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ChApter one

Exhaustion and Endurance in Sick Landscapes
Cheap Tea and the Work of Monoculture in the Dooars, India

sArAh besky

Over the last five years, the Indian print media has reported on what appears 
to be a mounting epidemic of starvation and malnutrition on tea plantations in 
Northeast India. The coverage is accompanied by arresting visuals of emaciated 
bodies lying on the dirt floors of the small one- or two-room huts that house 
workers and their extended families. Ribs, eyes, and stomachs bulge. Tubercu-
losis treatment becomes sporadic, diabetes is unmanaged, and otherwise unre-
markable intestinal infections go unmedicated. The plantations on which the 
workers in these stories live have closed. No work means no pay, and workers 
quickly run through their meager savings. Workers have to choose between 
food and medicine.

These stories describe the abandonment of plantation workers by capital. 
These stories rarely, however, point singular fingers of blame. The plantation 
just is. It is unquestioned; an entity beyond which it is hard to imagine eco-
nomic and social life. In much of this public discourse, state- and national-level 
bureaucrats and politicians, plantation owners, labor unions, and even workers 
themselves are implicated in this crisis. Tea—as a product and a plant—is not. 
The tea plantation has been a fixture in Northeast India for nearly two cen-
turies. It is a remnant of colonial control, but it produces a product that the vast 
majority of people living on the subcontinent and beyond consume not just 
every day but multiple times a day.

There is a distinct geography to this wave of abandonment. It is contained 
almost exclusively in an area called the Dooars, the narrow strip of land that 
hugs the India-Bhutan border (the northernmost part of the district of Jalpai-
guri in West Bengal) and links India’s Northeast with the rest of the country. 
The British annexed the region from the Kingdom of Bhutan in 1869. Almost 
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immediately, they established tea plantations there. Today, the region is nearly 
completely blanketed by them.

These plantations produce a kind of tea known as CTC, an abbreviation for 
“cut-tear-curl.” The international market is dominated by tea known as “ortho-
dox”: the leafy product that Euro-American consumers would readily recog-
nize. The domestic market, on the other hand, is dominated by CTC. While 
other major tea-producing regions in India such as Assam and Kerala produce 
a combination of orthodox and CTC, in the Dooars, production is devoted 
almost exclusively to CTC. The state of West Bengal produces three hundred 
million kilograms of tea per year. Of this three hundred million, nine million is 
orthodox tea from the famed Darjeeling region, and the rest is CTC produced 
in the Dooars.

The term “CTC” comes from the process by which tea leaves are chopped up 
and rolled into tight little balls that pack the malty punch desired in the myriad 
regional variations on “chai.” When people refer to tea as India’s “national 
beverage,” they are referring to kernels of CTC boiled together with milk and 
sugar (see Lutgendorf 2012). This beverage takes many forms and punctuates 
everyday life across an economically and socially diverse subcontinent. It is 
consumed in homes and at roadside stalls. It is carried out to fields in reused 
bottles and drunk out of porcelain cups in urban offices. In India, CTC is a 
staple along with rice, dal, oil, or salt.

When I came to the Dooars in late 2015, it appeared that the news stories 
were correct. A mass abandonment of tea plantations was underway. Over the 
previous two decades, dozens of tea plantations had closed. In 2014, sixteen 
plantations owned by just one company, Duncans Industries Limited, which 
was among the first to establish plantations in the region beginning in the 1870s, 
halted production. Companies like Duncans now claim that operating planta-
tions has become too expensive. Tea bushes are old, overworked. The Nepali 
and Adivasi laborers who pluck leaves from those bushes are also aging. Com-
panies claim that they can no longer afford to maintain either plants or laboring 
populations.

Importantly, however, plantations in the Dooars have not been fully aban-
doned. As the stories about starvation and sickness attest, many workers remain 
on the plantations. These workers have not simply resigned themselves to a life 
of deprivation and decay. Rather, as I found, many remain hopeful that compa-
nies like Duncans will reopen the plantations on which they—and oftentimes 
generations of family members before them—have spent their entire lives.
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They do this with good reason. Legally speaking, many “closed” Dooars 
plantations have not been totally shut down. They are instead held in suspended 
animation. Under Indian law, tea plantation companies can pause production 
with the objective of getting their finances in order. In both governmental and 
informal discourse, such plantations are not considered “closed” but “sick.” The 
sickness of plantations, as media accounts show, manifests itself in the sick and 
malnourished bodies of workers. And it is sickness, I argue, that allows for the 
plantation to persist unchallenged, unchanged.

A sick plantation is subtly marked. The gate to the factory is closed and 
locked. Walking past that gate, you are not met with the usual wafts of burning 
coal and freshly fired tea. Instead, the air is quiet and still. Beyond the factory, 
the fields are verdant. Tea bushes span out toward the horizon. People walk the 
paths that connect the fields with the factory and the villages of workers, but 
their head baskets are not filled with tea leaves as they would be on a healthy 
plantation but instead with laundry just washed in the river or grasses to feed 
livestock or to dry to make brooms to sell in town. Children play cricket in the 
paths between the houses. This might be the scene on an open plantation on a 
Sunday, the off-day for plantation workers, but on a sick plantation, this is the 
everyday. The sick plantation is occupied, but it is not worked.

