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Inundation_ and Backwardness

Alok Sheel

IT i5 coownon  knowledge that the
eastern Cangetic plain‘is excessively
flood-prone, Floods are caused both by
discharge “from rivers, =as well as by
incessant rain.
eastwards along the
Gangetic  plain, the land gets flatter

and the average precipitation increases..

Rivers are consequently sluggish,
change their courses freguently — re-
sulting in the formation of extensive
‘deara’ tracts along the banks of .the
CGanges in eastern Uttar Pradesh, Bihar

" and West Bengal — und often overflow

their banks,
Village = Chaturabehar is part of
Mabmudabad  fahsil which is a pre-

dominantly  lowlving (‘ganjar’}  tract.
The inuadation in  Chaturabehar is
caused by waterlogging and not by
discharge from any river, there being
no river ia  the immediate vicinity.
H R Nevill, the author of the 1805

Sitapur District Gazetteer described the -

. situation thus; —

The whole of this tract is liable to
anmal inundations which during the
rains cover the country with>a sheet
.of water having a depth that ranges
from six inches to as much as eight
feet, according to the lie of the land
" and the nature of hnd fall. In this

+

part of the district the villages are .

placed on the highest available spots,
. which are constantly raised by the
frequent  subhsidence of the mud
‘huts. Even in spite of this, the in-
habitants are often compefled either
to leave their homes and wmigrate to
g drier clime, or else to take up a
temporary aborle on rough wooden
platforms  till the waters subside...
‘jntercourse is almost wholly carried
on by means of boats... for the fields
become the haunt of fish, turtles and
crocodiles. which seem to prefer the
shallow waters to their natural home

" in the deep streams.t .
changed

"Little seema to  have

+durivg the seventy-seven years which

have elapsed since Nevill's description
of south-eastern Sitapur. In point of
fact, in the opinion of villagers things
have become considerably worse, 1982
witnessed one of the worst imundatiens
Almost the entire

comprises the highest part of the wvil-
lage, was ynder water. The streets of
Mahmadabad town, situated within a
kilometre of the village, were knee-deep

* fn water. As late as October, -as the

preparations for the rabi were under
way, one-third to one-half of the culti-
vated area was still water-logged. People
moved about in boats across this area.
Crocediles and turtles were not to be
seen, but smaller forms of acquatic life
had apparently sprung up, for these

-inundated fields had become the haunt

of several species of water birds., In
addition to the ubiquitons emrets, lap-
wings and pond herons, which will
gather wherever water collects in  the
North Indian country side, Sandpipers,

Cormorants, 'Ferns, Dmhbchiks, Black-
winged Stilts and three species of
Kingfishers (common, white-breasted

ondd pied) had assembled in fairly large
numbers. Even bigger birds like Sarus
Cranes, Grey Herons and white-necked
Storks could be seen hunting patiently.
albeit in smaller numbers. In fact the
variety of water birds may well have
inereased, for Nevill mentions a limi-
ted number in comparison. In particular
he remurked that egrets were not pre-
sent in “sufficient number”, Egrets and
Pond Hervns are now very numerous
in the sarea. ’

The number and wvariety of water-
bird life temds to corroborate the com-
rlaint of wvillagers that the problem of
waterlogging has been compounded in
recent years. The recently constructed
Sharda Canzl is ananimously  singled
out as the villain of the piece in this
regard. The Sharda Canal Scheme was
mooted over a century ago by British
Indian Government officials, but was
shelved on account of the opposition
the scheme encountered within the
hureaucracy itself. Fremautle? who
was incharge of settlement operations
in Rae Rareli towards the end of the
last century, in particular opposed the
Sharda Project on account of the water-
logging it would inevitably result im,
given the low-lying nature of the ter-
rain. The scheme was however revived
after Independence, it being perhaps
fett that the gpade-of would be in
favour of the comstruction of the canal

The Sharda,Canal has served to make
agricultural cénditions even less secure
than they had formerly been in this

area. It does not benefit the area "at’

all: in fact, its water is not available
to the villages here, which use tuhe-
wells as the chief fonn of frigation.

