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ABSTRACT

The Tebhaga Movement of 1946-1950 was an interassapemovement in the history of India. It waseack
peasant uprising on the eve of India’s independamzkthe partition of Bengal. Bengal has a histofyural resistance,
throughout the whole period of colonial rule. Thebfiaga uprising in many ways was the culminatinigtpepreading
over large areas of the countryside and expres#iegurge of laboring men and women to be liberdteth exploitation.
Sixty lakh people participated in the Tebhaga marenat its peakThe issue around which the campaign was launched
was economic. In September 1946, less than a yefarebthe partition of Bengal by the British, theyincial Kisan
Sabha (peasants’ association), which was guidetheyCommunist Party, decided to initiate, on anegixpental basis, a
struggle for two-thirds of the harvest. This woried to focus on how the Movement was originated what was the
background behind this movement.

KEYWORDS: Tebhaga, Zamindars, Jotedars, Bargadar, ExploitaticKisan Sabha
INTRODUCTION

Tebhaga Movement was an uprising against the opipee8ritish Raj.Tebhaga simply put, meant that two-
thirds of the crops tilled by theargadarsandadhiars would have to go to them. The idea was to endaiato give
recognition to this demand. 41% of the farmerspetiag to the Land and Revenue Commission in 19dfetargadars
and adhiars In the same year, the Commission had agreedthimidemand was only in order. A draft bill had bee
readied and circulated. But this had been swep¢tia carpet later on. Jyoti Basu, asked Suhralya@tief Minister of
undivided Bengal of as to why this had been dbr&thrawarddi told him that he did not know thatyttad so many
landlords in his party! In other words, he admittledt it was theseamindarswho had forced the Bill to be dropped. The
farmers waited for years. When it was realized that Bill was only a dream, it was then decided tha Tebhaga

demand should be turned into an agitation.

! Jyoti Basu memories, Chapter ViTiebhaga Movement
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Figure 1: Un-Divided Bengal, Own Prepared Map (Noto Scale)

Bargadar was a person who under the systgemerally known asdhi, barga or bhag cultivated the land of
another person, on condition of delivering a shafrehe produce of such land to that person. Thk between the
zamindarsand the British government was tlzaimindarswould pay a yearly tax fixed by the governmentetefbing on
the quantity and quality of the lands owned by zhmindars How these lands would be cultivated, developeti\ahat
income would be generated was left to #anindars Below them was the class mftedarsto whom thezamindars
distributed lands through a system calattani ThePattaniwas achieved through negotiation on the basisxefiftaxes
to be renewed and reviewed time to time. jdtedarsclass was directly connected with lands and cafiiiv. Although
outside thgotedari system there were many land-owning individuals,Isarad big, who directly paid their land taxes to
the zamindarsthrough thenayebi tahsildarisystem of theamindarsthejotedarsin north Bengal used to own vast lands
to the tune of hundreds and thousands of acresheydwere the real class of people whose fortunkfate was directly
land linked. Therefore, these people had to loddrafultivation and development of lands so faryiedd was concerned.
Thus, the fate of the farmers was linked intricateith thejotedari system. Nowjotedarsused two systems of cultivation.
As for instance, they would employ agricultural daedxs to cultivate lands under the direct supeswisif thejotedar
himself or give lease of lands to individual farsiest small land-owning class of people who directlitivated lands of
their own or had taken lease fronjotedar for a particular period of time which dependedtio@ will of thejotedar. The
terms and conditions of such an arrangement mdlacds of cultivation of leased land had to bermby the farmer; the
total yield of to be shared equally between théivator and the owner of the land ijetedar. This system of cultivation
of land was commonly known asdhiary Pratha(half-half system), mostly prevalent in north BehdThis class was
known asadhiar (half sharer). According to the Land Revenue Cossion, 26 per cent families were dependenaaimi

cultivation in Jalpaiguri district in 1939. Thrdughis mechanism, just becauspi@dar owned a piece of land he used to
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derive benefit without investing anything in thenda Moreover, he used to exploit the labor of aieatfor in various
forms, the poobargadarbecoming almost a slave of the landowner. Therg all@ays a constant threat that if he did not

obey thgotedar he would take away the land and begadarwould have to starve. This was a system of exgioit.