From a critical perspective, plantation monocultures are always pathologi-
cal, even when they are in full flower. Monocultures are extreme environments. 
Even in contemporary India, where plantation companies are no longer British 
owned, the monoculture retains what seems like an anachronistic structure. 
Workers reside year-round in plantation housing, and they depend not just 
on cash wages but on a combination of cash and in-kind benefits, including 
food and medical rations (Besky 2014). For individual workers, birth, mar-
riage, illness, and death often occur in a single place: a company-owned village 
surrounded by acres of tea bushes.1

For Anna Tsing, monoculture is “landscape modification in which only 
one stand-alone asset matters; everything else becomes weeds or waste” (2015, 
5). In Tsing’s account, the makers of monoculture “dream” of alienation: “the 
ability to stand alone, as if the entanglements of living did not matter” (5). It 
is this dream of alienation that makes the system tend toward sickness. Tsing 
continues,

When its singular asset can no longer be produced, a place can be aban-
doned. The timber has been cut; the oil runs out; the plantation soil no 
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longer supports crops. The search for assets resumes elsewhere. Thus, 
simplification for alienation produces ruins, space of abandonment for 
asset production. Global landscapes today are strewn with this kind of 
ruin. (5–6)

In Tsing’s account, the abandonment of monoculture appears almost inevitable. 
Eventually, pesticides stop working, carbon goes from the ground to the atmo-
sphere, and weeds and waste take over. Some scholars have asked if the current 
era should be called not the Anthropocene but the “Plantationocene” (Haraway 
2015). Monoculture is an overworked nature. To put it simply, plants, people, 
soil, and atmospheres in the world’s monocultures all seem exhausted.

As a result of this exhaustion, small pockets of activists in the tea-growing 
regions in Northeast India have begun to advocate for the wholesale abandon-
ment of the colonially rooted plantation system. I began looking at plantation 
closures in the Dooars thinking that I might find evidence of what Tsing has 
called “feral biologies”: new multispecies relationships and alternative econo-
mies that tend to emerge in “capitalist ruins” (quoted in Haraway 2015, 159; 
Tsing 2015).

But abandonment is rarely a clean break; rather, it is a politically fraught and 
indeterminate process (Povinelli 2011; Fennell 2015). Nowhere is this more evi-
dent than in the Dooars. The “sick” plantation is a category somewhere between 
the “cheap nature” of a functioning monoculture and the feral state of an aban-
doned one (J. Moore 2016). A sick plantation is overworked, exhausted. It needs 
rest. What is sick can be healed, if only to eventually fall sick again. Cycles of 
plantation sickness and recovery are becoming something of a norm in the 
Indian tea industry, especially in those areas oriented to the production of CTC.

Plantation sickness reveals that attention to human-human and human-
plant entanglements is key to understanding life not just in the ruins of 
monoculture but within monoculture itself. Despite dreams of alienation, 
monocultures “work”—when they work—by drawing capital, labor, and tech-
nologies together and keeping them there. The term “monoculture,” then, is 
something of a misnomer. Work engenders a kind of “abnormal intimacy,” to 
adopt a phrase from Patricia Zavella (1987a), between people and a wider land-
scape that might not “normally” meet outside of the context of labor. Agricul-
tural work—even in industrialized monocultures—is not ever simply work on 
plants but with an array of human and nonhuman others, including plants but 
also houses, latrines, and coal-fired processing machinery (see also Blanchette 
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2015). Agricultural work is often maintenance work. This work can be exhaust-
ing while also cultivating forms of solidarity that endure.

As Elizabeth Povinelli has argued, endurance and exhaustion are conceptu-
ally intertwined. “The question of endurance—and its social antonym, refuses 
to consider the subject of being a secondary quality” (2011, 31–32). We cannot 
understand how monoculture fosters ecological and bodily exhaustion with-
out also considering monoculture’s equally remarkable capacity for endurance 
and coherence. Monoculture persists though tensions between endurance and 
exhaustion, intimacy and alienation. They persist through the work of main-
tenance. Such tensions are manifestations of the plantation’s capacity to work, 
to exceed the sum of its parts. Povinelli continues on this: “Internal to the con-
cept of endurance (and exhaustion) is the problem of substance: its strength, 
hardiness, callousness; its continuity through space; its ability to suffer and yet 
persist” (2011, 32).

It is this ability to “suffer yet persist” that concerns me here. I want to use 
Povinelli’s emphasis on “the problem of substance” to examine the tea planta-
tion’s persistence in India. We can consider the plantations—particularly closed 
plantations—as kinds of “capitalist ruins”: blasted landscapes unable to provide 
abundant sources of wealth for capital. But the plantation also highlights the 
question of home and belonging. Extracting capital from and making a home 
in monocultures are intertwined but separate processes. This story highlights 
the durability of the monoculture, and the recent epidemic of starvation high-
lights how difficult abandonment can be. Even in the apparent absence of work, 
monoculture endures and exhausts.

