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The peasants themselves never brought about the debate of tradition vs. modernity. They
did not have any historical reason for doing so either. Instead, they kept themselves
‘updated’ for thousands of years, upheld inventing the then modern skillset and
technology. Sometimes to increase production, sometimes to enhance nutrition or
necessity, sometimes simply to reduce their labor. We do not need to be an expert
agriculture historian to understand this simple fact. Take the example of paddy, the
peasants preserved hundreds of its varieties; they discovered a variety that could maintain
a balance with the increasing water level in the rainy season. The peasants did not even
wait for television awareness programs to know about what the recent pro-‘sustainable’
agricultural scientists call as organic fertilizer. At the outset, it is important to clearly
define what I mean as ‘peasants’. In Bangladesh, and in the Bengali language, krishak
and chashi are used synonymously. Unlike the qualitative difference between the
concepts ‘farmer’ and ‘peasant’ in the English language, and in the European context for
say, the Bengali language does not provide that opportunity. Someone with 100 acres of
land can also claim himself a ‘peasant’ in a houseful of urbanites. Not incidentally, no
agricultural laborer usually is present in such a middle-class gathering. He would
certainly get perplexed about his own identity with this frantic claim. The term peasant
should also, not be confused to connote a huge landowner. In fact, a peasant is a person
who himself, along with all the household members in different phases, cultivate by
physical labor and is recently reduced almost to an agricultural laborer, even if he owns
apiece of land. This reduction itself is a point of discussion and is much related to today’s

title too.

However, no one alleges that they imported this debate. Major ‘complains' against them
in agricultural discussion is that they do not like changes at all. These conservative
tradition-loving farmers are thwarted by the new discoveries of science that could

produce massive crops in agriculture. In this context, in agricultural debates, the peasants
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have always been the subjects, not the actors. There are problems of not surrendering
unconditionally to technologies and proposals that are provided to them. This is a
simplistic statement from my end. There must have been an independent sovereign
peasant in history. But it has also been said, that once there was no inequality in wealth.
Without taking into account this imaginary period, we can take at least the emergence of
the modern state as a vantage point. They are important as the subject of controversy as
they are known to be a very stubborn species towards the new orientations and who do
not even ‘understand their own well-being’. Who brought this story are of concern.
Politicians brought in, scientists did, so did academics-experts and analysts. Even, the
filmmakers also brought it up. And they all bring this issue mainly through the news
media. That is why a large part of the journalists or editors are not going to be left out. If
we assume that there are critical people in all professions, then it is the same for all
professionals. Nevertheless, the ‘tradition’ versus ‘modernity’ kind of agrarian debate is
existent in society and is usually maintained by the non-farmers, where all others seem
to be the advocate of “‘modernity’, except the peasants, who are confined with ‘tradition’.
If we look at the mainstream Indian mythology, peasants thus side with evil Ravana, who
do not understand the benefits of modernity, the virtue, in the battle of Rama and Ravana.
Is there any basis for this story of the farmer's stubbornness, really? Has he been able to
maintain such sovereignty over other aspects of life? Has not his imaginary thatched
house already been converted to a tin-covered one in the last two decades? In that
particular case, does he have any specific agency left? Does he have any viable desire left
to buy a lungi (or dhoti) or sari from the village weavers, other than going to the market
and buying a factory cloth? Hundreds of such events can be listed. Why then suddenly
imagine such sovereignty, where he is being considered as a capable opponent of

superpower modernity?

Now | want my readers to be aware of my location. I will stay away, at least for a while,
about the possible similarities between the agricultural sectors of India and Bangladesh
respectively, about the similarities that | feel, about the distinction I may generally
mention. Rather, | will take a region-specific position located in Bangladesh. Scholars
may call it awareness about the agency. | am doing this not because of my lack of

empirical knowledge about India's agricultural system as | should still be able to talk
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about a few general issues. I actually am preventing others to say: “Who are you to talk
about Indian agriculture? Did you do any ‘research’? Have you ever been to an Indian
village? Your commentaries are fabricated and we do not accept it.”” It would be harmless
to talk about Bangladesh, more so if the Indian readers find any similarity. Not only can
| be not blamed for this, but the readers’ observation of the similarities will likely be free
of any hostility (towards a foreign commentator) and thus more sustainable. Incidentally,
this issue is also dedicated to sustainable agriculture. In general, similar awareness and
methods of procedure are called ‘methodology’ in the academic world. However, a grave
and solemn academy usually does not allow seriousness to slip away while proposing
methodology. In fact, it does allow it at any part of research activities. Seriousness is one
of the pillars of the academy. But that should be elaborated another day. | would like to
come up with an unsolicited list of contents or queries regarding agriculture. | am trying

to list them from the peasants’ point of view as much as possible.

