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Abstract

The region of Bihar in the 1930s was a period of increasing interest in the themes of the peasant, agriculture, and everything
related to the agrarian world. The stimulus for it came from the gradual rise of peasant struggle and their mobilisation under
Bihar Provincial Kisan Sabha (1929) on one side, while on the other hand, there was a significant focus on disseminating
modern scientific knowledge and extending scientific techniques in the countryside under the guidance of the colonial insti-
tutions. The colonial authorities expanded their focus on agricultural extension by encouraging the provincial agriculture
associations to propagate scientific knowledge through vernacular mediums using bulletins, leaflets, and magazines. The
paper examines the agenda and language of a quarterly journal, ‘Kisan,’ the principal mouthpiece of the Bihar Agricultural
Association, to understand its attempt to popularise agricultural science through informal pedagogy. It also discusses how
regional and national development concepts informed the concept of agricultural modernisation.
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1 Introduction

Kheti ki nayi pranali
Icchit phal dene wali

Sab jan saadar apnavein
Kheton ki upaj badhavein.

‘To increase the yield of the fields, the new farming
system, which gives the desired results, should be
respectfully adopted by all’ (Satyavrat, 1936)

The formalisation of an idea like the above by 1936 indi-
cates the culmination of a trajectory that the province of
Bihar had followed in agricultural science. The traditional
knowledge system and practices that guided the country-
side were rebuffed as ignorant, unscientific, and barbaric in
general (Kumar, 1996, pp. 195-209). Breaking away from
the dichotomy of progressiveness of urban versus backward-
ness of rural, historians of later periods began to explore
the application of Western sciences to reform, modernise,
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and hegemonise rural spaces (Randhawa, 1983; Kumar,
1997; Sen, 2010, pp. 199-239; Kumar, 2012). The advent
of Western sciences and their knowledge system needs to be
seen within the context of imperial rule. Scientific knowl-
edge came to aid the idea of the Raj even till the end of its
rule to create a sense of grandeur for the colonial masters
(Kumar, 1996, pp. 195-209). The production of limited sci-
entific knowledge with the help of geographers, botanists,
and geologists in the early nineteenth century augmented
the consolidation process for a new empire. The imperial
ambition to use India merely as a place of raw markets for
its economy drove knowledge production in the late seven-
teenth century. The vested interests of the colonial govern-
ment were institutionalised after 1858 in the form of survey
organisations in the fields of botany and land revenues.' It
expanded the ideological pursuit of the colonisers (Cohn,
1996). For instance, P. Nolan, the Secretary to the Govern-
ment of Bengal, in a letter to the Secretary to the Govern-
ment of India, Revenue and Agriculture Department, wrote,

! The revolt of 1857 brought an end to the company rule in India. It
led to the transfer of the administration into the hands of the Crown
under the Act of 1858. Bernard S. Cohn understands this consti-
tutional change as a transformation in the status of the Britishers
from ‘outsiders’ to ‘insiders’ rulers. It led to the establishment of the
Department of Revenue, Agriculture and Commerce (1871) and the
Botanical Survey of India (1890).
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‘I request you to make some inquiry into the actual condi-
tion of the lower classes of the population, especially in
the agricultural tracts.”> This particular interest was not a
sympathetic attitude; instead, it was rooted in the practices
of mapping, writing, classifying, categorising, demarcating
fields and villages, and adjudicating conflicts (Bhattacharya,
2019, p. 2). In the early period, the implication of the West-
ern knowledge system hardly impacted Indian agriculture,
as little was done to ‘improve’ the agricultural practices in
the countryside. However, by the late nineteenth century,
the colonial policies framed within the ‘ideological science’
completely transformed the agrarian social order. The Indian
National Congress, at its fifth annual session in 1889, urged
the colonial government to reconsider the subject of perma-
nent settlement because of the practicality of the rampant
cases related to the problems in exorbitant land revenues and
impoverishment of the raiyats under debts (Zaidi & Zaidi,
1976). The rapacious taxation policies and stagnant produc-
tivity faced scathing criticism from the Famine Commission
after a series of devastating famines.’ Thus, the initial idea
of a separate department to look over the interest of agri-
culture was first mooted in the reports of the Bengal and
Orissa Famine Commission (1866). However, the ambigu-
ous complexities within agriculture isolated the Britishers
from giving it any serious thought (Voelcker, 1893, p. 1).
Lord Mayo wrote to Lord Napier of Ettrick in 1868,

Agriculture, on which everyone here depends, is
almost entirely neglected by the government. We ought
to start something like an agricultural Department in
the Government of India (Hunter, 1875, p. 319).

Despite the opposition from his council, he established the
first Agricultural Department (1871) under the charge of
Allen Octavian Hume with a firm conviction that ‘the new
department was to take cognisance of all matters affecting
the practical improvement and development of the agricul-
tural resources of the country’ (Voelcker, 1893, p. 1). The
department soon lost sight of agricultural reform, mainly
due to the constraints of financial resources and a lack of
regional cooperation, which led to its incorporation under
the Home Department in 1878. The Government of India’s
Resolution of December 1881 stated the failure of the Agri-
cultural Department.

The new department, burdened with multiform duties, had
neither the leisure nor the power to take up either directly or
efficiently the many problems that affected the agriculture
and rural economy of the Empire (Voelcker, 1893, p. 2).

2 Report on the Condition of the Lower Classes of Population in
Bengal, Calcutta, Bengal Secretariat Press, 1888, p. 1.

3 Further Report on the Famine in Bengal and Orissa in 1866 with
Appendices. Nagpur: Chief Commissioner’s Office Press, 1867.
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In the 1880s, another Famine Commission under Rich-
ard Strachey strongly advised the Government of India to
establish agricultural departments in each province.* It led
to the separation of the Revenue and Agricultural Depart-
ment from the Home Department under an Imperial Depart-
ment of Agriculture (1881). The early efforts of land rev-
enue organisations were carried out with the belief that they
would lay the foundation of all knowledge of the agricultural
condition of the country. It was succeeded by the formation
of the Provincial Departments of Agriculture (1888) and the
obligation to take positive measures for the education of
the rural classes in the direction of agriculture under the
Home Department (1889) (Voelcker, 1893, p. 4). Numer-
ous applications were submitted to the Secretary of State
to sanction an agricultural chemist, reiterating the necessity
of having systematic scientific inquiry in agriculture from
1882 to 1888. The selection task was entrusted to Sir James
Caird, one of the Famine Commissioners, who appointed
John Augustus Voelcker, an agricultural chemist of the
Royal Agricultural Society of England, in 1889 (Voelcker,
1893, p. 5). Soon, the appointment of Dr. J. W. Leather,
another agricultural chemist, followed up, and thus began
the formation of cadres of experts in scientific agriculture.
However, the financial and administrative constraints paci-
fied the Famine Report’s bolder recommendations, and it
took another thirty years to see the light of day.

