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Abstract:Dinajpur has rich cultural heritage, history and vast area of it is full of historical monuments
from ancient to modern period. In 1939, before British decolonization of the Indian sub-continent, a
major agronomic struggle began in the province of Bengal. East India Company formed the Dinajpur
district under the governorship of Lord Cornwallis in 1786. The district was agriculturally fertile, so most
of the populations were professionally from agriculture sector and the territory was under the control of
Jotedars, Zaminders and British rule. The Zaminders or Leaseholders used to impose excessive taxes
from the farmers for selling the agricultural productions or animals in the market, fairs and bazaars in
Dinajpur district. The communist party of India and its proxies like Krishak Samiti, took crucial role and
came to help the peasants society of Dinajpur. The Bengal Krishak Samiti started movement against the
Zaminders or Leaseholders. The Tolabati Movement generated a stir all over the Bengal in the last
moments of India’s Independence. In this movement many rural poor people were participated with the
various political parties and organisations. Here this study will focus on to identify the various
challenges, background of the movement, major role of landlords and British rule, political assessment
etc through a systematic literature review.
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Introduction

Dinajpur district had long been sparsely populated due to forest areas, insufficiency of arable

land and malaria. Here the jotedars played a leading role in land acquisition and settlement. The
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character of their power and position in the district was by no means applicable to the whole of
Bengal.' It should be remembered again that during the colonial period, North Bengal did not
consist only of the territory of the present concept. At that time, its extent was much larger. The
present-day districts of Rajshahi, Dinajpur, Rangpur, Bagura and Pabna in Bangladesh were part
of North Bengal. During the partition, the Radcliffe Line divided Bengal in such a way that
several districts of North Bengal and parts of Malda, Dinajpur and Jalpaiguri went to East
Pakistan. Emeritus Professor Anand Gopal Ghosh has enunciated in his research that no matter
what we call East Bengal or South Bengal, the widespread use of the word North Bengal and the
intellectual seriousness and excellence in its pronunciation cannot be found in any other regional
name of Bengal. This truth is not only applicable to the people of North Bengal. It is equally
applicable to people outside North Bengal.

The name North Bengal seems to resonate with a great glorious tradition, because even
in the pre-modern period, North Bengal was the center of the political life of Bengal until 1576.
Here the discussion is about the Tolabati Movement in Dinajpur, a district of North Bengal.
Dinajpur District was formed in 1786. However, the independent-minded people of this land
have also fought against the British colonial powers, but that glorious history can mentally imbue
the people of North Bengal; it can inspire a sense of solidarity with the soil of India, which is

absent from mainstream of history.

Formation of Communist party and its proxies in Dinajpur

In 1917, the Russian socialist revolution was not only spread in Europe, but also in India. In
1925, the Communist Party was formed in India. The trade union and labour movement
gradually grew and the first conference of the party was held in Lucknow in 1936. In 1928,
Nikhil Bharat Krishak Conference was held in Kolkata’and the following year (1937) the
Bangiya Krishak Samiti was established, whose main slogan was to destroy imperialism, to
abolish the landlord system without compensation and to plough the land to the person who

owns it.>
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In 1938, various leaders of the Communist Party came to Dinajpur and held meetings,
including Muzaffar Ahmed, Somnath Lahiri, Bankim Chatterjee, Panchugopal Bhaduri, and
Biswanath Mukherjee. In Dinajpur, the Communist Party declared the war an imperialist war and
began to carry out anti-war propaganda through the student federation.’After the release of
political prisoners in 1937, the C.S.P. (Congress Socialist Party) was formed in Dinajpur district.
In Dinajpur district, first secretary of the Communist Party was Sunil Sen. ‘Sandhani’ was its
main voice and secretary was Baroda Chakraborty. Poor peasants were organized by leftiest
proxy and raised their slogans ‘Langal Jar Zami Tar’, ‘Be Aini Adai Bandho Karo’, ‘Zamidari
Protha Dhanso Karo’.”

On behalf of the communist Party various types of newspapers and magazines were published,
among them Mujaffar Ahmed’s ‘Ganabani’ which played a crucial role in the movement.’® The
Communist Party of India (C.P.I.) was mainly formed in Dinajpur - under the leadership of
Bibhuti Guha, Sushil Sen, Gurudas Talukdar, Bardakanta Chakraborty, Sachindu Chakraborty,
Dinesh Roy and others."Many leftist leaders were imprisoned in the third decade of the 20th
century. It was noteworthy that after a long period of imprisonment, they realized the failure of
the movement and believed in communist ideology and came under the leadership of the
Congress in their own district, they later established links with the Farmers' Association and the
Communist Party, but the goal was to establish public relations.