kharif harvest was coming in snd as  Omn. the other hand, seepage from the

canal has added to the problem of
waterlogging. Moreover. since it runs
from north to south. the canal embank-
ment acts as a harrier to the How ot
water along the natwral incline of the
land from west to ecast, thus trapping
rain water on the western side. Even
prior to the construction of the canal,
the road and railvoad embankments had
served to act as barriers to the flow of
rain water, and severe  waferlogging
occeurred on either side of the metalled
roads and railroads, The Sharda em-
bankment has onlvy made the situation
WOTse,

While it is true that on ba’ance the
construction of all-weather wnetalled
roads, railwavs and canuls has raised
agricultural  production. and  has in
particular spawned the surplus produ-
cing rich peasant, these overheads have
a'so resulted in a1 number of  specific
problems in agrarian society, In her
work on North India. Elizabeth Whit-
comhe®  has shown how canals, roads
and railways ‘led to the extsnsion ot
‘usar’ (umeultivable saline Jand). water-
logging and a gencral increase in the
incidence of malarlal fever. The failure
to eradicate the anopheles  roscuito
may well lead to a resnrgence of malarin
in these parts.

The relative backwuardness of central
and eastern Uttar Pradesh in relation to
western Uttar Pradesh continues to be
a hotly debated issue among economists,

sociologists and  historians,  Several
factors have been considered — differen-
tinl  fertility, demographic pressure,
climatic conditions, caste groupings
(Tats, reputed for good and careful
cultivation, constitute the dominant
social group in western Uttar Pradesh),
tepurial patterns  (bhaivachara and
Tattidari in western  Uttar  Pradesh:
Talugdari and Zamindari in eastern

Uttar Pradesh). Thus Eric Stokes, has-
ing his argnment on a comparative
study of Jaunpur and Meerut districts,
found one of the chief determinants
of the dypamism of western Uttar Pra-
desh to lie in its traditionally backwar:t
and unstable agriceltural  conditions.
Overpopulation and relative infertility
made it a region of subsistence farming.
Cultivators had to work hard and care-
fully to e¢ke out a living. The lack of
an appreciable surplts was not condu-
cive to the entrenchment of 4 strong
parasitic landlord class, as was the case
in the more fertile regions of the eastern
gangelic plain. The cultivators here
wete more slovenly, for a fair crop
could be raised without much effort.
The raivats of western Uttar Pradesh,
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mote indcpendént of landlerd  contiol
and more careful cultivators, were ahle
to take full advantage of new and
[avourable agricultural  opportunities

opened up during British rule — roads,

rafhways, cana’s and post and tele-
srapha.? It was this produstive peasant

gyronp which responded most enthusiz-

stivally to the new agricultural techno-
logi of the sixties.

Eric Stokes however faited to suffi-

ciently emphasise the greater agricultu-
ral uncertainty in eastem Uttar Pradesh
which derives from its vulnerability to
floods and waterlogging.  ‘While. one
cannot over-emphasise the role of his-
torical factors in the evolution of be-
havioural paiterns like entrepreneur-
ship, it must e remembered that the
samtindars and tzlugdars, whose exist-
ence was undoubtedly a severe check
on peasant initiative, have passed inta
antiquity and ceased to exist as a so-
cial foree.
peasant castes in eastern Uttar Pradesh,
namely the Kunmis and Alirs, imitate

the rentier life-style of the taluqdars.

There i none of the “semi-fendalism’
characterised by rent-credit squecze
which Amit Bhaduris found te he pre-
vilent in the Birhhum district of West
Bengal.. The dominant castes here pre-
{er self-cultivation to share-ctopping
and sub-infeudation. Indeed some
villagers in Chaturabehar ‘have installed
pumpsets and ‘gobar gas plants’. most
buy fertilisers and HYV seeds. But by
and' large they do not consistently ap-
ply the full package of scientific agri-
culture without which a Green Revolu-
tion is not possible.” They are also
reluctant to take loans to improve their
agricolture. and are quite satished with
prevailing Jevels of productivity. Multi-
ple  cropping, a common feature of
Green Revelution areas, is absent. There
is an eagerness to shift to non-agri-
enltural modes of ocenpation in cities.