Thus, the idea of cultivation during the colonial period
was deeply intertwined with the desires of British rule. How-
ever, none of these works sufficiently highlighted the crea-
tion of Western sciences as a knowledge system. Only in
the recent decade has a sustained interest in seeing agricul-
tural science as knowledge marked a major shift in studying
agrarian history. Scholars began to trace the historical pro-
cess in which state-sponsored agricultural education came
to delegitimise the existing knowledge of peasants, rooted
in experiences and customs (Nandy, 1988; Raina, 1999,
pp- 69-96; Raha, 2013; Baksi, 2016, pp. 98—122). In other
words, the subordination of the local knowledge system par-
alleled the coming of Western sciences. Keeping these in
mind, the paper intends to examine the agenda and language
of a quarterly journal, ‘Kisan,” the principal mouthpiece of
the Bihar Agricultural Association, to understand its attempt
to popularise agricultural sciences that acted as a catalyst in
opening the knowledge system of Western sciences to the
vernacular population.

* The Famine Commissioners have intimated that...to enter into any
new field of agricultural experiments, a permanent agency should
work adjacent with the existing authorities in each province for the
systematic prosecution of agricultural inquiry. The report outlined
the duties of the department under three sub-heads: (a) Agricultural
Inquiry, (b) Agricultural Improvement, and (c) Famine Relief.
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2 Institutionalising agricultural knowledge

The demand for scientific experiments in agriculture settled
down with the appointment of George Nathaniel Curzon
(1859-1925) as the Viceroy of India in 1899. Voelcker’s
report aided him in creating specialised branches of the
Imperial chemist, a mycologist, an agronomist, a pathologi-
cal entomologist, and an economic botanist. Henry Phipps,
an American philanthropist, provided a grant of 30,000 U.S.
Dollars to lay the foundation of the Imperial Agricultural
Research Institute (IARI) at Pusa in Bengal Province (now
Bihar) in 1904.° The new institute proliferated agricultural
science at two levels- Imperial and Provincial (Mackenna,
1915, p. 17). An Agricultural College, a Research Institute,
and numerous experimental farms were placed in charge
of an expert agriculturist, the Deputy Director of Agricul-
ture. The primary duties were to supervise all agricultural
work in the circle, such as distributing seeds, implements,
manures, testing, and demonstration (Howard & Howard,
1927, p. 25). The official memorandum of the Agriculture
Journal of India stated in 1906,° “The specialists located
at the Provincial Research Institute will not only conduct
research work in their laboratories and their headquarters
experimental farm but will tour throughout the province,
visiting all experiment stations, guiding the work con-
nected with their special branch and inquiring into the local
conditions of all tracts.”” The first ten years went into the
discussion programs of new research and the method of
approach to bring improvements in agriculture.® An annual
sum of rupees twenty lakhs, subsequently raised to twenty-
four lakhs, was set aside to develop agricultural research,
experiment, demonstration, and education in the provinces
(Mackenna, 1915, p. 33). It was succeeded by the expansion
of Agricultural Education at places like Lahore (Lyallpur)
and Kanpur (1893), Nagpur (1906), Poona and Coimbatore
(1907), and Sabour (1908). The increasing experience of the
members from the fields soon realised that the submission
and discussion of the programs could no longer serve any
useful purpose (Howard & Howard, 1927, p. 26). Even the
Reports of the Royal Commission on Agriculture in 1928
mentioned that the Agricultural Department before 1905 was

5 A disused government estate of 1358 acres at Pusa in the Darb-
hanga district of Bihar was proposed by the Government of Bengal to
be utilised for the provincial research station.

6 The Agriculture Journal of India. (1906). (Vol. 2). Thacker, Spink
& Co.

7 Ibid., p. 1.

8 The early proceedings of Indian agriculture occupy a good deal of
space in the debates and discussions. See Proceedings of the Board
of Agriculture in India held at Pusa on the 7th February 1916 and
following days with appendices, Calcutta: Superintendent of Govern-
ment Printing.

far too small to make any impression on the vast area of
the province. Hence, the colonial authorities expanded their
scope of activity to experimental farms. Plants acquired the
subject’s centre, and methods of improvement by selection
or cross-breeding were brought to enhance the quality of
seeds (Mackenna, 1915, pp. 25-27). Other than the changes
in outlook, the control over the agricultural subject by 1919
witnessed a transition from being the subject of the Secre-
tary of State to reformed councils under the Indian minister’s
charge.

The increasing specialisation and institutionalisation
broadened the scope of agricultural sciences in colonial
India. The research remained an exclusive governmental
exercise and did not encourage the natives to implement
scientific innovation in the fields. The research in agri-
cultural science and its publication went unnoticed by the
large masses of cultivators. Thus, steps began to evolve to
bring the knowledge of science and its implementation to
the notice of cultivators. The fifteenth meeting resolution of
the Board of Agriculture at Pusa held in 1929 emphasised
the efforts to bring the improved methods of agriculture to
the notice of the cultivators.” Two debates became central
to the discourse on agricultural improvements; the first was
the state of deprivation in agriculture (Tennant, 1803, p. 85;
Buchanan, 1807; Heyne, 1814, pp. 288-326) and, the second
was science as an instrument to break out from the sad affairs
of agriculture (Tennant, 1803; Murray, 1828, pp. 1843—1848;
Heber, 1829). A shift in the doctrine of ‘improvements’ can
be noticed in the newer practices that the department car-
ried out (Arnold, 2005, pp. 505-525). Importance was given
more to constructive works like the distribution of improved
quality seeds, attention to the village, its people, and its
ideas as a whole, and the amalgamation of two independent
departments dealing with Cooperation and Agriculture to
carry out a cooperative demonstration at the villages. There
was a growing realisation among the authorities that,

The current agricultural practices in India are worthy
of respect, however strange and primitive they may
appear...The attempt to improve Indian agriculture on
Western lines appears to be a fundamental mistake.
Rather, what is wanted is the application of West-
ern scientific methods to local conditions to improve
Indian agriculture on its lines (Howard, 1953, pp.
71-72).

