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Political Leadership in West Bengal 
A C o m m e n t 

MR M Y R O N W E I N E R deserves 

p laudi ts f o r his va luable pse-
phological notes (Economic Weekly , 
Special Number , Ju ly 1959, pp 925-
32). I am however a f ra id tha t 
most of his s ta t is t ica l conclusions 
are more courageous t han tenable. 

Is i t rea l ly t rue tha t r u ra l ele­
ments are increasing the i r po l i t ica l 
influence in West Bengal , and the 
t rend is t o w a r d greater ' ru ra l iza-
t ion ' o f the po l i t ica l elite? Mr 
Weiner leans heav i ly on his table 
(see Table 1 below) showing the 
d is t r ibu t ion of age and b i r thp lace 
of 340 pol i t ica l leaders covered by 
his sample. " F i f t y per cent of the 
sample born before 1900 came f r om 
vi l lages, whi le 74 per cent of those 
born a f te r 1920 were of v i l lage 
o r i g i n . . . The t rend is thus to­
ward more ru ra l i za t ion of the elite 
ra ther t han less" (p 927, emphasis 
added). 

One mus t beware of loose uses 
of expressions such as ' t rend ' . I f , 
for example, Mr Weiner 's sample 
had pol i t ic ians of equal number 
f r om the four age-groups, there 
would have been some va l id i t y in 
his compar ing the ru ra l -u rban mix 
of the pol i t ic ians grouped by age 
(on the assumpt ion tha t the sample 
was f a i r l y representat ive) . H i s 
table, however, is a percentage ver­
sion of the d is t r ibu t ion shown in 
Table I I . 

I t w i l l be seen t h a t the number 
of pol i t ic ians in the d i f ferent age-

groups is uneven; there are 84 who 
were born before 1900 and only 57 
born since 1920. In te r -g roup com­
par ison is thus of restr ic ted s ign i ­
ficance. 

A more serious object ion to ac­
cept ing his content ion is the bias 
inherent in the coverage. Mr 
Weiner specifically includes office­
bearers of peasant organisat ions in 
his sample: no such privi lege is ac­
corded to executives of t rade unions 
or s im i la r urban-weighted organ i ­
sat ions, 83 of the 408 Bengal i 
leaders or ig ina l ly considered fo r the 
sample were f r om peasant bodies 
(and, therefore, one can presume, 
overwhe lming ly v i l lage-born) . Can 
it not be t ha t between one-f i f th 
and a quar ter of the 340 ind iv iduals 
whose ages have been analysed be­
long to the la t te r organizat ions and 
were born in vi l lages? 

It is t rue that, this vi l lage-bias 
should affect the u rban- ru ra l dis­
t r i bu t ion of a l l the age-groups, but 
since in the sample the group con­
st i tuted by indiv iduals born since 
1920 is the smallest, the bias of an 
equal weight introduced f r o m out­
side would be felt to a greater de­
gree here than anywhere else. ( I t 
may even be that the age d is t r ibu­
t ion of the officeholders in the peas­
ant bodies is pronouncedly skewed 
in favour of the lower age-group. 
Th is is not a very unreal is t ic as­
sumpt ion, since 'act iv ists ' , who are 
re la t ive ly young, usual ly dominate 
these organizat ions. The bias could 
have been countered i f Mr Weiner 
had add i t iona l ly introduced in the 
sample office-bearers of t rade union 

organizat ions, who are also re la t ive­
ly young, but are by and large 
urban-born. ) 

Mr Weiner remarks subsequently: 
"The t rend in both the Assembly 
and in Par l i amen t . . . is fo r more 
and more of the younger members 
to be ru ra l -bo rn . Wh i le on ly 56 per 
cent of the M L A ' s born before 1900 
came f r o m ru ra l areas, 79 per cent 
of those born a f ter 1920 are r u r a l " 
(p 928). This is again c la im ing too 
much. I f he had sorted out ev i ­
dence f r o m the results of the two 
general elections, and had demon­
strated that the propor t ion of r u r a l -
born among the successful candidates 
under the. age of, say, 40 is h igher 
in the 1957 Assembly compared to 
the 1952 Assembly. he could have 
a better case. But the results of 
the 1957 elections by themselves are 
incapable of showing any t rend ; 
they represent a set of facts at 
merely one point of t ime. 

The fact that in the 1957 Assemb­
ly, the propor t ion of the v i l lage-
born is h igher among those born 
since 1920 than among those born 
before 1900 may by i tself have 
l i t t le signif icance. The fo l low ing 
i l lus t ra t ion shows t ha t even where 
the propor t ion of the v i l lage-born 
goes up in the younger age-group 
compared to the older, tha t does 
not. imp ly any increase in r u r a l i n ­
fluence. The propor t ion of the old 
generat ion born in vi l lages has 
gone down f rom 77.7 per cent of the 
to ta l to 01,1 per cent as between 
si tuat ions A and B, whi le the pro­

port ion of the young generat ion born 

increased f r om 30 per cent to 90 
in ru ra l areas has correspondingly 
per cent. But the over-a l l " r u r a l -
b o r n " representat ion has actual ly 
declined f r o m 73 per cent to 64 per 
cent. 

Thus Mr Weiner is not ent i t led to 
his ' t rend ' conclusion in regard to 
Assembly membership solely on the 
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basis of the resul ts of the 1957 elec­
t ions. H i s obi ter d i c tum about the 
' t rend ' i n Pa r l i amen ta ry representa­
t i on is s t i l l less v a l i d . W h a t can 
one make of such sweeping state-
ments as ". . . the legis lature is 
a l ready under r u r a l con t ro l , r u r a l 
representat ion in P a r l i a m e n t lb i n ­
creasing and i t i s l i ke ly t h a t r u r a l 
inf luence w i l l cont inue to increase" 
(p 928, emphasis added), when on ly 
a few paragraphs back he was ad­
m i t t i n g t h a t "78 per cent of the 
seats [ in P a r l i a m e n t ] are r u r a l , 
but on ly 41 per cent of the seats 
are held by r u ra l bo rn members"? 

