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The killing is relentless, merciless, 
consistent. It is an enactment of scenes 
from a gory war movie over and over 
again. Men carrying children with 
limbs blown off; women wailing and 
clasping on to their dead babies; young 
men being carried by old men, their legs 
useless and bloodied, faces covered in 
dust from bomb blasts. Faces frozen in 
the sheer bewilderment of not knowing 
why. Why the horror is not stopping. 
Why the most powerful nations in the 
world, the champions of human rights 
and cheerleaders of peace, cannot end 
this obscene carnage that spits on the 
notion of a “civilised” world.

In other news, US President Joe 
Biden has categorically said, “What is 
happening in Gaza is not genocide.” 
It makes one wonder: what exactly is 
genocide? Killing over 35,000 people 
(half of whom are women and children), 
bombing hospitals, schools, residential 
areas, refugee camps and even the so-
called “safe zones,” creating a famine-
like situation by blocking essential 
food aid—do all these somehow fall 
short of the threshold of human 
rights violations that would fulfil the 
definition of genocide? Or must we wait 
till the last Gazan has been declared 
dead and the last sliver of a structure 
has been flattened to the ground?

While the US, UK and other 
Western countries continue to supply 
money and arms to enable this horror 
show in the name of Israel’s right to 
defend itself, their own citizens are 
passionately protesting these actions 

and demanding that the atrocities stop. 
Most moving has been the resoluteness 
of the thousands of student protesters 
in major US universities, starting 
from Columbia, in their call for a 
ceasefire and demand that university 
administrations divest from all groups 
who may profit from the ongoing 
conflict. The students have been joined 
by protective faculty members. The US 
protests have inspired students from 
many other countries from Europe 
and the UK to the Middle East, to join 
this movement for peace and justice.

But these mostly peaceful protests 
have been met by unbelievable 
violence from the police forces. 
Video footage of US campuses we 
have seen are truly shocking, with 
both students and teachers being 
treated with brute force leading to 
serious injuries. It was clear why such 
excessive force was being applied: 
to instil maximum fear. Enough to 
make sure these “misguided” youth 
would be discouraged; enough to 
stop challenging the official narrative 
and causing embarrassment for a 
government that makes lofty speeches 
about human rights and democratic 
values.

Yet, neither the threat of arrest (over 
2,000 demonstrators), suspension, 
deportment (in the case of foreign 
students), nor the possibility of serious 
bodily harm has stopped these young 
people. The numbers swell every 
day, and the movement is spreading 
everywhere. In fact, these brave hearts 
are gearing towards demonstrating 
at campuses during the graduation 
ceremonies, scheduled for this month. 
They have said they will not stop 
protesting and demonstrating, no 
matter what the consequences.

Tragically, there is a big divide 
between these young people and 
the authorities they are under—the 
university administration that is 
supposed to protect them and the 
government mandated to ensure their 

right to free speech and assembly. 
These demonstrators, whether they 
are in the US or in any other part of the 
globe, represent the moral compass 
of the world—the one that seems to 
be missing among those in power. 
It reminds one of so many student 
movements in recent times that have 
been met with excessive force from the 
police and other actors working for 
the state, such as the passionate quota 
reform movement by Bangladeshi 
university students and the road safety 
movement by Bangladeshi school 
students in 2018.

No genocide has been so widely 
witnessed through social media as 
the atrocities in Gaza. Which is why 
people all over the world have been 
so deeply affected. This is especially 
true for young minds who have not 
been brainwashed into believing 
that some humans are less equal 
than others. These young people, 
regardless of their faiths, backgrounds 
or ethnicities, have joined together to 
form a resolute, fearless force against 
injustice and untruths. They are 
risking their university education, 
many of them from the most 
prestigious institutions like Columbia, 
Harvard, Yale and Berkely. Ironically, 
it is these very universities that are 
now trying to censor them, that have 
given them the opportunity to learn 
about the evils of neo-liberalism and 
modern-day imperialism, that have 
helped develop the analytical minds to 
be able to dissect and critique the sins 

of the past and present. 
These young people are not fooled 

by political rhetoric and obfuscation 
of truth perfected by the powers-
that-be. They are calling out the 
double standards of Western powers 
and the blatant discrimination 
against those who are vulnerable and 
disempowered. They are exercising 
their constitutional right of freedom 
of expression and peaceful assembly. 
They are embracing wholeheartedly 
the universal ideals of freedom, peace 
and equality. They are demanding an 
end to bloodshed that is needed to 
sustain the war machine. And they 
have managed to discard all their 
differences and come together as one 
voice, one force.