In this situation, in 1936-37, the office of the Krishak Samiti was established in
Nimtala Mahalla of Dinajpur city at a monthly rent of 15 rupees. The property of the office
included a signboard, a red flag with a hammer and sickle, a wooden cupboard with kerosene and
several hundred leaflets and civil receipt books of the Krishak Samiti kept there. The farmers of
this district were mainly divided into three groups - Rajbangshi, Muslims and tribals (Santal).
Among them, the Rajbangshi and Santal communities responded to this movement in a big way.
Extensive propaganda campaigns, meetings, associations, secret meetings, everything was going
on in full swing for the Krishak Samiti to establish the eternal rights of the farmers on land.
Along with that, the main demands of the Krishak Samiti were to get a fair share of the crop
(two-thirds), stop evictions from the land to stop other rents (Abwab) except government rent

and eviction of the zamindari system without compensation. In this situation, the Krishak Samiti
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first started a movement with a small demand, which was the Tolabati movement at the markets,
fairs. The landlords and sharecroppers were nominal sponsors of these fairs, but they collected
countless amounts of money from the poor farmers in the name of receipts. Besides, there were
weekly markets and markets in their own zamindaris.’

Towards the end of 1939, the landlords or leaseholders of the markets and fairs in
Dinajpur district were collecting exorbitant taxes from the peasant-traders. Starting from a small
vegetable market to clothes and cattle and buffaloes, they had to pay this rent at every market,
and as a result, protests broke out among the farmers and the vendors against the excess taxes.
The Farmers' Association then started a movement to reduce the rate of taxes (Tola).'

Thus, the District Farmers' Association and the Communist Party continued their organizational
programs and movements for ten years from 1936-37 to 1946. During this, the Second World
War (1939-45), the great famine in Bengal, the success of the North Bengal Hatola movement,
and the general elections of 1946 all happened at once. Leftist workers and leaders continued
their movements uninterruptedly, sometimes in jail, sometimes in hiding in various place. The
victory in the Hatola Bandh movement and the victory of the Communist Party farmer worker
Rupnarayan in the 1946 general elections led the Communist Party to start the Tebhaga

Movement in 1946."!

Tolabati Movement in Dinajpur

Tolabati Movement of Dinajpur stands as one of the most remarkale episodes in the history of
peasant resistant in Dinajpur. The Tolabati movement soon took a widespread and thousands of
people marched from market to market, from fair to fair. The markets and fairs were bustling
with the sound and force of the processions. A volunteer army was formed among the farmers.
Each volunteer had a bamboo stick in his hand. Slogans were raised against the tolabati
oppression — ‘No Tola for the farmers’ products, only the tola of cows, buffaloes and goats must
be reduced. The landlords became helpless in the face of the organized farmers and the public.
The landowners, landlords, and market owners called the police. After the clash, the farmers
were desperate and did not fear clashes and obstacles. When the landlords prevented them, the

farmers broke down the markets and set up new farmers’ markets.'?

Journal of Historical Studies and ResearchVolume 5, Number 3 (September- December,2025) 197 [Page



The Role of Communist Party and its Proxies on Tolabati
Movement in the Rural District of Dinajpur:
An Assessment

The landlords' income from collecting tolabati started decreasing. Farmers were very
successful in the Tolabati Movement at the markets. This time the wave of Tolabati Movement
reached the fairs. Big fairs were held in Dinajpur district. For a month, tolabati, rent, animal
sales, and money earned by setting up prostitute tents at the huge fairs were a considerable
source of income for the landlords to plunder the farmers. The Farmers' Association attacked this
heart of plunder. The Farmers' Association set up camp at the fair, and the landlords and police
also set up camps. The first Tolabati Movement was started in the Kali Mela at Demdemi of
Baliadangi police station in Dinajpur district in the North Bengal as well as Bengal. A lot of
cows and buffaloes were brought to this fair. Big shops of various kinds were set up. The
farmers' association started the movement at the fair with the slogan of banning the tolabati.
Section-144 was imposed. As a result, the cattle market was demolished from the landlord's land
and set up in Jalpaiguri district across the river."

Gangarampur Hat was known as 'Gurer Hat'. A lot of jaggery was imported here. The
rate of tolabati and oppression of these jaggery sellers were excessive. The landlord collected
tola at the rate of 1 anna per pot. The Tolabati Movement started at that market under the
leadership of Khemesh Chatterjee. The farmers refused to pay tax to the landlord and broke up
the market and set up a market on Bakul Tola to the west of the market. Seeing the situation
deteriorating, the landlord Hargopal Nandi Chowdhury went to Narayanpur and met Khemesh
Chatterjee to make solution the issue.'*The farmers were the ones who succeeded in the tolabati
movement in the markets. This time the wave of the tolabati movement reached the fairs. Big
fairs were held in Dinajpur district."

