e d i s t r i b u t i n g  inputs ,  

perhaps through a two-price system, be developed? Can a p r a c t i c a l  means 

of double-checking on land records be developed, so  a s  t o  keep l o c a l  

p o l i t i c i a n s  honest? If answers t o  such questions were developed and 

put forward by the  r i g h t  people and i n  t h e  r i g h t  s p i r i t ,  they could be 

very he lp ru l  and even perhaps i n f l u e n t i a l .  
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Secondly, fore ign donors can help by i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  t h e  employment 

e f fec t s  of projec ts  they help support a r e  taken i n t o  account. The b e s t  

way t o  do s o  would be t o  u t i l i z e  prices t h a t  correctl-y r e f l e c t  t r u e  

f ac to r  s c a r c i t i e s  i n  evaluat ing investment projec ts .  I f  t h i s  were done 

many projec ts  involving t h e  production o r  importatiorl of labor-displacing 

farm machinery might not  g e t  f'unded. 

But when a l l  i s  s a i d  and done, the  b e s t  s t r a t egy  i s  s t i l l ,  a s  it 

has always been, t o  provide economically productive resources. The f i n a l  

so lu t ion  t o  r u r a l  poverty i n  India  must include t h e  ]?revision of off-farm 

jobs. This requi res  increased supplies  of complemen-;ary inputs  with 

which labor  can work and wage goodri,especially food, with which it can 

be paid. Except where serious s o c i a l  unres t  i s  imminent, a l l  e l s e  i s .  

t inker ing  i n  comparison t o  t h e  urgency of t h i s  task .  And t h i s  i s  an 

obvious a rea  where fore ign donors can be of help.  