Thuszamindari-jotedarisystem used to be an instrument of exploitatidre @rievances of peasants grew as the
economic situation in the country worsened in tostpNar period that immediately followed a terrilidamine (1942)
throughout Bengal, at that time being governed hysivh league with Shaheed Suhrawarddi as Chief $¢#ni The
economic situation, political unrest, and unbeaaucial conditions of the peasants led to the meve later known as
Tebhaga AndolarffMovement). The Communist leaders akidshak Samityleaders took full advantage of the unrest
prevailing among the poor peasants and landlegsudtgral laborers. The movement sparked off inagea under PS
Chirirbandar in the district of Dinajpur. The arkad a local Communist leader, Rupnarayan Roy, dl $amglowning
farmer and local organizer dfrishak Samity first and only MLA (member of the legislative astbly) of Bengal
assembly elected on CPI ticket in 1946 election.tHgether with other peasant leaders of the lhpgdéd a movement in
and around his locality and organized the peasantstly Hindus, belonging té&shatriya caste and some Muslim
cultivators in a grand assembly on the day wjoéedars’ men would come to collect fifty percent sharetef trops. The
assembled farmers refused to give fifty per cargtaad, they offered thirty-three per cent outheftiotal yield A serious
quarrel flared up between tlaedars’ armed men and the adamant peasants causing snfarteth parties. Police came
to the rescue of thetedars’men and a peasant was killed in police fire. Thenétook a serious turn, local villagers came
to the rescue of the peasants and the police hestrizat. But a couple of days later, reinforceticedforce inaugurated a
reign of terror in the village after village in Cinbandar police station- the leaders were huntetl even common
villagers including women were not spared from p¢sistorture and repressive action. Hundreds ofagérs were

arrested.

The jotedarsexacted illegally many other privileges. The coioditof peasants worsened further due to wartime
inflationary situation and famine. After the Bendmmine in 1943, the Bengal Provinckishan Sabhawhich was guided
by the Communist Party, called for a mass moveraembing sharecroppers in September 1946 to kel#paga(two-
thirds) of the harvested crops. This demand hadtdig) since the thirties in the programmes ofKiehan Sabhaand had
also been recognized as just by the Floud Commmisstich in 1939-1940 had reviewed the miserablte st Bengal's

agriculture. The Floud Commission, a land reverararaission established by the Govt. of Bengal in8193
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Figure 2
Source: The Map was Procured from the House of MdViunna at
Hemayetpur, Dhaka, Bangladesh on 26 December 2011

had exposed the maladies in the prevailing systlimhaobliged sharecroppers to relinquish half @fittharvest
as rent, and on top of that, they had to pay saofrdkegal cesse$.These sharecroppers were continuously drainedeof t
wealth they produced. Communists went out to thentgside to organize peasants to take the haveste to their own
threshing floor and make the two-thirds’ share aitye The sloganadhi noy, tebhaga chdive want two-thirds to share
not 1/2) reverberatetiThey started taking harvested crops to their oandy. They offered only 1/3 crop sharddtedars

This led to innumerable clashes and subsequerstdathi charges and firing.

In 1946,Krishak Sabhadegan to be established in various parts of teeich of Midnapur like Mahishadal,
Sutahata, Nandigram, Kharagpur, Tamluk, Ghatal,thiamBhagabanpur, and Keshpur. In late 1946, theresitoppers
(bargadars, bhagchasis or adhjaof Bengal began to assert that they would payanbglf share of their crop to the
jotedarsbut only one-third and that before the divisiortla# crop, it would be stored in their okinamars(godowns) and
not that of thejotedars In September 1946, Bengal Provinckikhan Sabhagave a call to implement through mass
struggle the Floud Commission recommendatiotebhaga In many places, peasants tried to remove theypabidady
stored in thgotedars khamarsto their own and this resulted in innumerable lodéss Communist cadres, including many
students from the urban areas, went out into thmtrgside to organizbargadars who had become a major and growing
section of the rural population. The poor peashat$lost land through depression and famine ané washed down to
the level of sharecroppers as they constitutedy sparcent of villagers in some pockets which becastghaga
strongholds. The movement caught on from the hameslovember, with the central sloganij-khamare dhan tolp
sharecroppers taking paddy to their own thresHoy fand not to th@tedars houselangal jar Jamin tar, Jan dibo tabu

dhan dibonawvere other battle cries.