There was a fear of unrest at the Patiram Thakur fair under Balurghat police station in
Dinajpur district, was centered around the Tolabati. The owner of this fair was Raghunandan
Thakur. He had called the police station inspector and police in advance and arranged for them to
patrol the fair. The inspector and police were in their element as soon as they saw the volunteers.
The group of volunteers was encouraged. Finally, after discussions between the landlord and the
leaders of the farmers' association, the Tolabati was closed and the cost of buying and selling

animals was reduced by half.'®
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In Raiganj Kachari of the 'Bahin' Zamindar in Dinajpur district, the farmers detained
the Harirampur Market owner and the Bahin Zamindar's leaseholder for two hours for the
oppression of Tolabati in the market, after which the 'Bahin' Zamindar was forced to accept the
farmers' demands.

The farmers presented their demands to the Patiraj Zamindar Babu with a huge
procession against the oppression of Tolabati and the Patiraj Market owner finally accepted the
farmers' demands. The lessees oppressed the farmers to collect the deposit for the construction of
a bamboo bridge over the Chiramati River on the road to Patiraj Hat, and the farmers of the
Kushmandi region unitedly protested against that oppression and were victorious. The cost of
buying and selling animals at the Sarla Hat of Kushmandi Police Station was reduced.'’Similar
incidents occurred at Lahiri Market, Patiraj Market, Harirampur Market, and Fulbari Market in
Dinajpur district.'*Mostly Tola (cess) are collected Gangarampur Hat, Patiraj Hat, Bochaganj,

Harirampur Hat and others many places of Dinajpur District."

Role of Communist Party and its Proxies in the Movement

Tolabati Movement in Dinajpur was a significant expression of peasant resistance in Bengal, and
Communist Party played an important role in shaping its course. The workers' movement and the
workers' trade unions were formed in India. In 1928, the first conference of the All India
Workers' and Peasants' Party was held in Calcutta. In 1936, the All India Peasants' Conference
was held in Lucknow. In 1937, the Bengal Farmers' Association was established. From 1937-38,
farmers' associations were formed in the villages of Dinajpur district. Kali Sarkar, Bibhuti Guha,
Sushil Sen, Sachindu Chakraborty, Basantlal Chatterjee, Ajit Roy, Janardan Bhattacharya,
Gurudas Talukder, Haji Mohammad Danesh and others pulled the farmers from the brutal real
life to the farmers' associations. The farmers felt that this life could be changed. A massive
awakening arose among the farmers. Slogans were raised, 'Destroy imperialism', 'Destroy the
landlord system', "Whoever ploughs the land belongs to him' etc. The Krishak Samiti first started

a movement with small demands through propaganda campaigns, meetings and rallies. The
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workers of this party went day after day among the backward, poor, exploited and illiterate
farmers in remote rural areas and organized the farmers by sharing their lives.?

In early May 1939, the Dinajpur District Farmers' Conference was held at Lalpur
Danga under the Phulbari police station of Dinajpur district. The conference was attended by the
farmer leader Muzaffar Ahmed, MLA of the Praja Party, L. A. Abdul Wahed, Dinesh Lahiri and
others. The conference adopted proposals such as the abolition of the zamindari system without
compensation, the exploitation, and oppression of the landlords, etc. The fourth conference of the
'Bengal Provincial Farmers' Conference' was held on 8 and 9 June 1940 at Panjia in Jessore. The
conference report shows that the Tolabati in Dinajpur created great enthusiasm among the
farmers. The Farmers' Association became the revolutionary organization of the farmers.
Thousands of members of the peasant assembly, both men and women, volunteered as peasant
forces and went everywhere carrying red flags and sticks, shouting 'Inclub Zindabad' and
greeting each other with the words 'Comrade, Inclub'.*!

The Krishak Samiti started the movement with the slogan of banning Tolabati at the
fair and reducing the cost of cattle and buffalo slaughter. This movement reached its peak with
the protest of volunteers at Alo Khoya Mela in the northern part of Thakurgaon, Bochaganj
Mela, Bura shiber Mela in Nawabganj and others places. Many volunteers were arrested in
Nawabganj due to the conspiracy of landlords, landowners and police. Three people died in jail.
Finally, in 1937, the coalition cabinet of the Krishak Prajapati and the Muslim League led by
Fazlul Haque amended the Tenancy Act.”

