Bimala Maji

BENGAL has a history of rural
resistance, continuing throughout
the whole period of British coelonial
rule. The Tebhaga uprising in many
ways was the culminating point,
spreading over large areas of the
countryside and expressing the urge
of labouring men and women to be
liberated from exploitation. A repor-
ted 6,000,000 people participated in
the Tebhaga movement at its peak.

The issue around which the cam-
paign was launched was an econo-
mic one and did not concern the
specilic interests of women. In
September 1946, less than a year
before the partition of Bengal by
the British, the provincial Kisan
Sabha, or peasants’ association,
which was guided by the Commu-
nist Party, decided to initiate, on an
experimental basis, a struggle for
two thirds of the harvest.

This demand had figured since
the thirties in the programme of
the Kisan Sabha, and had also been
recognised as just by a government
commission which in 1939-1940 had
reviewed the miserable state of
Bengal's agriculture. Even this
British appointed commission, the
Floud Commission, had exposed
the prevailing system which obliged
sharecroppers to relicquish half of
their harvest as rent, and on top of
‘that to pay scores of illegal cesses.
“These sharecroppers were continu-
ously drained of the wealth they
produced.
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Women’s Role In The
Tebhaga Movement

—An Interview With Bimala Maji

In Manushi Ne. 3, we had published an article on the Tebhaga movement,
entitled **When Peasant Women Arose.” Here, Bimala Maji, who was one
of the participamts in that movement, gives her version of events during
that period. This interview is part of a whole series of interviews conduct-

ed by the author.

We hope that the different accounts given by various

participants will help build a more comprehensive picture of the movement.

The movement started during a
crucial time of the vear, in Novem-
ber, when the aman paddy is har-
vested. Afier the staging of gathe-
rings and demonstrations with sticks
and red flags, to arouse mass enthu-
siasm, batches of Kisan Sabha
volunteers joined individual share-
croppers to cut and stack the paddy
crops on the peasants’ threshing
floors. A challenge thus was posed
1o the existing rule that all harves-
ted paddy be delivered at the land-
lord’s cutchery or granary. From
pocket areas where people’s cons-
ciousness was relatively high due to
carlier campaigns by the Kisan
Sabha, the Tebhaga movement in
no time swept through the country-
side like an avalanche, notably in
northern Bengal.

During the second stage of the
uprising, therefore, the experimen-
tal limits set by the leadership at
the start were broken by the people
themselves. Peasant men and wo-
men, many of them Muslims,
attacked the granaries of local land-
lords or jotedars, to recover stocks
of paddy already stored there. The
rural structure of oppression was
truly shaking, as many landlords
fled the villages, some of them dis-
guised in women’s clothes.

Coinciding with the partially
spontaneous nature of the uprising
was “the principal role that women

played in it. Even in areas such as
the interior villages of MNandigram,
where women were not supposed to
participate in cultivation in the
field and where their agricultural
tasks were largely “‘limited” to
processing the harvested paddy,
women had definite stakes in the
success of the Tebhaga campaign.
Even more so than their husbands,
rural poor women had suffered
heavily, inhumanly, from the recent
man made disaster, the Bengal
famine of 1943. For these women,
the storing of paddy in their own
houses, for the first time in their
lives, was a revolutionary event. It
evoked a tremendous emotional
TESpOnse,

It, therefore, is no accident that
rural poor women in massive num-
bers came forward to defend the
movement's gains, When the colo-
nial state, befriending the landlords,
unleashed terror and intimidation
to crush the movement, women
throughout Bengal put up fierce
resistance against police raids. From
the forested area of Sunderbans in
the South through the Nerail sub-
division in Jessore to Dinajpur in
the north, village women spontane-
ously set up their Nari Bahini or
semimilitia groups, facing rifles with
brooms, pestles and knives. It is,
therefore, no exaggeration to state
that in this towering political event,
rural poor women played the lea-
ding part.
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