Parallel to these developments, the emerging intelligentsia
came to engage with the narratives of transforming rural
India from the early twentieth century onwards (Mishra,
2004, p. 53). The Vernacular Scientific Literary Society,
established in 1913 at Prayag, began publishing popular

9 Proceedings of Board of Agriculture, 1931, p. 11.
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science periodicals like Vigyan to apply modern science
in the fields.'” Apart from it, significant periodicals such
as Kisan Mitra (1911, Patna), Krishi (1918, Agra), Kisan
(Weekly, 1921, Prayag), and Kisan (Fortnightly,1924, Kan-
pur) began to discuss agricultural science in detail (Mishra,
2004, pp. 54-56). The writings in these periodicals exam-
ined multiple factors behind the difficulty of agricultural
modernisation in Indian villages, such as inequalities in
land relations, erroneous revenue demand, increasing land
fragmentation, indebted peasants, and illiterate peasants. It
appealed to and called for educating peasants with scientific
techniques to bring the two worlds into the same field. The
limitations of the early efforts were highlighted in an article
published in 1917, ‘Krishi aur Krishi Sikhsa’ stated,

There is no doubt that the government has opened
Agricultural colleges in each province to dissemi-
nate agricultural knowledge, but if you ask the truth,
the way the knowledge is being imparted here is the
least beneficial and accessible to the ordinary peasants
(Karyee, 1917).

The interest in the agrarian world among the natives, on the
other hand, was a response to the colonial codification of
the agrarian landscape and its relationship. Knowingly or
unknowingly, it contributed to the emergence of a ‘native
scientists’ category in colonial India that reassessed the
meanings of improvements from their position. Publications
with a blend of colloquial languages began to highlight the
impediments to high agricultural productivity. Solutions
were sought with the expertise of the Western world. They
used print mediums outside the ‘constitutional domains’
to express their evolving views on techniques and scien-
tific methods of agricultural production (Orsini, 2002, p.
343). Books and periodicals like ‘The European Approach
to Agriculture (Kheti ki Europeya Paddhati)’, ‘Tools of
European Agriculture (Europe Kheti ke Auzaar)’, Krishi
Hitkarak (1890), and ‘Cow Protection (Gouraksha 1891)’
sought different scientific methods for agrarian distress in
the countryside (Mishra, 2004, pp. 54-56). One can trace
in these writings a hinge upon agricultural modernisation
to bring transformation in the socio-economic conditions
of agricultural production. The outcome of these demands
was that the colonial authorities began to widen their reach
to cultivators by focusing on disseminating scientific knowl-
edge in vernacular languages through official platforms. It
anticipated the future work of the agricultural department.
For instance, it was reported that in 1928, ‘The Board of
Agriculture had enunciated many principles of the greatest
importance which have continued to guide the work of the

10 Shiv Gopal Mishra estimated Vigyan to have published more than
200 articles on agriculture out of 355 before 1947.
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Provincial departments up to the present time, but it had
left unsettled on issues like the comparative value of dem-
onstration farms and demonstration plots and the extent to
which the agricultural department can use organised bodies
to propagate their work further.”!! Thus, in 1925, an article
titled ‘Pusa and Its Work: The Scientific Reports’ draws a
sharp distinction between a research institute and the pro-
vincial Agricultural Departments. It stated,

Pusa is not free to devote its attention merely to the
increase of knowledge but is most definitely working
on the application of science to agriculture...it is pre-
cluded from taking up purely local problems which are
the care of the provincial Agricultural Department.'”

The Agricultural Department, therefore, aligned with coop-
erative societies to reach among the rural population. It
depended primarily on it to disseminate new crops, improve
seeds and manure, and new methods.'?® Significant stress was
laid on effective popularisation through demonstration plots,
exhibitions, and agricultural shows. It was also recognised
that the bulk of the cultivating classes could be moved far
beyond only when the propaganda work of the department is
supplemented by other agencies that would act as agencies
for the dissemination of knowledge of agricultural improve-
ment.'* In 1928, it was reported that agricultural research
could not help the cultivator until its results were given to
him in a form that they could use to advance his agricultural
practice.!> The propagation began using periodicals, bulle-
tins, and pamphlets, an initiative by the officials’ platforms
like the Department of Agriculture and Agricultural Associa-
tions, linked directly or indirectly to provincial agricultural
departments. The central focus of the department was to
reach small and large landholders through organised associa-
tions that could popularise the ideas of scientific agriculture.
It led to the establishment of the Agricultural Associations
in provinces like Central Provinces, Bengal, Bombay, and
Madras. The Bihar Agricultural Association was one such
association that played a significant role in disseminating the
merits of scientific methods in agriculture in the province.
Kisan (Peasant), the Hindi periodical published by the asso-
ciation from 1933 to 1940, was instrumental in propagating
information about modern agriculture practices and knowl-
edge about scientific agriculture through vernacular means.

" Royal Commission on Agriculture in India-Report, Bombay: Gov-
ernment Central Press, 1928, p. 145.

12 The Times of India, ‘Pusa and Its Work: The Scientific Reports’,
10 Feb 1925, p. 8.

13 The Times of India, ‘Cooperation in Bihar: A Steady Expansion’, 7
Sept 1925, p. 15.

Y Royal Commission on Agriculture in India- Report, 1928, p. 157.
15 Ibid., p. 147.
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3 Bihar Agricultural Association and its
mouthpiece