Monoculture and the Birth of Cheap Tea

As we often teach our introductory anthropology students, agriculture (or 
horticulture) marks human settlement. It is a sign that humans have stopped 
moving. They have grown roots. Intentionally cultivating plants is a means of 
making place and a reason to stay there. Plants conscript humans into relation-
ships. Monoculture is what happens when “plants” become “plant.” Think of the 
singularized nouns “soy,” “cotton,” and “rubber.”

To understand how nature works on twenty-first-century plantations, it is 
necessary to go back: to see how this particular form of human-plant intimacy 
gets put into motion and how it persists.

The first British-operated tea production in India in the early nineteenth 
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century mimicked a Chinese model of “family garden farming,” distinguished 
by small production plots where farmers grew green leaf tea and brought it to 
a centralized location for processing and packaging (McGowan 1860). British 
planters soon set out to “improve” on that that model by establishing vertically 
integrated plantations (McGowan 1860; see also Griffiths 1967). By the mid-
1800s, planters had cleared forest, planted tea, conscripted laborers, and built 
on-plantation factories, all with an eye to making a faster, more efficient system 
for converting highly perishable green leaf tea to a fermented, dried, trans-
portable (and drinkable) form (McGowan 1860; Baildon 1882, 30–34; Chamney 
1930, 43–45).

Before they could build tea factories, however, the British had to create a 
monoculture. The anonymous author of Tea Cultivation, an 1865 instructional 
manual for would-be tea planters, outlines the precise steps that need to be 
taken to make a monoculture.2 “Tea will grow better in virgin soil,” the manual 
explains. “Village lands have long ago had all of ‘the goodness’ taken out of 
them.” These lands are weedy, literally. The author observes that “the germs of 
all kinds of weeds, deposited by the wind, by birds, and in the cattle manure” 
sap the “strength or power of sustenance left in” formerly “cultivated” soil. Such 
soil we learn, requires five times as much labor “to keep.” “The shade of the 
forest,” on the other hand, “has checked vegetation, the wind has less power 
to deposit on the surface seeds of wild grasses, and perhaps, more than all, no 
manure (always so fruitful in the propagation of weeds) has been spread onto 
the land.”

“It is then necessary,” the author concludes after weighing the upfront and 
backend costs of planting on “village lands” against those of planting in “virgin 
soil,” “to clear forest and jungle land.”

“How is this best done?” he asks.
To complete the task of turning forest into monoculture, you must pay close 

attention to ecology. In eastern Bengal (the Dooars and Assam), as the author of 
Tea Cultivation explains, you must first cut the bamboo, grasses, and small trees, 
leaving them on the ground to dry for two to three months, rendering them into 
kindling. Next, bigger trees can be removed by “ringing,” or carving a six-inch 
to two-foot circle of bark around the trunk. Sap circulates under tree bark, like 
blood under our skin. Ringing halts this process by choking the vascular flow of 
nutrients to the upper reaches of the tree. Ringing is a slow death.

Anticipating the would-be monoculturalist’s concerns about the time 
and cost of this work, the Tea Cultivation manual warns about the dangers 
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of the alternative: unchecked biological diversity. White ants make homes in 
large trees—even after they have been felled. The author opines, “Were I to 
commence a garden in Bengal, I would, in spite of the expense, cut down, cut 
up, and burn the big trees with all the others, and thus, I believe, much decrease 
the possible chance of damage from these insects.” He adds that in the hills, the 
planter-to-be can save time by cutting these large trees up and “flinging them 
down” into the ravines.

Once bamboo and grasses have dried up, and trees have died, it is time to 
burn. According to the manual’s author,

It is a grand sight to see—the fire leaps along, urged by a strong wind, 
which is generally waited for, and the quantity of combustible material is 
so great that the moderate sized trees, which have been felled and which 
would not burn themselves, are completely consumed. A curious accom-
paniment to these fires is the sound emitted by the burning bamboos. It 
resembles incessant discharges of musketry. As I lay in bed one night, in 
the neighborhood of a blazing jungle, I might easily have fancied myself 
in action; in fact I did fancy so; for as sleep stole over me, the volley 
upon volley transported me to scenes far different from the evergreen tea 
gardens around.

The military overtones—flashbacks, of course, but also flash-forwards to the 
voracious flames of forests from California to Indonesia—are apt. Creating a 
monoculture is about eradication (of undesirable florae, faunae, and people), 
even if it is made in the pursuit of preserving some forms of (human) life. 
Eradication, however, is often incomplete. The work of monoculture is main-
tenance—working over and over again toward homogeneity but never quite 
achieving it.

When the Dooars was annexed from the Kingdom of Bhutan, British colo-
nial officials deemed it a “non-regulated area,” covered in forest populated by 
swidden cultivators. Before tea could be brought under cultivation, the Mech 
and Bodo people who lived on the areas deemed most desirable for tea had to 
be evicted. Within twenty years of the first tea planting in the Dooars, the vast 
majority of Mech and Bodo people living there were relegated to a 30.7 square-
mile reservation near the town of Jalpaiguri (Debnath 2010, 138).