Agricultural  uncertainty  deriving
from floods and waterlogging makes the
cultivator averse tc risk-taking. The
fear is a rational one, and probably
age-o’d. Tt also perhaps partly explains
the proverbial slovenliness "of the
‘Purabi’. To some extent all traditional
- agricuitural societies were dependent on
the elements. This serves ta explain
the - fatalism - associated with peasant
societies. © But  extrema  dependence
results in extreéme resignation. In- this
part of Uttar Pradesh 4 very good crop
can be reaped — nangre willimg.  But
if the ‘floods come, as they frequently
da; little-.can be done about it. Tt i
difficult-to expect agdeulturdsts to be
very dyttamfe #it sach hopeless cireum-
stentes.” Hntl thiy bhottlenieck 1s re-
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"ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL .WEEKLY

"moved through state enterprise this

slovenly atfitude will undoubtedly
continue. In the course of a conversa-
tion with a villager of this area, whe
was taking potatoes to the Malsnudabad
wmarket, the villager expressed the desire

‘to procure a job in Fhe ¢ity. The author

tried fo reason with him that agricul-
ture, imaginatively practised, was. far

more Jucrative than any petty job he .

could conceivably hope to 'get in the
city. Had he not heard aliout Punjab,
Haryana and western' Uttair Pradesh?
What prevented him from investing
HYV seeds, fertilisers, pumps and multi-
ple cropping?
answer for which the author had mo
reply.

The viilager gave'-an’

Large parts of his lands were
under water. He might of course get a -
bumper harvest in one seazson, but the-

next could be a-wash-out. One got Jess

in a job in the ejty, but at least one
knew how much to expect each. month.
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‘Social Science Takes Another Look at
Rural Co-operatives

'(ByaSpetﬁl

introduced to compensate for the eco-
noic-handicaps of the rural poor; have
themselves Dbecome wvehicles for domi-
nant interésts ‘of : class and ciste was
once again - underlined at a two-day

_wdrkshop on  co-operatives -and rural

development held enrly in March at

the Centre of Advanced Study, Depart-.

ment of Sociology, Delhj - University.
Of courze, such cowming to tenms with
reality does not necessarily imply . that
the co-operative  enterprise should be
aljandened : assessment is reguired of
any limited gains that do acerue fo
poorer (if not the poorest) groups, and
of even marginal limitations on the aeti-
vities of the privileged. Unflagging ex-
pectations - that the co-operative struc-
tire could stit) work for and not against

social ideals were expressed by MS A

Rao in 2 welcomé™ address: and the
convener of the. workshop, B- § Bavis-

kar, provided a preliminary owtline of .

issues in the current academic debate
on co-operatives. ) o
" Two studies presented in the open-
ing session starkly  documented: the
structural
cortuption of . existing co-operatives.
H § Veima and 5 M Batra both analy-
sed the case of sugar co-operutives, in
Uttar Pradesh and Haryana,; respectively,
Verma quoted - from an official’ docu-
ment to reveal that the primary fune-

tion' of ¢anegrowers’ co-operatives in -

the aréu studied was ¥olensure a steady
supply of cane to suldr factorles owmed

. co-operative

wealmes;  and - functioning, .

Ceorrespondent)

THE Jismal fact Yhat co-operatives,.

by jolne stock companies, and thar

hanefits to the canegrowners themselves

were a subsidiary consideration. Batra
showed, on the other hand, that not
only -private but official interets

could” infiltrate and weaken producers’

co-opemﬁves.’iwith the example of a
sugar factory in. Panipat
established and controlled Ly the state
government. ' However, both. papers —
and the discussion that followed — at-
tempted to go beyond the dead‘end of
condemning co-operatives ns faflures, by
examining . the ecological, agrarian,
econgmie,” and social varizbles respon-
sibie and by emphasising the differences
{as well as similarities) between various
cases of failure, differences that result
from the diverse fomnms these wvariubles
take. Both case studies were held up
against the exawmple of Maharashtra’s
siecessful sugar co-operatives, yet with
sttempts to delineate the limits to the
‘suceess” of the latter, particularly with

- reference to the marginal holders and
_the landless who constitute the most

deprived groups in rural society.
. During the second session, chaired
bv A M Shah, once again the issue of

the limits to success in the case of oo- .

operative institutions came sharply in-

to prominence: this time cofcentrating |

on antther sucoess storv, the Anand-
pattern milk' co-operatives of Kaira dis-
trict in Gujarat. The first paper, presen-
ted by A 'S Patel (a long-tenm member
of the co-operative in question as “well
a3 a sociologist), described ‘the fnany
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