The Agricultural Department of Bihar and Orissa was
divided into North Bihar, South Bihar, South-Eastern Bihar,
Chota Nagpur, and Orissa based on distinct soil and cli-
mate conditions (Sethi, 1933a, 1933b). The headquarters of
each region were primarily located at Patna, Muzaffarpur,
Sabour (Bhagalpur), Kanke (Ranchi), and Cuttack. The first
proposal to publish scientific information on agriculture in
vernacular languages was mooted at the meeting of the
Provincial Agricultural Sabha (Sethi, 1933a, 1933b). The
annual subscription issued from Patna was fixed at Rs. 2
and 8 annas per copy. The publication of ‘Kisan’, from a
quarterly journal (1933) to a monthly journal in 1936, is not
merely a story of its increasing circulation but also opens
the window to the complexities in which the agricultural
sciences were propagated in the provinces. The objective of
the journal was highlighted in its first edition of 1933 where
it stated, ‘It aims to fulfill a long-felt want of becoming a
useful medium for the diffusion of accurate information on
agricultural matters such as proper selection and rotation of
crops, artificial manuring, improved implements and seeds,
remedies of crops pests to the rural public’ (Sarkar et al.,
1934, p. 2). It eloquently published information on modern
techniques of agriculture in the form of Socratic dialogues,
which was commended by other journals of the time, such
as the Journal of Landholder (Sarkar et al., 1934, p. 6). For
instance, the President of the Patna Divisional Cooperative
Federation Board wrote,

Although there is no lack of periodicals covering
these subjects or themes, they do not have colloquial
words and lack the creativity to attract and engage the
cultivators with the theme. The language of Kisan is
thus absorbing. The scientific explanations have been
offered in a facile way that makes them unique and
deserves credit. Thus, Kisan has fulfilled the biggest
lack (Sarkar et al., 1934, p. 5).

Similarly, the editor of the Searchlight acknowledged in
1933 that the journal serves as a faithful guide to agricultur-
alists as it combines scientific knowledge with literary skill
and artistic imagination (Searchlight, 1933). It welcomed the
journal as a promising avenue for enterprising techniques to
improve the quality of products and methods to reduce the
cost of production per unit of land (Sarkar et al., 1934, p. 4).
The journal became the official platform for the dissemina-
tion of ‘popular science’ related to agriculture in colloquial
language. With the coming of the journal, the native intelli-
gentsia classes began to work in tandem with the agriculture
department to generate awareness of agricultural science in
the public arena by contesting the traditional forms of prac-
tices. Agricultural science was thus systematized through

literary representation in the journal. It conveyed scien-
tific information in the form of stories, anecdotes, poems,
reports, and pictures that could serve the interests of the
cultivating classes. Each issue of the periodical was roughly
50 to 52 pages. The different genres of writings published in
the periodical can be broadly divided into three themes: first,
on the introduction of cash crops; second, on the application
of agricultural sciences; and third, on the development of
villages. In a way, the journal was trying to indoctrinate the
idea that development is closer to the application of Western
sciences. Such a linear graph of development brought out
throughout the journal was conveyed to its audience through
the diverse contents. It gave a sense of confidence and opti-
mism through its stories and poems, building a niche for
inclination towards newer means of cultivation. The objec-
tives of the periodical were broadened in the issue of 1939:
(i) Introduce new scientific systems of farming and practi-
cal experiments through experimental farms to increase the
fertility of their fields (ii) Encouragement to grow differ-
ent cash crops to fulfil their economic needs (iii) Increase
the participation of cultivators in profitable businesses in
their spare time left after farming-related work (iv) Assist in
improving the breed of the cows (v) Provide for sanitation
and good health (Kisan, 1939.1, pp. 2-5).

The journal reminded the cultivators of the importance of
being economically conscious of the ways to improve their
position. It stated, ‘There is no doubt that various schemes
and laws have been recently framed that are tenant-friendly.
However, the cultivator should recognise that the power to
uplift themselves lies in their hands, no matter who the gov-
ernment is’ (Prasad, 1936). Thus, unlike the idea of develop-
ment from above, the journal was mooted for development
from within the agriculture classes.

4 Four pillars for optimum yielding

The journal explained in detail how the cultivator can make
himself self-sufficient and charted out the role of agricul-
tural science as a foundation principle behind his growth
and improvement. For example, an essay titled ‘Khet ke
liye khaad banaane ka aasan tarika’ (Easy way to make
fertiliser for farm) by B. N. Sarkar discusses the easy and
qualitative ways to make manure at home instead of rely-
ing on markets (Kisan, 1934.4, pp. 30-32). Another essay
titled ‘Kooda karakat’(Garbage) discusses the importance
of increasing fertility in the lands using the organic waste
materials of the fields. It also had articles like ‘Achii upaj ke
liye achi beej’ (good seeds for good yield), ‘Swarn khaad’
(Fertiliser as Gold), ‘Jamin ki jutaai’ (Ploughing the Land),
‘Dawa roop mein mitti’ (Soil as a medicinal), ‘Sukhda hal’
(Convenient plough) and ‘Sinchani ke naye tatha purane
Dhang’ (New and old methods of irrigation). These articles
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laid the foundation of modern cultivation on four essential
pillars for optimum yield: seeds, fertiliser, equipment, and
irrigation technique. It expanded the scope of high yield
by emphasizing the mutual relationship between soil and
seed. For example, in his article, Ambika Dutt elucidates
two ways of finding good quality seeds: by selection and
hybridization. The age-old methods of replenishing the
soil fertility with cow dung were portrayed as antiquated
techniques, and hence appeals for manure were made. It
published regular discussions on using different varieties of
paddy, manures like ammonium sulfate, green manure, or
compost, pest control methods, tools to reduce unnecessary
workloads, new techniques for ploughing, and information
on improved quality of seeds and crops.

Another interesting aspect that the journal focused on
was the usage of new ploughs in the fields. By shifting the
attention to the means of cultivation, the erroneous land
revenue system of the British rule was completely ignored.
A tale of inculcating hope among the distressed cultivators
by bringing modern equipment to practice was highlighted
in the poem, ‘Gaaon ki Oor’ (Towards Village) by Sitaram
Prabhas. He sanguinely brings out the dichotomy of using
a modern plough and sickle over traditional equipment. For
instance, in one stanza, he writes:

The Holder of the wooden plough

See the dreams of gold

The scabbard’s sickle laughed,

extinguishing the burning ash pyre in the village

He further says,

The new shovel digs diamonds

Pick up the pieces of pearls, everyone

Dry bread is floating in ghee

The droplets of tears are now smiling (Prabhas, 1939).