To staff Dooars plantations, planters conscripted Nepali and Adivasi people 
from outside the region. Deemed more suitable for plantation labor, these 
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workers were housed in labor lines, simple wooden structures that later grew 
into plantation villages. Across the Dooars, the labor lines were gradually rebuilt 
as simple one- and two-room houses. Entire families lived and worked in these 
villages, comprising the staff of field labor and manning the machinery in plan-
tation factories. Like the factories, domestic structures remained the property 
of plantation companies; indeed, they were as integral as machinery and fertil-
izers to the vertically integrated production infrastructure (Besky 2017).

Champions of imperial expansion hailed monoculture as a triumph of sci-
ence and technology over “wild” landscapes and people. Vertical integration, 
in the form of the factory-field-domestic space combination of the plantation, 
was the sociotechnical apex of this colonial vision of efficiency in production. 
In this respect, tea was prototypical. Indian-grown tea, along with other colo-
nial monocultures like sugar, coffee, and tobacco, formed an arsenal of “prole-
tarian hunger-killers”: the cheap energy that fueled the early carbon-based 
economy of British and American mills (Mintz 1979).

Low lying, with little shade and nearly no frost or snow, the Dooars offered 
tea planters a long growing season. This geographical location, however, affects 
the quality of finished tea. While plantations in nearby Darjeeling and Assam 
produced a delicate, aromatic, floral product prized by connoisseurs, Dooars 
plantations produced mass quantities of malty, tannic tea, marginal in taste and 
quality. Before Indian independence in 1947, much of this less-desirable Dooars 
tea would have been blended with the fruitier or more floral teas from other 
regions to produce the tastes that European consumers desired. (Tea consump-
tion within India itself was quite limited, contained to upper-class urban house-
holds.) After independence, Indian owners who gradually took over Dooars 
tea plantations from the 1950s to the early 1970s found themselves suddenly left 
with viable monocultures but without a market for their product.

In the 1960s, a new state agency called the Tea Board of India, the gov-
ernment regulator of the industry, began aggressively promoting domestic 
consumption. CTC processing machinery was key to this effort. Since it was 
designed to process tea quickly, without preserving the long cylindrical leaves 
prized by European drinkers, CTC machinery was perfect for high-output, low-
quality monocultures like that of the Dooars. Installed in plantation factories 
across the Dooars, CTC machinery enabled what industry insiders describe as 
“continuous manufacture,” reducing the number of machines that tea needed 
to pass through and thereby doubling the amount of finished tea a plantation 
could produce (see Griffiths 1967, 495–96). Since CTC is more pungent than 
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leafy orthodox, what tea manufacturers call its “cuppage” is greater. In short, 
you can use less CTC to get the same kick of flavor, color, and caffeine. By the 
1970s, Dooars tea was almost all processed in this way, and almost wholly sold 
on the domestic Indian market. The little balls of CTC could be boiled with 
milk, water, sugar, and spices in a single pot at home, in roadside stalls, and 
even on railway platforms.

Monoculture and Maintenance

Monocultures are place based and climatically sensitive. The work of making tea 
plants (Camellia sinensis or Camellia sinensis var. assamica) grow in the Dooars 
has always been distinct from the work of making them grow in Darjeeling or 
Assam or Kerala. Still, as the author of Tea Cultivation explains, tea is less picky 
than most cash crops: “The tea plant is a very hardy one, and will grow in vari-
ous climates and in almost all soils” (emphasis in original). The monoculture 
remains viable in part because of the endurance of the tea plant. It is tenacious, 
persistent, and forgiving of neglect or less-than-ideal placement.

Even if the plant is a hardy one, getting an “asset” to “stand alone” turns out to 
require lots of work (Tsing 2015). In the Dooars, keeping the Nepali and Adivasi 
laborers who do that work reasonably alive and available to work requires an 
elaborate infrastructure: a company-run system for housing, clothing, feeding, 
and providing medical care. In order for plants to “stand alone,” that infra-
structure must itself be maintained. The plantation system was developed and 
refined to do that maintenance: to keep the ants, grasses, and trees at bay, and 
to keep houses, food stores, crèches, and infirmaries standing. Depending on 
the monoculture, maintenance work can include harvesting and replanting (in 
the case of annual crops like sugar, cotton, and soy), or pruning and watering 
(in the case of perennials like tea, coffee, or grapevines). Monoculturing is equal 
parts caring and killing: pesticides and fertilizers, spades and sickles, irrigating 
water and combustible fuel (see also Dey 2015).