It is unlikely that in the next few 
days, we will not hear about yet another 
drone attack on a hospital or a refugee 
camp, killing or maiming more 
children, women and men in Gaza. 
But the protesting voices of the young, 
thousands of miles away, will only get 
louder and continue to reverberate all 
over the world. How long can those at 
the helm of power pretend not to listen?
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In 1899, Kautsky predicted that the peasantry 
in Russia would be squeezed out of existence 
by larger-scale capital and that such rural 
people would become proletarianised labour 
as the country industrialised. Lenin and 
Trotsky adopted this stance and in effect 
sought to hasten the process, supported by 
Preobrazhensky, but were thwarted by the 
post-revolutionary food crisis, thus adopting 
the New Economic Policy instead, which 
encouraged markets and kulaks producing 
higher net marketable surplus under quasi-
capitalist conditions. The rise of the kulaks 
as a political force then encouraged Stalin to 
lead a process of collectivisation, communes 
and state-enforced targets for surplus grain to 
the cities. However, resistance to this direction 
came from Chayanov, who mobilised statistics 
to demonstrate a distinctive peasant mode of 
production—drudgery-averse production for 
immediate family consumption, calibrated 
to the family’s life cycle and changing 
dependency ratio (workers over consumers 
within the family) so that additional land from 
the village authorities could be added to the 
family farm, with its worker members just 
working harder to feed its larger numbers. 
Chayanov ended up in jail for arguing that the 
farmer (i.e. peasant) should not be separated 
from this family consumption (subsistence) 
motive by being forced into collectivisation. 
Sholokhov’s novels, such as Virgin Soil 
Upturned and Harvest on the Don, vividly tell 
this story of peasant alienation.

Does any of this apply to present day and 
future Bangladesh? Yes and no. No, because 
the availability of additional land to adjust 
to changing dependency ratios is not just a 
matter of allocation by the local government, 
to maintain the integrity of the family farm at 
the expense of its harder-working members. 
But yes in the sense that the intrusion of capital 
into agriculture and the imperative for higher 
productivity to address national food security 
have several effects upon agrarian Bangladesh.

We argue in our ongoing investigation into 
the “Political Economy of Agrarian Futures in 
Bangladesh” (at BIDS) that the social system 
of agriculture is undergoing a process of 
disarticulation (at the family farm level) and 
rearticulation (at higher levels of aggregation) 
to accommodate the intrusion of capital and 
all the other stakeholders and economic actors 
associated with the process—input suppliers, 
mechanisation for cultivation and post-
harvest operations, marketing of produce, 
etc. Extended supply and marketing chains, 
in other words. These days, “agrarian” refers 
to a wider agricultural system containing 
machines, variable inputs (high yielding 
seeds, chemicals), transportation, physical and 
virtual infrastructure, and services. We would 
also argue that it includes “rurbanisation” 
(urbanisation of the rurality) in various forms, 
greater mobility of labour through fluidity 
of migration and its commodification as 
hired labour rather than tied, dependent, 
subordinate landless labour trapped in the 
village, and of course new money in the form of 
remittances either from overseas or domestic. 
We also note the “hybridity” of labour with 
expanding non-farm work as well as non-
agricultural work to the point that part-time 
farming is now common.

We suggest that the disarticulation of 
the family farm unit under these changing 

conditions will occur in several ways. Our 
thinking starts from the question: if lumpy 
machinery like tractors, pump sets and 
combine harvesters offer prospects of higher 
productivity and returns to land, then how is a 
small farmer with scattered, fragmented plots 
supposed to access those opportunities? From 
our preliminary field investigations across 10 
village locations and other knowledge, we are 
seeing in the case of orchards and ponds that 
“owners” bring in “contractors” to manage the 
resource, paying a fee to owners. We predict 
that this rentier-contractor model will extend 
to other crops and land use, especially irri-
boro as a high-input, staple crop (and vital 
for food security), but also rabi. Thus, family 
landholders will become seasonal, or even 
annual, rentiers on some of their land with 
capital-owning “contractors” consolidating 
operationally enlarged farms made up of 
individual farmers’ plots to plough it, irrigate 
it, transplant it, weed it, harvest it, and process 
the product through combinations of capital 

equipment and hired (commodified) labour, 
which is now attracting higher real wage 
rates. The plot owner may do some of the 
cultivation from the family, but as a rentier, 
a fee is received from the contractor for land 
use. It is common to hear these days the 
observation that “paddy is grown on my land, 
but I buy rice in a packet.” Production becomes 
separated from immediate consumption; the 
motive for production has thereby changed, 
and the essence of being a “peasant” in the 
Chayanovian sense has disappeared.

