“"Where

serfs are fa

FROM A SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT IN INDIA

Can the Hindu caste system. which has
always held India's 576,000 villages to-
?fﬁhcr, survive the coming of modern
arming” Evidently not, if one looks to

" the prospering Punjab, where the famil-
. far trinity of tractors, combines and

electric power is rapidly displucing hu-
man labour. Strip away the age-old eco-
nomic hasis for caste—the exchange of
fabour and services for grain and fod-
der —and the ofd sahib-serf relationship
shatiers like overnpe whead :

At least it does for the untouchables,
whom Mahatmo Guadbe called hartjans,
the children of God. Long the true tillers
of the soit m rueal Punjab, doing much
of the sctual fieldwork -under land:

. ownlng Jat overlords, the harijans got &

rude shock in 1967 when new Mexican-

" bred dwarl wheat suddenly made many

Sais rich. Tn a fast shift from subsistence
agricuiture to modern commercial farm-

ng, incomes soared and a siriggle began
o see who pot what, The havigans lost”

out nnd miltrons deserted the ficids for
fobs in nearhy, newly prosperous lowns,
CThe Jats stit don't kaow what hig

, them. Many cvidently confused the old
© submervience and respect with their own

fwherent superionity (since they are gen-

* erally. but oot always, taller and fairer,

theére s & ractal element ton ) For a ime

- they pluggcd the tabous gup with season-

@l migrants from the poorest areas of
Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, an aben, often
pathetic fof, with & differcut langaoge
and cubiure. Now, as fndia's agricultural

- revelution moves down the Ganges to-

wards Caleutta, even this fabour source

g drying up.

One sofution i3 more mechanisation.
But this makes farms of fess than {0-12
acres uneconomical. The number of
poorer Jats going bankrupt is Qrowing;
s is the number of slcoholics and opi-
umeeaters. inevitably the biggest land.
owners are evading legal 18-acie-per-
famiiy ceilings to amass more land. This
Punjab phenomenon is the sori of thing

- that can be expected to happen in large

avéas of India where modern farm sci-

ence takes hold and labour, land and -

rent come to be treated as commerciaily
negotiable property. L

* Take the story of one Punjabi village,
Ghungrali, 180 miles north of Deiki in

the green tevolution's heartiand. The

king on sahibs

village. is inhabited by 1.644 peuple, one

_ahird Jats, who own 65 farms, and two
thirds harijans, who used to cultivaie the

land. The revolution began with Ghun-

eali's first tubewell in 1953, The first

crtifiser was used in 1960, the first
gracior in 1962, the first test plot of
Mexicdn-bred dwarf wheat in 1965. Two
years later this high-yiclding varicty was
sown on all 1,370 acres of the village's
wheatland. Ghungrali has never looked
back. . :
The higgest changes have come in the
past two or three years. Now there sre
107 wubewells, montly powered by elec-

gricity. which blankets the Punjab, 40

tractors, two villager-owned Dutch com-
bines and giant East German onés hired
out by staie agencics, Consumption of
chemical festiheer has grown {roi noth-
ing to KOO tons a year and biogas plants
10 supply both cooking fuel and fertiliser
are being installed as fast as peaple can
alford them (cost: $150). Underground
piped wrigation (i avoid evaporation) is
catchingon.

it might have all peaked out two years
ago, when a hasiorm destroyed the
wheat harvest. The Jais hastened (o
plant nce for the first time and made
twice the cash profit they had cver made
on wheat. This year triple-cropping is
Being introduced, a wheat-pulse-rice ro-
tation made possible by a new 60-day
miracle puise. moong. which fixes nitro-
gen from the air into the soil and cuts
down the nced for fertilising the next
crop by two thirds.

Almiost all the Jats are in debt-—on

average $5,000-$10,000. up from $1.000-
$3 0 in 1970. Yet with 8 medium-sized
holding of 1S acres (land. house, ma-
chinery and all). a Jat family's assets
come 1o $50.000-$60.000 at indian
prices. The casts of inputs are rising. and
the lais talk much

demanding “?up
_ ity"; but the price they are getting— 124

rupees per 100 kilos of whest—is already

higher than the equivalent American
fice. x

: The harijans have been reduced (o a

rural proletariat and they like it. Fully

807 of the men from Ghungraii's 160

hatijan families now commute by bicycle

__to nearby towns to work in mills or
faciories {(making 10-12 rupees 8 day
meals,

compared with 3, plus , for field

work). Most harijans took leave duiing

e

the April-May harvest when the Jats, -

unable to hire enough combines or il -

grant workers. were forced for the first

time 10 offer their fields on contract; the

harijans, by putting wives and children - :

10 work . earncd more than éver before.
For anyone who had seen past har-
vests, when large groups of Jats and
harijans cut side by side, joking and
often competing to see who cut the
faster, the spectacle of small harijan
families mowing while most Jaty sat idié
at their wells was sad to see. The former
interdependence is almost gone and with
{1 Ghungrali's old sense of community..
Few seem to mind. The viciiest Jats
talk of the need for 100-acre farms to
“sealy mechanise and solve the Isbour
roblem’". Only the poorer fats, deeply
in debt, speak nostafgically of former
times when “everybody wnried together
fike a family " and “there was unity”.

To the harijans their emancipation’
means “'going out and working and talk- .

ing freely, and “not having these Jais
rale over us, they can no longer treat us

like shimals”. A few have regrets: “If -

the Jats paid more generously we would

not go ouiside to work. They are too
greedy”. But very few. Instead old re-

sentments sre now openly voiced: “In- &

dira Gandhi was good fo us. Once she
sent money o us but the Jats abjected.
She aiso Kad & plan to aflot fand fo
harijans. but again the Jats objecied”.
(Mrs Gandhi, whose parly secretary,
Buta Singh, is a harijan Sikh, remains @
heroine to low-casi¢ Punjabis, who, un-
jike the poor in other northern stafes,

were . mever subjected to forced

sterilisation.)

- The new harijan credo of “‘now we are -

free” and “my sons will never work for
the Jais” has swept villag
where India’s old Upstairs, Downstairs,

sahib-and-slavey days seem gone for

good. Atrocities against hartjans by
igher castes, who do not seem {o want

o grasp (he economic reasons for what

is happening. get reported in the In hian
ress almosi every day. Having proved

fncompatible, the ancient Hindu casie -

Punjab, .

system snd India’s unstoppabie agricul- - -

qural revolution are on’ a collision

cousse. It could decide ndia’s politics -

fora long ime tocome. .. L .