In the Dooars, as in other Indian plantation districts, national plantation 
labor laws reinforce the entanglement between monocultures and people. 
According to those laws, laborers who pluck tea and process it in factories 
can be paid through a combination of cash wages and in-kind remuneration. 
As part of their compensation, they and their families are permitted to live 
in plantation-owned houses and receive biweekly rations of rice and wheat 
flour, as well as a monthly ration of tea. Upon retirement, workers also receive 
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a gratuity and “provident fund” payments. When not in the fields helping tea 
bushes to “stand alone,” workers must maintain houses, roads, and schools: all 
of the human support structures that, as with the tea bushes, they do not own. 
In the tea plantation, “socially necessary unpaid work” and waged work are thus 
collapsed (J. Moore 2016, 89–90). The laws that codify this blend of in-kind and 
cash compensation keep marginalized people like the Nepalis and Adivasis who 
staff Dooars plantations marginally alive but firmly in place.

During her study of Chicana cannery workers in California, one of Patricia 
Zavella’s (1987b) interlocutors described the friendship networks that were 
engendered through work as a form of “abnormal intimacy.”3 With this phrase, 
this woman sought to differentiate the process of making friends and relations 
with people through work from the process of doing so in non-work settings 
(the “normal”). Intimate relationships generated through acts and spaces of 
labor might sometimes span beyond the shop floor or the break room, but in 
this form of intimacy, the worlds of work and life are difficult to disentangle 
(see Weeks 2011). Intimacy both makes work tolerable and extends its reach. 
Such sentiments are also key both to resisting capital and to enduring it. Zavella 
points us here to the fact that work engenders sociality that spans beyond the 
factory floor. Extending this, work generates relationality among the diverse 
human and nonhuman participants in work.

On plantations, there are few intimate relations that are not entangled with 
work; indeed, intimacy can span across species lines. Tsing (2012, 2015) has 
written extensively about the affective dimensions—the affective differences—
between industrial and nonindustrial relations with plants. In a discussion 
of the affective ecologies of sugar, she draws a comparison between her own 
research in Kalimantan with swidden cultivators and the work of Sidney W. 
Mintz (Tsing 2012, 148). In Worker in the Cane, Mintz (1960) describes an antag-
onistic—even violent—relationship between laborers and the sugarcane they 
cut on Puerto Rican plantations. Mintz’s descriptions of taking down the cane 
are dramatic. The plant is sharp, dry, and adversarial. Mintz writes,

Long lines of men stand before the cane like soldiers before an enemy. 
The machetes sweep down and across the stalks, cutting them close to 
the ground. The leaves are lopped off, the stalk cut in halves or thirds and 
dropped behind. . . . The hair of the cane pierces the skin and works its way 
down the neck. The ground is furrowed and makes footing difficult, and the 
soil gives off heat like an oven. The mayordomo sits astride a roan mare and 
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supervises the field operations. . . . To see him ride past a line of men bent 
over and dripping sweat, to hear the sounds of the oxen in the fields behind, 
the human and animal grunting, and to feel the waves of heat billowing out 
of the ground and cane evokes images of other times. (1960, 20–22)

But Tsing points out, “Human-cane antagonism is not inherent in the nature 
of cane plants” (2012, 148). Instead, she describes a different relationship between 
people in the Indonesian rainforest and the sugarcane they find in swiddens. 
Unlike in Puerto Rico, cane in Kalimantan is a treat. The cane in which Mintz’s 
informants worked was standardized, industrialized. Sugarcane in Indonesia, 
by contrast, was a result of Meratus farmers’ care for swiddens. Tsing (2012, 148) 
suggests that plantations “remove the love” between people and plants. In place 
of that love, “European planters introduced cultivation through coercion” (148).

While we can see loveless relationships between people and plants in mono-
cultures, other forms of intimacy are key to how monocultures work. And 
these intimacies, as Zavella reminds us, are forged through the rhythms of 
work. Without an understanding of such intimacy, it is difficult to understand 
the mix of starvation, hope, and plantation abandonment in the Dooars. In 
monocultures, intimacies keep owners, workers, families, machinery, and tea 
plants entangled together ecologically, economically, and affectively. As I have 
argued elsewhere (Besky 2014), a plant’s ecology shapes the forms and, more 
importantly, the meanings of the labor necessary to reproduce it. The ecol-
ogy of tea is qualitatively different from that of cane, cotton, or coffee—other 
well-known colonial plantation crops. Coffee, cane, and cotton are harvested in 
intense, short-term cycles, at the end of which fields are barren, with nothing 
but stumps or fruitless bushes remaining.

Tea is not harvested like sugar and, arguably, not harvested at all. Two leaves 
and a bud of tea must be plucked and pruned by skilled hands, branch by 
branch, sprig by sprig, and brought to the processing factory to produce the 
right consistency and taste every day, ten months a year. As a socioecological 
system and a particular labor process, then, the tea plantation requires labor-
ers who not only live in but also care about the landscape. As one of Zavella’s 
friends in the cannery put it, “I’m not exactly in love with my job” (1987b, 99). 
This affective ambivalence is central to work-based intimacy. The interspecies 
relations of monocultures, of tea, like those of pork, sugar, and soy, sit some-
where between alienation and love (see Blanchette, this volume; Hetherington, 
this volume; Nading, this volume). In fact, key to an analysis of endurance and 
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exhaustion in contemporary capitalist production may be an attention to the 
spaces and acts of alienation as well as spaces and acts of belonging and mean-
ing making. Attention to endurance and exhaustion calls attention to the works 
of maintenance that make things, ideas, and relationships persist.