But this is not the whole story. Preliminary 
work of Dr Binayak Sen, director-general of 
Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies 
(BIDS), through research with Bangladesh 
Academy for Rural Development (BARD) in 
Cumilla, indicates a high prevalence of small-
scale cash tenancy across the country. More 
anecdotally (at this stage) we have noted new 
entrants to farming, effectively previously 
landless, now using new income sources—e.g. 
from remittances—to lease in plots from 
either opportunistic or hard-pressed family 
landowners. We term these as “renters” (in 
contrast to “rentiers”). Some years back, 
landless extreme poor beneficiaries of the 
Shiree Extreme Poverty programme prioritised 

acquiring land from any new income gained. 
These “plots for rent” are becoming available 
as family landowners either become absentee 
through their own migration, or wish to raise 
“capital” to invest in non-farm activity of some 
kind (education of children, small business, 
sending a family member overseas for work), or, 
more desperately, need liquidity to meet hired 
labour costs and purchase inputs for other plots, 
meet health costs, pay dowry, repay debt, and so 
on. Sometimes, these plots are mortgaged out 
rather than leased out by the owner.

This renter tendency is not only another 
form of disarticulation at the family level. 
It may also function to sustain small-scale 
farming, thus slowing down processes of 
operational consolidation in pursuit of higher 
land productivity. What are the motives of 
these new renters? We introduce the idea of 
“affinity to land” to explain this. Psychologically 
and culturally, having some cultivable land in 
Bangladesh (and Bengal before it) is a vital part 
of identity. It signifies dignity and status. But 
these sociocultural legacies have a materialist 
rationale also. Having some rice land offers 
an element of security against hard times, 
indeed and ironically in the delta, something 
for a rainy day! In other words, a hedge against 
shocks which could be inflation in food prices, 
as at present, or loss of other employment and 
income (the Covid pandemic being a recent 
example). It functions as an insurance in the 
sense that state support in times of personal 
crisis cannot be guaranteed in terms of grants 
and other entitlements, especially when 
the experience of benefit distribution is so 
preferential and unreliable. This notion of low 
confidence in public sector support goes back 
to Mughal and British colonial times and the 
experience of famines. Thus, can we say about 
the “affinity to land” that “today’s culture” 
arises from past aspects of political economy? 
And this affinity to land is also expressed in 
the reluctance to surrender ownership title to 
it, which is partly why tenancy (as rentier or 
renter) is the de facto mode of land transfer.

These two parallel models of “rentier-
contractor” and “new entrant renter” 
indicate: a) the disarticulation of the family 
farm as the integral, self-contained unit or 
mode, of production and internal exchange 
between family land, family labour and 
family consumption; and b) the rearticulation 
of agricultural system at wider social and 
institutional levels to include other actors 
representing new capital, technology and 
microfinance on the one hand, and new, even 
subsistence, cultivators on rented in plots on 
the other. But we should also note that new 
entrant renters also access new technology via 
local service providers—usually neighbouring 
farmers with surplus capital capacity to sell 
to reach optimal utilisation (e.g. small power 
tillers and small 1-3 HP pump sets).

So the depeasantisation thesis associated 
with Kautsky and popularised as “the Agrarian 
Question” needs to be subtly understood in 
Bangladesh. There are clearly forces hastening 
the demise of family farm through the 
processes of disarticulation discussed above. 
But perhaps the inevitability of the process 
assumed by depeasantisation enthusiasts has 
to be modified in the delta, where adaptive 
behaviour through various intermediate forms 
of land transfer and use through both rentier 
and new renter models keeps the family interest 
level alive, so that they are not just converted 
into petty commodity-producing farmers. But 
is this present situation sustainable, or will it 
move further in the “rentier” direction of local 
contractors consolidating operationally larger 
farms (maybe no bad thing for productivity 
gains, so essential for food security), or even 
towards larger-scale corporate farming, as has 
happened elsewhere in the world? This leaves 
the critical question: who gains and who loses 
in such scenarios?

Is the family farm 
disappearing?
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