Lamenting the usage of traditional plough and kundli in the
province, emphasis was laid on the necessity of using the
English horse hoe for good ploughing of fields. The modern
means of equipment was called ‘sukhda’ (one that brings
happiness) as it was easy to attach and carry owing to its
light structure. The easy assemblage of new and old equip-
ment was a promising venture offered to the cultivators to
increase the efficiency of their fields and crops. In another
poem, Raju Magdal discusses the benefits of using impro-
vised tools like a plough. In his poem titled ‘Naveen hal
sukhda’ (Efficiency of new plough), he states,

Priy haldhar! hal hi par sabka
Jeevan nirbhar karta hail
Krishi karm ki mool samsya,
Ko hal hi hal karta hail |
Bees Mard ke kaamon ko
Traykodi kar diklata hail
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Batlaun gun kya ridging ka
Punjabi dhoom machata hai

Dear Cultivator! All life depends upon the plough. The
basic problem of agricultural work can be solved only
through the plough. It works equivalent to the work of
twenty men within a few minutes. Should I tell you the
benefits of Ridging, which is making a splash in Punjab?'
(Mandal, 1933).

The last pillar of modern cultivation, the irrigation tech-
nique, became essential for the agriculture department to
argue for poor yields in the province. The prevalent tradi-
tional irrigation system of ahar-pyne in the South of Bihar
was criticised as the cause of inefficient agricultural produc-
tivity. In his account of the Bhagalpur District, Buchanan
reported that these irrigation works were vastly more ‘imper-
fect’ (Buchanan, 1939, p. 446). He further noted that the
control of these canals and reservoirs was entirely in the
hands of the zamindars for the repair and distribution of their
water among the tenants (Buchanan, 1939, p. 447). In his
presidential speech at the Agricultural Association on May 1,
1938, Syed Mahmood quoted the survey report of Buchanan
Hamilton on Eastern India in support of his argument. He
stated it is astonishing to see the most fertile cultivators live
in poverty (Buchanan, 1939, p. 447). Thus, the agricultural
department subtly shifted the onus of backwards cultivation
to the system of irrigation rather than to the one who owns
and controls the system. Such condemnation in the 1930s
came more from the increasing intensity of peasant move-
ment in the regions of South Bihar and less from the motive
to subdue its largest alliance group in the countryside, the
zamindars. The destitution-like situation in the countryside
forced the language of ‘Parivartan’ (Transformation) in
agriculture to be the application of four essential pillars of
the Western sciences. Thus, one poem titled Udhdhan (Pur-
pose) stated,

Sukhda ki lo sharan tum compost bhi banaoo
Coimbatore inkhe kheton mein tum lagao
Khandsaari chini apne haaton se phir banao
Dukhdinta bhagakar khusiyan sada manao,
Is hod mein agar tum vijayi hona chaho toh
Vigyaan ka sahahra avilamb bhaiyo lo

Ab kaam aa na sakti sab ritiyan purani

vish dur hota vish se yeh ukti purani

Take refuge in Sukhda, make compost, plant Coim-
batore sugarcane in fields, and then make Khandasari
sugar with your hands; it will take away sorrow and
poverty, and you will always celebrate happiness. If

16 Ridging is a traditional technique that allows covering the base of
the plants with soil, which increases the productivity of the crop and
grants better protection from bad weather conditions and weeds.
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you want to be victorious in this race, take science’s
help without delay, brother. Now, all the old rituals are
of no use. There is an old saying that poison can be
cured by poison (Lal, 1938).

5 Defining ideal kisan

The usage of kisan as a homogenous political entity in the
later stage of colonial rule has to be assessed against the
backdrop of a long historical process that shaped its cat-
egorisation. The introduction of Regulation VIII of perma-
nent settlement in 1793 stated zamindars as the legal pro-
prietors of the lands. However, the category of ‘zamindar’
was not a single constituted group, for instance, its origin
was traced from two sections of people, first, it included
those people who had superior power over certain areas
from the early period like Raja or local chief and second, it
included revenue farmers who were appointed by Mughal
authority for a specific period (Powell, 1892, pp. 504-513).
Likewise, the category of raiyats/tenants was a subject of
debate among colonial officials. The government fixed the
rate of land revenue for zamindars in permanent settlements,
while the rent to be paid by the raiyats was left ambiguous
(Powell, 1892, pp. 626-627).!” The contestation on raiyats
led the government to admit two categories of cultivators
that existed before British rule, khudkasht and pahikasht
(Powell, 1892, pp. 599—600).'8 Regulation VIII of 1793,
thus, allowed zamindars to collect lump sums of revenue
consisting of customary rent and other cesses in the form
of abwabs/illegal cesses and begar/ forced labour (Powell,
1892, p. 628). The government’s major concern for the rev-
enue left the raiyats undefined and unprotected till Act X of
1859, known as the Bengal Rent Act came into force. The
act abolished the existing categories of raiyats and classified
them into three categories: (a) those who held the land for
more than 20 years and whose rate had not changed since
the introduction of permanent settlement got the entitlement
to hold the rate forever; (b) those who held the same land
except landlords’ private land for 12 years got occupancy
rights; (c) those whose rents were determined by exchange
of patta and kabuliyat with the landlords (Mookerjee, 1919,
p- 79). Nevertheless, the act remained ambiguous regarding
the rent rate for the occupancy and non-occupancy raiyats
(Mookerjee, 1919, p. 87).!? The defects of the act became

17 The reason for leaving the fixation of rent for raiyats was moti-
vated by the belief that the change in the value of produce and money
may bring a rise in rent.

18 Khudkasht were the resident cultivators who cultivated their hold-
ing inside the village he lived and pahikasht raiyats were temporary
resident cultivators who had contracts with their landlord for a certain
period.

evident from the court proceedings, where the raiyats often
faced the prosecution because of their inability to produce
the agreement or patta to prove that they had held the land
for 12 years or more, as the practice of issuing patta was
uncommon in villages. Thus, the tension between the land-
lord and raiyat sharpened over the increasing evictions for
failing to meet the timely rent.

The Act VIII of 1885, also known as the Bengal Ten-
ancy Act, tried to address the defects of the earlier act by
distinguishing raiyats and tenure holders in terms of the
quantity of holding and the purpose of land acquisition. It
divided raiyats into (a) those who paid their rent at a fixed
rate and whose right was hereditary and transferable; (b)
those who had the right of occupancy as per existing law or
custom; and (c¢) non-occupancy raiyats (Mookerjee, 1919,
pp- 97-106). The non-occupancy raiyats got legal protection
from illegal enhancement of rent and eviction by limiting the
period of enhancement after every 5 years, while the status
of under-raiyats was regulated and different limits on their
rent depending on whether the agreement was registered or
not.?’ These legal settings introduced by British rule shaped
the relationship between landlords and raiyats and endowed
a collective body of zamindars with legal rights over agricul-
tural lands. This process drew clear-cut boundaries between
rights holders and others and simplified the tenurial and pro-
prietary titles.

