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Preface

The present study deals with the evolution of land tenure system 
and its impact on agricultural development of a backward and 
predominantly agrarian region of northern part of West Bengal 
state of India. This area is known as the Duars region where 
unlike other parts of Bengal, the British did not introduce 
Permanent Settlement in 1793. Tis area was under the Bhutanese 
subjugation prior to 1865. It was permanently annexed to the 
British territory after the Anglo-Bhutanese War of 1865. Then 
Temporary Settlem ent was introduced in this area. The 
Government settled lands directly with the cultivators (called 
Jotedars). For different reasons the Government thought it 
appropriate to introduce temporary settlement of land for this 
region, what were these reasons? What were the consequences 
of the introduction of Temporary Settlement for agricultural 
development of the region? It was these two basic questions, 
which led or rather guided the author to undertake the present 
study. As is expected, in the course of development of the study 
he has raised many more interrelated questions and has tried 
to answer them through delving into the available secondary 
research materials and through field investigation.

It is well recognized by development economists that 
possession of a plot of agricultural land carries with it high 
psychological and social value. It helps to raise the status of the 
weaker sections of society and give them a sense of belonging 
to the hub of social life. In fact 'land is not only the most important
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economic asset in an agricultural economy, it is an essential 
resource because without land there can be no state, no habitation 
and no groundwork for carrying on human activities. Land is a 
mother resource which gives rise to various other things of 
economic value. Even in urban societies, it is regarded as the 
most valuable resource from the economic point of view' 
(Wadhwa, D.C., 'Guaranteeing Title to Land: A Preliminary Study' 
in Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. XXIV, No. 41, October, 14, 
1989, p. 2323). It may be worthwhile to note here the dictum of 
a Nigerian chief about land: 'I conceive that land belongs to a 
vast family of which many are dead, few are living, and countless 
members are still unborn' (cited in Meek, C.K., Land Law and 
Custom in Colonies, Oxford University Press, 1946, page opposite 
to the title page).

Obviously, the study of the evolution of land-tenure system 
assumes a special significance, as land is one of the most important 
sources of production, which has an important bearing on the 
lives of cultivators. The mode and quantum of holding land 
determines the economic, political and social status of a cultivator. 
Any more by the Government to change the existing land relations 
would therefore be reacted upon and change the status of the 
tenants. It is therefore important to see in what circumstances 
and in what manner the Government initiate the changes and 
how tenants are affected by these changes. From a preliminary 
survey of literature it appeared that only some fragmented studies 
have been made on the topic having distinct historical and 
sociological leaning. But these studies did not focus on the 
economic implications and significance of the changes in land- 
tenure system as evolved in different periods of history. In the 
present study an attempt has, therefore, been made to examine 
the economic impact of these changes on the improvement of 
agricultural production and productivity in particular and 
economic development in general in the region of study.

It should be noted here that the author, while quoting from 
different sources, has retained the old spellings of some words 
as these were used in the original text. However, for his own 
text, he has used the usual spellings as are used in current 
publications. Two appendices have been added at the end of 
this book. Appendix to Chapter III narrates the history of 
annexation of the Western Duars region to the British India, a
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note on the land laws of Western Duars, evolution of different 
forms, of jotes and leases and incidents of different classes of 
tenures, and appendix to Chapter VII gives a profile of the villages 
that were investigated for studying the impact of land reform 
programmes of the Government of West Bengal in the mid-1980s. 
A glossary of terms has also been appended at the end.

The author wants to acknowledge his indebtedness to various 
persons and institutions in this occasion by whom he has been 
benefited directly and indirectly in conducting this study. First 
and foremost, the author is deeply indebted to Prof. Hillol Kumar 
Chakrabarti for his invaluable guidance without which this work 
would not have been possible. The author is also grateful to Prof. 
(Mrs.) Bhaswati Chakrabarti, his guide's wife for her hospitality 
and affection during the long course of preparation of the author's 
doctoral work.

In this occasion the author desires to mention with reverence 
the names of his teachers, namely, Prof. P.C. Sarkar, Prof. M. 
Dasgupta, Prof. J.C. Debnath, Prof. C. Mukhopadhyay, Sri J. 
Sankrityayana, and Dr. A Bhuimali and other colleagues of the 
Department of Economics; Prof. T.K. Roychoudhury, Prof. (late) 
A. Deb and Dr. A Ghosh of the Department of History, North 
Bengal University for their critical comments and constructive 
suggestions. The author likes to record his sincere thanks to his 
Research Scholars, Sri Satyen Sarker and Sri Tapan Kumar Ghosh 
for their valuable assistance during the course of preparation of 
this book.

The author's acknowledgements are due to Sri Nripen 
Bandopadhyay, Fellow, Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, 
Calcutta, Dr. Samar Kumar Misra, Reader (retired), Department 
of Commerce, Malda C ollege, Malda for their valuable 
suggestions. The author has benefited immensely by the discussion 
on the issues related to land laws with Mr. B.B. Chattopadhyay 
(Todarmal) of Siliguri town. The author is deeply indebted to 
Late Nirmal Chowdhury of Jalpaiguri town who helped him in 
tracing old references which were otherwise unavailable.

The author acknowledges the help and assistances rendered 
by government officials for the collection of official data and 
Panchayat members for the collection of field level data. The 
author has been greatly encouraged by the whole-hearted 
cooperation extended to him by the peasants of the villages, which
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he has investigated and therefore owes gratitude to them.
As to the collection of the secondary source materials the 

author gratefully remembers the facilities received from the 
librarian and staff of the North Bengal University Library, the 
National Library, Calcutta, the Cooch Behar State Library, Cooch 
Behar, the Office Library of the Commissioner of Jalpaiguri 
Division, Jalpaiguri, the Library of the Centre for Studies in Social 
Sciences, Calcutta and the Library of the Indian Council of Social 
Science Research (Eastern Regional Centre), Calcutta.

The author is extremely grateful to his friends, parents, 
daughter Shreeja, son Koustav and last but not the least wife 
Tanusri for their encouragement and moral support in completing 
this work.
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1

Introduction

The chief objective of this study is to reconstruct the nature of 
landtenure system and to examine the changes that have taken 
place in the agrarian economy and society of the Duars region 
of North Bengal over the period 1774-1988, and their impact (as 
far as can be identified) on economic development in the region 
during the period. The study of the landtenure system in the post
independence era with a special emphasis on the impact of land 
reforms (especially," Operation Barga") programme adopted in 
the Duars region, along with other parts of the State forms a special 
part of this study.

Background of the Study

It has almost become customary to treat land revenue and tenancy 
system s, prevalent throughout the undivided Bengal as 
homogeneous. It is well known that Zamindary system was 
introduced in the British Bengal along with many other parts of 
British India since 1793 when Lord Cornwallis introduced the 
Permanent Settlement in lands. But a fact which is very often 
neglected is that the Zamindary system, as prevalent in the southern 
parts of undivided Bengal, was not in vogue in various parts of 
North Bengal. In fact, in some parts of North Bengal1, the acts 
and regulations regarding land prevalent in other parts of Bengal 
did not come into force unless those were specifically extended 
to these areas. These specific parts, technically called "non
regulated areas", remained outside the purview of the Permanent
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