2 Report of the Land Revenue Commissiengal, vol. 1, p. 69

% Peoples AgeAugust 1946
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Figure 3
Source: The Picture Requested from the West Beng@lha Shramik
Union, Kerani Para, Jalpaiguri, West Bengal on 4 Apl 2012

The movement received a boost in late January 1##h the Muslim League Ministry led by Suhrawafddi
published the BengaargadarsTemporary Legislation Bill in th€alcutta Gazetton 22 January 1947The jotedars
appealed to the Government, and the police attahtptsuppress the peasants. The main centers ohdlkement were
Dinajpur (Thakurgaon sub-division), Rangpur, Japai, Maldah, Mymensingh (Kishoreganj), Midnapur gMshadal,
Sutahata, and Nandigram), and to a lesser extefta?ganas (Kakdwip) and Khulfdotedarand police violence was
sought to be countered by volunteers withis. In Nandigram, Sutahata and Mahishadal of Midndpistrict, Bhupal
Panda, Ananta Majhi, Pandit Jana led the movemgmubiing of crops and dumping it on the threshgnrgund of the
bargadars Many of these areas were converted iBangram Anchabr Muktanchal (Free Zone) as the government

machinery failed to function there.

The peasant women had no economic right on theepiyom spite of their involvement in the productiprocess
and were relegated to the drudgery of householdeshd@hough doubly subjugated, they underwentemtsilevolution
during this movement. Theamindarand thejotedar exerted their rights over the women of the familyttee bargadars

and exploitation was carried out hand in hand.hat time, the married women bargadas would get wages for their

* Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy (September 8, 1892 enflexr 5, 1963, Beirut) was a Pakistani left-wirgtegman of
Bengali origin, and one of the principal foundirgthfers of Pakistan. Appointed as the fifth Primenister in 1956,
Suhrawardy headed Pakistan until 1957, and waese @ssociate of Mohammad Ali Jinnah and LiaquakA&n, first
Prime minister of Pakistan. Infamous for his roigthe violent Direct Action Day in Calcutta, he adated and played a
major role in the success of Pakistan Movement amdier auspices of Jinnah, Suhrawardy rose to pemo# and
became an important ally of Jinnah in East-Pakistmrawardy was a populist leader who advocateihlgm, left the
ruling Muslim League in 1949 shortly after the deaf Jinnah, to join East Pakistan Awami Muslim gea of Maulana
Bhashani, but was forced out from the party byjtinéor leadership.

® Chandra, Biparindia’s Struggle for Independence 1857-19B&lhi: Penguin, 1989, pp. 352-353

® Sarkar, SumitModern India 1885-194Delhi: Macmillan Publishers India 1983, p. 440
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agricultural work” Perhaps to defy such subjugation by the state lengadtriarchal society, the women broke all norfns o
modesty and feminity prescribed for them and camnth¢ forefront of the movement taking up whatether domestic
confines provided them - broomstick, sickle, chapgéicks to protest against the repression ofpthlece and save their
menfolk and their crops which gave them the digtatyive. They themselves fought for their rightsbte members of the
Volunteer Bahini of the Krishak Sabhasand they formed the ‘Mahila Atmaraksha Samiti’ (Wmn's Self-defense

Organization) after the famine of 1943.