Also, too much mus t not be made 
of the fac t t ha t the state leg is la ture 
is a l ready under ' r u ra l con t ro l ' . 
Where near ly 80 per cent of the 
consti tuencies are r u r a l , i t is ha rd l y 
surpr is ing tha t r u r a l - b o r n members 
const i tu te a m a j o r i t y in the legis­
la ture. Th is is as much t rue fo r 
I nd i a as a whole as fo r West Ben­
ga l , and w i l l , one can imagine, also 
be true fo r any coun t ry w i t h u n i ­
versal adu l t suf f rage and preponder­
ance of r u r a l populat ion. On the 
other hand , i t is in teres t ing to note 
t ha t Mr Werne rs table on page 929 
wou ld suggest t ha t the p ropor t ion 
of r u ra l - bo rn representat ion is 
somewhat less t h a n the p ropor t ion 
of r u ra l consti tuencies. Con t ra r y 
to w h a t Mr Weiner ma in ta ins , th is 
impl ies t ha t at the present momen t 
there are ac tua l l y some ' t o w n ' 
people represent ing ' count ry ' people. 
The f o l l ow ing table, der ived f r o m 
Mr Weiner 's table, makes th is p re t t y 
obvious: 

T o t a l 

The f i rs t co lumn shows the propor­
t i on o f r u r a l to aggregate const i ­
tuencies won by each po l i t ica l g roup, 
and the to ta l below the l ine is the 
percentage of r u r a l consti tuencies 
in the t o ta l number o f const i tuen­
cies covered by the sample. Co l ­
u m n (2) gives the percentage of 
the ru ra l -bo rn to the t o t a l number 
of members re tu rned by the d i f fer­
ent part ies, and the last co lumn 
sums up, again in percentage ver­
sion, the lag or lead in the propor­
t ion o f r u ra l - bo rn M L A ' s v is-a-v is 
the p ropor t i on o f r u r a l const i tuen­

cies. As can be seen, wh i l e 77 per 
cent of the consti tuencies covered 
by the sample are r u r a l , on ly 68 
per cent of the members re tu rned 
were born in v i l lages. 

The impression is conf i rmed by a 
compar ison of the number of r u r a l 
consti tuencies and the number of 
r u ra l - bo rn members covered by the 
sample: 

155 r u r a l consti tuencies have r e t u r n ­
ed only 135 ru ra l - bo rn members. 
The ru ra l - bo rn wou ld appear not to 
have been able to ho ld on to the i r 
own even in the r u r a l const i tuen­
cies. 

Th is br ings us to Mr Weiner 's 
f u r t h e r s ta tement : " B y a l l measure­
ments , Congress is the most r u r a l 
pa r t y in West B e n g a l " (p 928, 
emphasis added). I f the epi thet 
most r u r a l ' refers to the charac­
ter is t ic o f hav ing the most i n f l u ­
ence in r u r a l areas, obviously the 
Congress, wh i ch won rough ly 70 
per cent of the seats in the r u r a l 
consti tuencies, can c l a im the dis­
t inct ion. Bu t i t is possible to b r i n g 
a d i f ferent point of v iew in j u d g i n g 
r u r a l roots. Of the seats w o n by 
the Congress, 86 per cent are f r o m 
r u r a l consti tuencies, bu t on ly 71 per 
cent of the successful Congress can­
didates are ru ra l -bo rn . (See table in 

co lumn 1) 21 of the successful Con­
gress M L A ' s i n r u r a l const i tuencies 
(or 18.1 per cent) were b o r n in ur ­
ban areas. L e t Mr Weiner compare 
th is w i t h the per formance o f the 
other part ies. I t w o u l d seem t h a t 
v i l lage-born Communis ts and Socia­
l ists have no t on ly been able to f i l l 
the f u l l quo ta o f the r u r a l const i ­
tuency seats won by these groups, 
but, in add i t ion , they have also been 
successful in w i n n i n g some u rban 
seats. I t is therefore debatable 
whether the Congress can be re­
garded as the most r u r a l p a r t y by 
a l l measurements. 

Rubber Chemicals Plant 
AN O R G A N I C Chemicals P lan t is 

soon to be erected at R ishra , near 
Calcut ta , by the A l k a l i & Chemical 
Corpora t ion o f I n d i a L i m i t e d . The 
p lant , wh i ch is es t imated to cost 
Rs 2 crores, w i l l produce a range of 
i ndus t r i a l organic chemicals inc lud­
ing accelerators, an t iox idan ts , re-
ta rders and other aux i l iar ies requir­
ed by the rubber indus t ry . I t s an­
nua l capac i ty of 2,200 tons, w i l l 
make the coun t ry self-suff icient in 
rubber chemicals fo r a considerable 
period. The yea r l y sav ing in fore ign 
exchange w i l l be about Rs 1 crore. 

The p lan t is being designed and 
constructed in I nd i a la rge ly by 
I n d i a n technic ians. Technica l as­
sistance and research i n f o r m a t i o n 
are being prov ided by the Dyestuf fs 
D iv is ion o f Impe r i a l Chemical Indus­
tr ies L t d . I C I w i l l also provide ex­
perts to supervise the s ta r t ing-up of 
the p lant . I n d i a n management staff 
w i l l be special ly t ra ined and w i l l 
t ake charge when the p lan t is in 
operat ion. 