Women plantation workers I know often tell me that the productive lives of 
tea bushes parallel those of humans. The capacity of bushes to produce viable 
leaves—their capacity to work—dissipates over time, just like that of humans. 
Tea workers I have interviewed frequently talk about the plantation—including 
tea plants—through kinship metaphors. Women tea pluckers described them-
selves as mothers and grandmothers to tea bushes, and male plantation man-
agers as the paternalistic “uncles” (kākā) to plantation women. Plantation labor 
was simultaneously affective and oppressive. Women articulated their labors as 
care for an industrial agricultural landscape, but they also complained about the 
rainy monsoon days, tedious repetition of plucking, and unsympathetic man-
agement. They lived and performed this work on a plantation landscape that 
was owned and controlled by increasingly austere planters.

Tea pluckers experienced the world not just alongside tea bushes but along 
with them. The material condition of tea, whether withered, delicate, dry, or 
vibrant, did not just reflect the material conditions of workers’ lives. Rather, in 
this form of interspecies intimacy, these conditions co-constituted one another. 
If tea pluckers felt they were unable to take proper care of their tea bush chil-
dren and grandchildren, this had direct implications for their ability to care for 
their human offspring. Importantly, workers were not able to choose the condi-
tions under which they cared for their plant or human children.

Filtered through notions of kinship, the work of monoculture tacks “back 
and forth” between “what counts as natural/given, and cultural/created” 
(Franklin and McKinnon, 2001, 16). Tea workers’ intimate relationships with 
bushes exceed alienation, even if they fall short of care. Over generations, they 
have become practiced at balancing intimate engagement with tea as a fellow 
occupant of the landscape with detachment from tea as an undifferentiated 
bundle of leaves and buds. Detachment and abandonment, however, are dif-
ferent processes.

Sickness, Exhaustion, and Endurance

In January 2016, I was at Stellabarrie, a Dooars plantation whose owners had shut 
down operations in September 2015. Citing a lack of profitability, management 
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stopped paying wages and benefits to workers. I visited one Sunday. To get to 
the plantation, I had to cross a dry riverbed near the plantation, which filled 
with picnicking families from the nearby city of Siliguri. That Sunday at Stella-
barrie, members of a Siliguri-based bankers’ union were handing out food aid, 
in the form of six-kilogram portions of rice, to the workers who remained on 
the plantation without pay.

The food distribution took place at the plantation factory. Like most facto-
ries, it was surrounded by barbed wire and only accessible via a large gate. The 
workers were lined up single file outside of the gate with empty shopping bags, 
waiting to hand in little square, pink paper chits that would allow them to get 
their scoops of rice. The workers filed in, ten at a time, collected their rice, and 
exited the gate. A woman at a table inside the gate signed each worker’s chit to 
prevent them from coming back again to collect more rice.

Outside the factory at Stellabarrie where the workers received their rice 
rations, a doctor had come for the day to examine workers and distribute medi-
cines. The ad hoc diagnoses included tuberculosis, low-grade fever, and cough. 
Nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs were given out for generalized pain and 
swelling. Most of the women were anemic. With some stinging irony, they were 
told to eat more vegetables, and when they could, a little meat.

Stellabarrie had opened and closed several times over the previous few years, 
and workers with whom I spoke while waiting in line for medicine or food 
were hopeful that it would reopen by spring. This hope was rooted in both past 
experience (the plantation did tend to reopen) and in a quirk of Indian planta-
tion law. The land under tea plantations in the Dooars is technically owned by 
the state of West Bengal and leased out to individual companies. When a tea 
plantation stops operations, its owners have a fixed amount of time to reopen 
or risk losing their leasehold. If an owner loses a lease, the fixed capital atop the 
land (the factory, the bushes, the infrastructure) can be sold to a new buyer, 
but the land stays with the state, and the new buyer must operate a plantation 
with it.

To avoid a forced sale, owners can declare their plantations to be “sick.” “Sick” 
status, in this respect, is akin to bankruptcy. The state refrains from repossess-
ing the leasehold, and the original owner has the opportunity to refinance and 
reopen. Plantations like Stellabarrie, which were chronically open and shut, 
were “sick” in this sense. Throughout the rash of closures in the Dooars over 
the last few years, owners reported to journalists and government officials that 
they fully intended to resume production. Plantation owners and managers 
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maintained that this was only temporary. State and national politicians and 
bureaucrats as well as local political leaders all looked the other way.

The idea that tea plantations can become sick (and potentially recover) is a 
powerful one not just for Dooars plantation owners seeking insulation from 
state sanction but also for workers. What is sick can be healed. The food aid 
from the bankers was one of many relief actions that took place in the Dooars 
that winter. The response to stories of starvation from the state of West Bengal 
and the Indian central government had been lethargic, uncoordinated, or both, 
in part because of the legal structures that legitimized declarations of planta-
tion “sickness.” Relief thus came from Christian groups (many Adivasis in the 
Dooars have converted to Christianity), local nongovernmental organizations, 
and other volunteer groups. The distribution of food and medicine at Stella-
barrie had all the choreography of a humanitarian intervention, but the mood 
among the workers was one not of desperation. Rather, it was one of cautious 
optimism. Food relief was just that: temporary relief. A treatment of symptoms 
alone.