Whereas, the local intelligentsia began to intervene in the
new changes of relationship in the countryside by shaping
the political identity of kisans in Colonial Bihar as early as
the 1920s. For example, Swami Vidyanand translated and
published Kisanon ko maladhikar mila, a free tract of 5000
copies containing the appendix of the Franchise Commit-
tee report on peasants’ enfranchisement in 1920 (Orsini,
2002, p. 76). This initiated the discourses on the ‘neglected
section’ (upeksit anga) of society in the Hindi horizon by
forming an association, which called for accommodating
the peasants, women, workers, and untouchables (Orsini,
2002, p. 39). For example, Premchand described in 1919,
‘the age that is coming will be the age of peasants and work-
ers’ in his article titled, ‘Old age and new age’ (Purana
zamana, naya zamana) (Rai, 1962, pp. 258-269). A literary
figure like Premchand explored the vocabulary of peasant
exploitation, making it the central subject of his novels like
Premasram (1921). The plot made use of nationalism and

19 It used the term equitable and fair for the occupancy rent-rate
which remained unclear thus making it liable to customary and par-
gana rate. Whereas, the non-occupancy raiyats were deprived of any
protection from the enhancement of rent thus making them vulner-
able to the zamindars.

20 Report of the Land Revenue Commission Bengal, With Minutes
of Dissent, Vol. 1, Government Printing, Bengal Government Press,
1940, pp. 29-30.
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the peasant campaign of 1920 in the political awakening of
the villagers and the personality of the ‘good zamindar’,
Premsankar (Talwar, 2008, pp. 225-237). The arguments
of the intelligentsia class and peasants leaders by the 1930s
became economically oriented, as evident from the social-
ist pamphlet published in 1935, which stated that nowadays
there are only two jatis, ‘that of patels, zamindars, thakurs,
rajas and nawabs or rais, contractors, shopkeepers, money-
lenders, bankers, house-owners, factory-owners, middle-
men, agents, lawyers, officers, and that of the poor peasants
and workers’ (Vidyalankar, 1920). The politicisation of the
term kisan was further rooted with the help of print media,
for instance, an influential weekly of Allahabad Abhyuday
came out with a special edition/ank on kisan in November
1931, espousing issues related to peasant and stating their
presence in the nationalist movement as a significant shift
from the non-kisan age to the kisan age. The early response
of literary figures and many new poets like Mahavir Prasad
Dvivedi, Gayaprasad Sukla Sanehi produced heart-rending
poems on kisan portraying them as a subject of sympathy
and in search of recognition by the educated classes. Thus,
these poems carried titles like antarnad, krandan (Verma,
1963, p. 116). The impersonation of kisan by the literary
and nationalist contemporaries in their discourses objecti-
fied and bracketed the rural populace as wretched and stupid
(bechare and murkh), waiting for god’s help.?! Such render-
ings of kisan underplayed their agency and categorised them
as mute spectators of their exploitation. Thus, the tendency
of the literati sections to treat the kisan as one defined only
by victimhood and disconnected from the production of
commercial crops glossed out the heterogeneity within the
agricultural classes and rather tried to present them as a uni-
fied category having a common narrative.

Against such a narrative, journals like ‘Kisan’ came to
present a distinct portrayal of kisan. Unlike the victimhood
narrative of lacking political consciousness, the cultivator
in the journal was portrayed as one of the essential figures
in the nation’s development. His work and profession were
epitomised as the biggest service to the nation in the making,
on the condition that he applied the agricultural sciences to
the fields. Poems like ‘Uccatam’ (Highest) highlighted the
importance of the profession of cultivators. The agenda was
to boost confidence and self-reliability among the cultiva-
tors. Such departmental steps have to be seen against the
backdrop of the increasing number of migrants to the cities
in the 1930s. A poem titled ‘Adarsh Kisan’ (Ideal Farmer) by
Ramchandra Sharma ‘Veer’ portrayed the ideal cultivator as

21 Gayaprasad Sukla Sanehiis poem ‘Krisak-krandan’, published in
Pratap in 1913, Sanehi became a regular poet for Sarasvati, where
his eight-page-long poem ‘Duhkhi kisan’ under the pen-name ‘Trisul’
was published in April 1918.
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one who uses scientific knowledge in agricultural practices.
He addressed the characteristics of an ideal kisan,

Banunga Mai Adarsh Kisan
Phir se main Krishko mein bhar dunga
Krishi Vidya ka Gyaan

Din ugte hi hal lekar ke

Khet taiyaar karunga
Laad-chav karke bailon mein
Nav utsaah bharunga
Chadunga Unnati ka sopan
Bharat ki Unnati ke tab main
Bhavya vidhaan gadhunga
Banunga Bharat Bhakt Mahan

I will become an ideal farmer again. I will share the
knowledge of agricultural science with others. As the
day progresses, I will prepare the field with the plough.
By pampering the bullocks, I will fill them with new
enthusiasm. This will help me in climbing the ladder
of progress. I will make a grand law for the progress
of India. I will become a devotee of my esteemed India
(Veer, 1937).

Likewise, in another poem titled ‘Saccha Krishak’ (True
Farmer), emphasis was laid on how one can employ the
effective means of modern agricultural sciences to his ser-
vices. It states,

Jinke patwan ka prabandh ho
Kodne ka ho sukkah auujar
Rog rahit sab pusht beej ho
Sacche krishak vahi hai yaar

Those who have proper arrangements for threshing,
good tools, and disease-free seeds are the true farmers,
my friends (Mandal, 1938).