- Probable agricultural products at a given period of time

- Anticipating and prioritizing potential agricultural products

- Seed collection (or preservation)

- Identifying cultivable lands

- Arrangement for agricultural contracts where no land is owned
- Arrangement for labor investment

- Assessing the requirement of fertilizer and water

- Accessibility of fertilizer and water

- Ensuring availability of fertilizer and water

- Reviewing agricultural accessories (say tractor) in reducing labor or increasing

production
- Accessibility and ensuring of those pieces of equipment
- Budget preparation for the above matters
- Bank dealing in case one does not have money (this is a whole package of hassle)
- Nurturing of the land right from the beginning of cultivation

- Praying to God so that no damage caused by natural disasters
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- Collection of crops produced

- Processing of crops (usually an inter-gender situation)

- Comparative analysis of potential opportunities for marking these products
- Highest efforts to avoid possible harassment and frauds while marketing

- Having cash in exchange for these agricultural products

Had it been a scholarly exercise, this list might have been a bit shorter, a bit more
dispassionate in nature, and definitely with more conceptual categories. But | do not
really think that we lost anything here. Rather contrarily, by assembling such a list, I can
easily ask my reader which ones of these they believe underline the sovereignty of a
peasant. | find two for sure. One is of labor investment in the land, and the other is
definitely praying to Allah. Barring these two, if you find agency/authority/sovereignty
of the peasants anywhere else, you would please show me regardless of if you are from

Bangladesh or India or Nepal-Pakistan. | will rework my conceptualization.

So why a peasant/farmer suddenly is being considered the agent-subject in the debate of
tradition-modernity? What kind of actor he is when, in fact, he has no control anymore
over such a long-domesticated object like agricultural seed? For a clear account of seeds,
I would like to inform you that in the past few years, multinational corporations along
with their local counterparts in Bangladesh have monopolized (oligopolized) seeds.
Farmers get mono-season seeds. These seeds cannot reproduce. It is one of those
fundamental 'successes' of genetic engineering. But | am not here today to advocate for
or take on, genetic engineering as a field of expertise. Eventually, one of the
consequences of the development of this knowledge is that a person who had control over
seeds for hundreds of years is not bound to take the seeds (banja beej as it is sometimes
termed in ‘rural’ Bangladesh) from these corporations. Of course, this is not yet the total
occupation of agriculture at this moment. But we do not have to be a genetic engineer or
own a corporation-tycoon to realize that it would not take that long either. Lost ownership
of seeds, notably, is a question of gender too. However, in a region where there is a
Vandana Shiva and the likes, | do not need to start a discussion over gender politics of

seeds.
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Peasants are being brought repeatedly for obvious reasons, truly. The only possible stake
of this equation who have to invest labor are them and the whole buzz is about extracting
their labor. What sustainability is in question in ‘sustainable agriculture? Apparently, it
is being said that agriculture should not be exhausted, so that agriculture can continue for
tens of thousands of years, or at least for a few generations to come. But if there is some
sense of wit or humor, we can sense that the more crucial sustainable phenomenon is the
laboring capacity of the peasants. With this lethal oppressive, exploitative structure, not
only is he wretched in terms of wealth or honor, but it also creates doubts if he will survive
at all. Make no mistake, this is not just about labor. It is also a system of bringing the
peasants into the market of new agricultural implements. He rents water, rents tractors,
borrows for seeds, and buys fertilizer. He is at once a relentless laborer and a very
marginal buyer of the mammoth market. He spends his personal savings and becomes
destitute. And when he takes a loan, he is trapped in a vicious cycle of repaying back.
This is not the end of his extreme sufferings. Getting prices for agricultural products
comes next, where there are frequent instances of peasants not being able even to raise
the invested money. In the era of little more democratic newspapers, there were reports
of farmers committing suicide or ruining their crops with severe dejection. Now the news
does not cover many of those stories. But the events take place. And we are not talking

about a peasant or two, there are millions of them.

Agriculture has changed dramatically since the big companies entered the relatively new
agricultural business. A portion of the peasantry has changed drastically too. They have
become absolute agricultural laborers. However, becoming an absolute agriculture
laborer is not a direct outcome of corporate agriculture. They actually were laborers for
the big landlords in the previous period too. In both cases, the worker-peasant/wage-
laborer 1s not considered as an agent of his thought process or ‘agricultural plan’. They
are only 'servants' who follow orders and live on the terms set by the landlord or the
corporate company. As a result, 1 opine that the current argument may well be a battle
between the corporate groups and the still-surviving landlords. People who live almost
like dead, non-existent, reduced into a machine of laboring, or else hugely indebted and
unfairly paid for their products cannot be a negotiating party here.
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However, the peasants we find in textbooks, on TV, in development agencies’ yearbooks,
in cabinet ministers’ processions, even in middle-class children’'s drawing competitions,
and in many other spaces, is a pictorial peasant. Beaming, with a bundle of golden paddy
on his head, or in his hands; with all the pleasures of life in his smile. Not that the peasants
do not smile like this. But the fact is that the ways these actors exhibit his laughter are
deeply deceptive. These agents want to broadcast this laughter, just as they want to
propagate the narration of their conservatism. It is the politics of making a deceitful image
of the ones who lost everything in the play; it is the politics of making them a vibrant

opponent where they do not have a side left anymore.
(Adabar, Dhaka. 16 September 2021)
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