When I asked plantation owners and managers why sickness was so com-
mon, they told me a story of ecological and economic exhaustion. The bushes 
were old and overworked, the machinery was out of date and in need of repair, 
and the cost of supporting the full-time workforce was too great. The decision 
by management at Stellabarrie and other Dooars plantations to stop providing 
wages and benefits when they did (in September) made sense in the context of 
the ecology and market for tea. By September, as the monsoon reaches its cli-
max, tea bushes still yield leaves, but the value of this “autumn flush” is much 
less than the “first flush” and “second flush” harvests that take place between 
March and June.

Stellabarrie’s garden bau, a leader among the workforce and an ad-hoc liai-
son between labor and management, insisted that Stellabarrie could operate 
year-round like any other “healthy” plantation, but its owners had neglected 
to “invest” in or “repair” the bushes. On these “healthy” plantations, the win-
ter dormant season, between November and February, is a time when workers 
prune the tea bushes so that fresh young sprigs will grow when the weather 
turns warm again. Bushes that had grown old and unproductive were not being 
replaced, as they should have been, with younger, healthier clones. The Tea 
Board of India had actually initiated a scheme to finance replantation on Dooars 
plantations, but Stellabarrie could not take advantage of it because management 
had missed too many wage and pension payments during its “sick” periods.
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As the garden bau explained, Stellabarrie’s management stopped payment 
at a crucial time not just in the ecological calendar but in the social calendar as 
well. On healthy plantations, management is obligated under plantation labor 
law to pay each worker a cash bonus in October to mark the Hindu festival 
season. The October bonus is vitally important for social reproduction on plan-
tations. October is a time for visiting family, decorating and cleaning houses, 
for discussing marriage prospects, and, of course, for eating and drinking. On 
healthy plantations, “reinvestment” in tea bushes coincides temporally with 
reinvestment in household, kin, and social relations. This meant that the Sep-
tember closure at Stellabarrie was particularly painful. At Stellabarrie, workers 
had already started making arrangements for the festivals, which left them with 
no cash savings by the time management had stopped paying wages.

The workers in the food line told me that six kilograms of rice was minimal, 
but still, they took it. “We are old and we can’t do anything else,” one woman 
explained. “What can I do? I sit in the house and wait.”

While older women “waited” on the plantation, others looked for wage work 
near the plantation.

“Most of the people are in the river,” said the garden bau’s wife, who was 
collecting chits at the gate. The rivers were wider and flatter here in the Dooars 
than in the steeper hills where most orthodox tea was grown. In the dry winter 
season, riverbeds become spaces of labor and recreation. Picnickers like those 
I had seen on my way to Stellabarrie could get to them with ease. So, too, could 
construction trucks, driven by those looking to harvest the stones left in the 
bed. Able-bodied tea pluckers—mostly women—could walk to the river and 
break rocks, working them into neat square piles, ready for shoveling into the 
beds of the trucks. Rock breaking is not easy, but for many in the Dooars, it is 
preferable to migrating to Delhi, Bangalore, or Kerala in search of low-wage 
work. In the big cities, there were little more than domestic service jobs avail-
able to Nepalis. Adivasis, on the other hand, did not have the social networks 
that facilitated migration. In addition, off of the plantations, few people spoke 
Nepali or Sadri.

There were thus good reasons why workers on sick plantations remained in 
place, waiting, including the geographical isolation of the Dooars, linguistic 
and ethnic discrimination, the need to care for aging relatives, and the fact that 
workers’ houses were attached to the plantations. That seasonal sense of hope 
was also important. The first flush of March was coming, after all. Immobility 
is built into the monoculture and inflected by a kind of abnormal intimacy: 
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intergenerational care in a house owned by one’s employer and interspecies 
connections mediated by the seasonality of ritual, rainfall, and temperature.

In the Dooars, plantations were clearly deteriorating, as were people’s liveli-
hoods and the bushes themselves, but workers did not leave. Understanding why 
workers insisted on staying—even on closed or “sick” plantations—requires 
thinking of monoculture as something more than work on land or plants. It 
is something more than homogeneity and mere alienation. In monocultures, 
human life, plant life, human work, and plant work are far too intertwined for 
such an analysis to hold. The plantation was lived in and worked with, not on. 
Attention to this process of working-in and working-with forces a reevaluation 
of the common trope of plantations as solely “industrial farms,” or even as feu-
dal vestiges.

In monocultures, this immobility and intimacy creates dangers not only for 
labor but also for capital. The longer Stellabarrie stayed “sick,” the less likely it 
would be that its owner would find a new buyer. In order to take over the lease, 
any new owner would need to pay the back wages and pension contributions 
from the date of closure. According to the terms of the lease from the state of 
West Bengal, the new owner would also have to agree to keep Stellabarrie run-
ning as a plantation. To rip up tea bushes and not replant them with more tea 
would be a violation of the lease agreement.