From the beginning of 1939, this movement enlightened the peasant community of
Dinajpur with a new experience. Through these movements, thousands of volunteers were
formed under the control of the Krishak Samiti. The landowners' party became terrified by this
peasant awakening in Dinajpur district. The paddy of the landlords, landowners and raiyat
moneylenders was being lost.**Farmers' Association started the movement at the fair with the
slogan of banning tolabati and reducing the sale of cattle and buffaloes, but the police stopped it

on behalf of the owners of the fair. Section 144 was imposed.**

Suppression
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The wave of Tolabati movement reached its peak at the Aloykhowa fair in Thakurgaon. Despite
the imposition of Section 144 at the fair, there was a clash between the farmers and the
zamindar's forces. As a result, the Gorurhat was demolished from the zamindar's place and
installed across the river in Jalpaiguri district.*The Farmers' Association struck at this heart of
plunder. The Farmers' Association set up camp at the fair, and the landlords and police also set
up camps. A large number of cows and buffaloes were brought to this fair. Large and various
types of shops were set up.*

There was a fear of unrest centered of the Tolabati at the Patiram Thakur fair under
Balurghat police station in Dinajpur district. The owner of this fair was Raghunandan Thakur. He
had arranged for the police station inspector to patrol the fair in advance. The group of
volunteers was encouraged by this. Finally, after discussions between the zamindar and the
leaders of the Krishak Samiti, the Tolabati was closed and the expenses were covered by buying
and selling animals.

One thousand volunteers carrying sticks gathered at the Shiol Hat under Kushmandi
police station. The landlord's men informed them and brought the police to the hat. The police
first asked for the sticks from the volunteers. After each volunteer handed over the sticks to the
police, the police beat the volunteers with the sticks and drove them out of the hat, and many of
the volunteers fled. But next day police did not dare to stop them again, seeing the organized
volunteers carrying sticks. As a result, the tax collection was stopped.*’

At the beginning of the movement at the Bonchaganj Mela in Lahiri State, the
landlord threatened the volunteers with various means with the help of the police and the police.
The volunteers did not give up at all. After receiving no response from the landlord regarding the
closure of the tolabati, the Krishak Samiti decided to break the fair and go elsewhere.

A major clash took place at the fair in Burashiv under Nawabganj police station over the Tolabati
movement. The police arrested seven accused of the farmers' association at the fair. The
volunteers stopped them while they were taking the farmer leaders away, and as the news spread,
groups of volunteers armed with sticks and bows and arrows rushed from the surrounding

villages, shouting slogans. The police took the accused and somehow took shelter in the
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Abtabganj Union Board office. Two accused were already snatched away by the volunteers. The
inspector of Nawabganj police station rushed to the spot. The accused were arrested in a group
and imprisoned in the ASI board house. The inspector in a hot temper beat the volunteers. The
volunteers then attacked the inspector. The inspector somehow escaped by riding his horse. For a
month, the landlords, the moneylenders, and their allies, the police, carried out atrocities. They

demolished houses with elephants, set fire to them, and burned them down.?®

Conclusion

The legacy of the Tolabati Movement endures as a testament to the transformative power of
organized struggle. It is not only exposed the cruelty of the feudal system but also sowed the
seeds of a new political consciousness in Bengal. The role of communist party, therefore, stands
as a symbol of leadership, sacrifice, and unwavering commitment to the cause of the common
people.

After the successful Tolabati Movement at the market and fair, the farmers' thoughts
and consciousness changed. Their respect and loyalty to the Communist Party increased. After
gradually achieving success in several movements, the enthusiasm among the farmers increased.
The party leaders saw that the farmers had organized and a lot of unity was established among
them. This time the party decided to go on a movement against the big landowners or jotedars.”
Three hundred farmers were arrested and three died in prison. After the successful Tolabati
Movement at the market and fair, the thinking and consciousness of the farmers changed. Their
respect and loyalty to the Communist Party increased.’*The report of the Land Revenue
Commission led by Francis Floud (March 21, 1940) showed that the Commission accepted the
demands of the Krishak Sabha for permanent settlement and the abolition of the zamindari
system, and the Provincial Krishak Sabha led by the Communist Party stated Panjia Conference
in Jessore that the recommendations of the Floud Commission had mainly worked in the interests
of the zamindari system and called for a stronger movement to be built on the demand for the

abolition of the zamindari system. Soon British government appointed another commission by
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the name of Garner. In the report of the commission, Garner postponed the question of the

abolition of the zamindari system for some time. *'
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