The final verse brings out how the story of the indoctrination
of agricultural sciences to the fields was parallel to the idea of
national development. The journal intended to encourage the
cultivators’ lives by making them better in every possible way.
Therefore, they were introduced to the use of new agricultural
techniques that could help them increase their crops’ yield as
much as possible. The ineffable character of agriculture was
believed to be resolved with the application of krishi vidya,
agricultural science. It impinged upon the new notion of devel-
opment that became the guiding principle in the post-inde-
pendence era. The onus of local and national developmental
trajectories was deeply related to the cultivator’s progress. For
instance, in the story ‘Adarsh Gram’ (Ideal Village), published
in 1936, the prospects of development in the villages were
assumed to have been driven by the usage of scientific knowl-
edge on a large scale. Rooting the modern scientific rationality
in agriculture as the key to development, it described,
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The village has transformed in the last ten years.
Where sadness used to cry, it brightens today. What
was hell has now become heaven. There is joy and
happiness in every house, and the number of readers
has also increased (Kisan, 1936.4, p. 306).

Emphasis was placed on increasing the cultivation’s addi-
tional income. Thus, the journal had numerous articles on
animal husbandry. Articles like ‘Pusa ki Sahiwal jati ki gaay
ka rakh rakhav’ (Maintenance of Sahiwal breed of cows
of Pusa), ‘Pashu-palan’ (Animal Husbandry), ‘Pashuon
ki bimariyaan’ (diseases of animals), ‘Bachhade ka ucchit
paalan’ (Calf rearing), to impart knowledge on the handling
of high-quality cattle breeds. It brought out the interrela-
tion between animals and agriculture for the prosperity of
cultivators. The necessity to educate the cultivator through
scientific information on veterinary science was intended to
serve greater purposes and usefulness (Kisan, 1937.5, p. 99).
One of the dominant perceptions was that one cannot make
economic progress without feeling physical strength. Hence,
a courageous cultivator was believed to have a strong mind
and a healthy body (Singh, 1939). Poems became a popular
medium to indoctrinate ideas of scientific techniques among
the cultivators. It chronicled a unique combination of per-
sonal perspective, orality, lyrical tone, and historical context
to their subject matter. Each periodical devoted a separate
section of poems with distinct themes to address modernised
techniques. For instance, Satyvrat in his poem highlighted
the importance of possessing the optimal breed of animals,

Gaayon ki nasal sudharein

Dukh dudh dahi ka taarein

Apna sab swastya badavein
Baccho ko sabal banwein

Improve the breed of cows, give milk and curd,
improve your health, and make children strong
(Satyavrat, 1936).

Other themes like ‘Silp vyavasay ke liye sarkari sahayta’
(Government Assistance for the craft business), ‘Resham
aur uska vyavsay’ (Silk and its business), ‘Madhu aur mad-
hukkhiyon’ (Honey and honey-bee) were intended to make
the cultivators self-reliant, which in a way built narratives
around national development. Other sections were primar-
ily centred around the theme of cash crops. Articles such as
‘Bihar mein Jeere ki kheti, Ikh ki bimari; Hindustan mein
alsi ka vyapar; Bharatvarsha mein chini ka vypaar, Vilay-
ati Baigan, Tarakari ki kheti, ‘Resham ki kheti’, ‘Kapas ki
kheti’, ‘Phulgobhi ki kheti’ and Tisi ki kheti ka suyog intro-
duced cash crops to the field. Thus, an essential phrase,

Aisi humne suni kahavat,
uttam kheti madhyam baan
Nahi tum maango dar dar daan

We have heard the saying that quality farming is the
best medium. Don’t ask for a donation afterwards
(Visharad, 1934).

Or

Nayi Pranali ko Apnaon, Trutiyo ko ab sheeghra hatao
(Prasad, 1935).

6 Emancipatory notions and their conformity

Since its inception, the Agriculture Department has tried to
present itself as one that has come to assist the cultivators in
general. When the foundation of the department and its scheme
remained limited in its reach, journals in the vernacular dia-
lects took centre stage in building the relationship between the
agricultural class and the officials. By bringing local dialects
and vernacular presentations in the journal, the department
seemed to fulfil its objective of being a true uplifter of the
countryside. It expressed its belief using vernacular content
of stories, poems, proverbs, demonstrations, and exhibitions
to reach the masses in the countryside. Stories like ‘Subuddhi’,
‘Musafir’, and ‘Mukti’ were published in the first edition and
aimed to restore public trust in the Department of Agriculture
(Kisan, 1933.1, pp. 9-12). For example, Pandit Janardhan
Mishra, Professor of Bihar National College, wrote,

The true upliftment path at this hour is visible only
when the knowledge of modern agriculture and the
importance of self-organisation is inculcated among
them. Kisan has successfully endeavoured to fill that
gap (Kisan, 1933.1, p. 8).

The periodical depicted the state of deprivation of the cul-
tivators. It used poems to give emotional renderings of the
hardships and scarcity of agricultural domains. Poems like
‘Kisan prarthana’ (Prayers of farmers), ‘Kisan ki dasha’
(Condition of farmer), ‘Khalihaan’ (Barn), and ‘Jigyasaa’
(Curiosity), published over different periods, portrayed the
cultivators’ impoverishment (Kisan, 1938.6, pp. 3—11). The
explanations for impoverishment were rooted in the old
techniques and practices based on the outdated knowledge
system of agriculture. Such representation takes away their
agency to bring change on their own and justifies the estab-
lishment of the Department of Agriculture in the province.
Appraising the contents, a reputed periodical of the United
Province (Sikhoahabad), ‘Bekar Sakha,” writes that the quar-
terly periodical of Kisan is rich with characteristics. So far,
we have not come across a fascinating journal like Kisan
that addresses aids to the cultivator or means of agriculture
and cultivators at the same time (Sarkar et al., 1934, p. 6).
Thus, consistent efforts aimed to project the Department of
Agriculture as an emancipatory institution that can remove
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the hardships of agriculture, as evident from the poem,
‘Krishak Saptak’ by Kaam Bhawanipur.

Kheti ki jo kar rhi unnati hai Sarkar

Tera man usme lage iski hai darkaar
Overseer se kaho phir pucho kamdaar
Kaam banao apna luto mauj bahar

Moti ki kheti karo sada raho kushahl

Nay naye aujaar se liya karo tum kaam
Sukh sampad ke saath hi sada badega naam.

The progress the government is making in agriculture.
Your mind must be focused on it. Tell the overseer,
and then ask the worker to do your work and enjoy
the fun. Cultivate pearls and always be happy; you
work with whatever tools you have. The name will
always increase along with happiness and wealth
(Bhawanipur, 1939).