The lease requirement to keep plantations running as plantations exhausts 
the bushes and the soil, but the promise that a winter’s rest will lead to recovery, 
both of the plants and the people who care for them, allows the monoculture 
to endure. On healthy plantations, workers were compensated for aiding in this 
recovery, for doing the work of maintenance. This was the annual work of prun-
ing and manuring. But on sick plantations like Stellabarrie, they were not.

Insofar as they are connected to the stoppages in wages and benefits, starva-
tion and illness among workers on sick plantations are symptoms of an over-
worked monoculture. The food aid workers at Stellabarrie, the doctors, and 
even many women’s willingness to break rocks were all attempts to revive the 
monoculture, not change it.

Conclusions

According to some activists and even many long-time tea planters, sellers, and 
brokers I interviewed, chronic plantation sickness was a sign that this entire 
system should be abandoned. In late 2015, I spoke to a Nepali labor activist 
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who was the child of tea plantation workers in the Dooars. Like others famil-
iar with working conditions in the tea fields, he was cynical about the fact 
that it was only amid the recent spate of “sickness” that national newspapers 
had bothered to report about starvation, a lack of medicine, and other forms 
of exhaustion. To him, these were not new phenomena. The region and its 
plantations had been “sick” for some time, even if plantation owners had not 
publicly declared them so. The starvation, the chronic (human) illness, and 
the chronic loss of profits signaled to him that everyone should just walk 
away and try something new. Sick bodies and sick landscapes needed to be 
sacrificed, not saved.

As Povinelli (2011) argues, contemporary critique and politics are hamstrung 
by the assumption that calls for abandonment—for example, statements like 
that of the activist—must always be paired with normative, programmatic alter-
natives. As she notes, however, those who refuse the responsibility to formulate 
such alternatives are not failing to act politically; they “are acting positively in 
a social world that is built in such a way that it is unreliable for them whether 
or not the statement ‘not this’ immediately produces a ‘what then’” (Povinelli 
2011, 191). In a way, the activist I interviewed and others like him were saying 
“not this” to a colonially entrenched system that generated “cheap nature” at the 
expense of soil, water, and marginalized people (J. Moore 2015). He presented 
no specific alternative. Indeed, his suggestion that the bodies and land should 
be sacrificed seems almost absurd: an expression of exhaustion.

Tea in India might seem to have a biological affinity for “standing alone” 
(Tsing 2015). It has adapted to the high Himalayan foothills as well as the hot, 
sunny Bengal plains. It has also proved remarkably resistant to drought, pests, 
and blights. But the term “standing alone” may not be totally appropriate when 
we consider the spectrum of works and lives that hold the plantation together. 
That work takes place in the space between exhaustion and endurance, alien-
ation and entanglement.

The legal and vernacular category of the “sick garden” is, like the aging fac-
tories, houses, bungalows, and other trappings of the tea plantation, a particu-
lar kind of artifact. Just as capitalist ruins contain an immanent potential for 
new relationships of work and value, these elements have a special capacity for 
endurance and entrenchment. Taken together, these elements are the sites and 
structures through which intimacies are forged among labor, capital, and plants. 
Sickness is becoming something of a norm in the Indian tea industry, espe-
cially in those parts of it that are oriented to the production of CTC. In times of 
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sickness, the violence of monoculture is intensified, and its more-than-human 
relational politics rendered more clearly visible.

Across the Dooars, the monoculture continues, however haltingly, to endure. 
Capital endures because there is always a little more money to be made from 
those early spring flushes. Labor endures because home is on the plantation. 
Those children and grandchildren who have gone off to work in Delhi or Banga-
lore need a home to return to in October. Ensuring this return requires working 
through the structures that keep Nepalis and Adivasis tied to the monoculture 
in the Dooars, rather than overtly opposing those structures. Capital and labor 
both owe their endurance, in turn, to the tea bushes—old, withered, but after a 
bit of rest, still able to provide enough cheap tea to keep everyone around. In the 
monoculture, endurance and exhaustion are thus in constant tension. Attention 
to exhaustion and endurance provides a view of monoculture as not simply a 
space of lack or negativity but as a space in which biophysical, symbolic, and 
technological work are steeped together.

Notes

 1. For a discussion of tea plantation work and life in the Dooars and Assam, see P. 
Chatterjee (2001) and Sharma (2011).

 2. The following passages are from the anonymously written Tea Cultivation 
(Calcutta: Military Orphan Press, 1865). The manual was written for tea planters 
in India, particularly those working in the Dooars and parts of Assam, and was 
published immediately following the annexation of the Dooars.

 3. The “normal” here is outside of or prior to the space of work. This notion of 
intimacy is useful to think about the relationships that are forged through the 
process of work that transcend space and kin relations. I shorten this concept to 
“intimacy” in the remainder of the chapter for clarity.