The new mode of resistance and forms of partiaipadif the peasant women of Muhammadpur and Nandigra
spread like wildfire and was replicated in othexaar They helped establish communication surreptitipugliarded secret
meetings, protected crops in the fields, were appdi village guards and kept vigil on police actiomd alerted the
peasant folk, barricaded police entry. The momiay tcaught sight of the police force, they blewatoshells and beat
kansar (the bell-metal gong), shoutdthnde Mataranto warn all and sundry. They even sacrificed Vifieile trying to
prevent police from entering villages and arresti@épw activists in Dinajpore, Jalpaiguri, 24 Pangs, Hooghly, and
Howrah™ They formedJhanta Bahini(A group wielding broom-stick) in Jessore distriotd Gayen Bahini(A group
wielding rammer used for threshing) in Rangpur iéstIn Nandigram, Bimala Majhi organized the warfak. In every
village along with the Volunteer Bahini existed arNRaksha Bahini* A jotedar of Kendumari brought in the armed
police when théargadarstried to remove crops from his field to the godoeifrthe panchayatWith police camps being
set up everywhere, the Communist leaders called fameeting in Kendumari. Women displayed unprecedieaourage
and militancy as they were subject to a silent igtian- a mass socio-economic consciousness. Bialihi, who was
one of the participants in thieebhagaMovement in Midnapur districtame forward with heNari Raksha Bahinarmed
with sickle,banti (a sharp instrument used to cut vegetables), biadheir hands and dust, salt and chilly powded tio
their clothes which they hurled at the police. Bdlupanda, Ananta Majhi, Ramesh Jana along withteigight others
were arrestedf The poor peasant women, the most unorganizeccipaits of theTebhagaMovement, put up resistance

which was mostly spontaneous and autonomous biianiit®

" Chattopadhyay, KunalTebhaga Andolaner ItihasCalcutta: 1987, p.103; Adrienne Cooper, ‘Shareceoppand
Landlords in Bengal, 1930-50: The Dependency Webi@nmplications’, inJournal of Peasant Studiegol. 10, no. 2-3,
January/April 1983, p. 248

8 Custers, PetelWomen in Tebhaga Rising:1946-19€alcutta: Naya Prokash, 1987
® Chattopadhyay, Kunal,ebhaga Andolaner Itiha€alcutta: Progressive Publishers, 1987, pp. 1067-

19 Das, SusnataAbibhakta Banglar Krishak Sangram: Tebhaga AndolaAetha-Rajnaitik Prekshit-Parjalochana-
Punarbichar Calcutta: Nakshatra Publishers, 2002, pp. 173-190

! Chattopadhyay, Kunal,ebhaga Andolaner Itiha€alcutta: Progressive Publishers, 1987, p. 106
12 Bhattacharyya, Jayant@anglar ‘Tebhaga’ - Tebhaga Sangra@alcutta: The Black Hole, 1996, p. 88

Bibid., p. 112
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Peasant men and women, many of them Muslims, &ttiatie granaries of local landlordsjotedars to recover
stocks of paddy already stored there. The ruralkcgire of oppression was truly crumbling, as mamydlords fled the
villages, some of them disguised in women’s cloti@sinciding with the partially spontaneous natoféhe uprising was
the principal role that women played in it. Everaneas such as the interior villages of Nandignahere women were not
supposed to participate in cultivation in the fialdd where their agricultural tasks were largetyitéd to processing the
harvested paddy, it was apparent that women haditde$takes in the success of thebhagacampaign. Even more so
than their husbands, rural poor women had sufférealily, inhumanly, from the Bengal famine of 194%r these
women, the storing of paddy in their own houses,tli@ first time in their lives, was a revolutiopagvent. It evoked
tremendous emotional response. It, therefore, wascnident that rural poor women in massive numbanse forward to
defend the movement'’s gains.
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Figure 4: Men and Women inthe Tebhaga Movement
Source: The Picture was Procured from the House dfld. Munna
At Hemayetpur, Dhaka, Bangladesh on 26 December 201

When the colonial state befriending the landlongdisleashed terror and intimidation to crush the momet,
women throughout Bengal put up fierce resistandh wien against police raids. From the forested afé&aunderbans in
the South through the Norail subdivision in Jessor@inajpur in the north, village women spontar&gset up theiNari
Bahini or semi-militia groups, facing rifles with broonggstles, and knives. It is, therefore, no exadipero state that in

this towering political event, rural poor womenysd a lead role.
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