The last verse highlights that the income of the cultivator
will increase when one takes the help of the overseers and
workers at the subdivisional headquarters employed in the
agriculture department. In another poem (Fig. 1),

Sarkar aur congress tumko jaga rhi hai
Sanmaarg abhyuday ka tumko bata rhi hai
Par dukh hai ki ab bhi tum chette nahi ho
Aisa amulya avsar bekar kho rhe ho

The government and Congress are awakening you and
telling you the right path for the rise, but, sadly, you are
still not alert; you are wasting such a valuable oppor-
tunity (Lal, 1938).

The demonstration activities of agricultural sciences
with pomp and shows were an important part of colonial

pedagogy for the eyes of both the lettered and non-lettered
(Prakash, 1999). It directly enriched the worldview of the
natives. The journal thus included reports on work done by
the Department of Agriculture in the province of Bihar, such
as ‘Bihar prantiya pradarshani’ (Bihar Provincial Demon-
stration), ‘Khunti pradarshani’ (Khunti Demonstration of
1938), ‘Bihar me pashu vibhag ka karyakram’ (The Program
of Animal Husbandry in Bihar), ‘Kishunpur mela tatha pra-
darshani’ (Demonstration at Kishunpur Mela).

Proverbs have been an integral part of the peasant world.
They are backed with ideas and wisdom of great utility. It
constitutes a field of knowledge and addresses the differ-
ent aspects of the agrarian terrain in colloquial languages
(Jha, 2014, pp. 35-58). The periodical attributed a sepa-
rate section on proverbs forms under headings of ‘Kheti
ke kuch upyukta kahawatein’ (Some necessary proverbs of
agriculture), ‘Krishi sambandhi kuch kahawatein’ (Some
agriculture related proverbs), ‘Kisano ki kahawat’ (Prov-
erbs of farmers), ‘ Varsha vishayak desi kahawatein’ (Native
proverbs related to rainfall). Such refractions from tradi-
tional knowledge were done to bring the scientific reposi-
tories closer to non-scientific genres of sayings. It marked
a shift within the knowledge system, where the colonial
platforms began to recognise the observation of the natives
as an important part of agricultural knowledge. However,
the context in which the informal knowledge was assimi-
lated has to be seen in light of the knowledge of scientific
techniques. Thus, new repositories were created under the
garb of colloquial language that catered to the knowledge
of cultivation on scientific lines. For example, proverbs like
kaccha khet na jote koi, naahi beej na ankure hoi (No one
should cultivate raw field as it will not lead to the germina-
tion of the seeds); beej pade pahal accha det jina gehra jote
khet (The sowing of seeds will yield good cultivation only

D

Fig. 1 The esteemed people established the agricultural association in Bihar on seeing the penury of cultivators (Kisan, 1933.1, p. 7)
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Fig. 2 Grihaston Se Baatchit (Kisan, 1934.2, p. 66)

when one deeply cultivates the field); Ek hal hatya do hal
kaaj, teen hal kheti chaar hal raaj (One plough is a murder,
two ploughs makes you work, three are for farming and four
ones makes you rule); Khad pade to khet, nahi toh kuda ret,
khad pade toh howe kheti nahi toh rhe nadi ki reti (If one
puts fertiliser then there is field otherwise it is a garbage and
sand, If one puts fertiliser then there is farming otherwise it
is a river of sand) (Fig. 2).%?

A special column on ‘Grihaston se baatchit’ (Conver-
sation with householder) was a special dialogic question-
naire session in the periodical that introduced affordable and
straightforward methods for use in the fields. The section
covered useful information on new farming tools, remedies
to control pests, and the use of manure using dialogic ques-
tionnaire methods. It propagated the discourse on using new
techniques in the village. Through discussion and demon-
stration, the ideas of new practices were rooted in the minds
of the villagers. The circulation of scientific knowledge in
the vernacular sustained the colonial power’s supremacy
over the natives by projecting the pre-colonial period as
a period devoid of scientific innovation in the agricultural
domain.

7 Conclusion
Thus, the Department of Agriculture and the editors of the peri-
odical were in tandem with the view that the usage of scientific

agriculture could resolve the problems of Indian agriculture. The
knowledge of science in the agricultural domain was portrayed

22 Translations are mine, Kisan, 1935-1939.

as a sign of modernity and progress. The vernacularisation of
scientific agriculture with the help of the distinct literary contents
in the Hindi Magazine, ‘Kisan’, created a band of warriors who
provided essential rationalisation to scientific knowledge in the
fields. It came to constitute an ‘authoritative language of reform’
(Prakash, 1999, pp. 60—71). In other words, it created a body of
knowledge to disseminate the scientific temperament among the
natives. Although its contents were rooted in the Western knowl-
edge system to serve the interest of colonial rule, its language
and form were colloquial and localised. By pitching the idea of
agricultural development closer to the national temperament,
the journal came to build a repository of agricultural sciences. It
came to widen the knowledge of the masses, and many became
strong adherents of it. However, the periodical remained partial
in its success despite the usage of colloquial language, as it could
not cater to a large section of cultivators. It mostly targeted the
educated classes of cultivators from the zamindars and the rich
peasants’ classes, or those who possessed the financial capac-
ity to make use of scientific practices. Likewise, it remained
conspicuously silent on the women workforce, which formed
an essential part of the agricultural world. Its agenda of improve-
ment, thus, remained limited as the focus was not on bringing
structural or institutional changes but rather on improving the
knowledge system. The contents published in the ‘Kisan’ peri-
odical only went on to hegemonise the natives 'minds outside the
field. Therefore, instead of generalising, the colonial knowledge
in agriculture equivalent to institutions or colleges, one needs to
understand the multiple ways in which the colonial state tried
to disseminate Western sciences. What it created was to break
away from the monotonous reporting of agricultural knowledge,
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which was exclusively a government initiative based on special-
ised testing methods of laboratories. This ripple in the institu-
tionalisation of agricultural science was shaping new directions
in terms of having vernacular language and content that could be
immediately serviceable to the cultivators. Its rationalisation of
Western sciences in the fields was guided by two basic agendas:
the development of the nation, and, second, the development of
the cultivator. Thus, the periodical offers us an example of how
the notion of economic development came to be closely related
to the idea of rural development at large.
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