
Chapter III

L A N D L O R D I S M  B E F O R E  A N D  

A F T E R  I N D E P E N D E N C E

THE British E ast India Company, as is well-known, 
brought about a big social upheaval in our country 
through its decision to introduce P erm anen t Settlem ent 
in Bengal and other forms of s ta tu to ry  landlordism  all 
over th e  country. This however, was only p art of a big
ger upheaval w hich took place in the  economic life of 
our country following the establishm ent of B ritish  rule. 
This social upheaval is described as follows in the In tro 
duction to the G overnm ent of Ind ia’s publication, A gri
cultural Legislation in India, Vol. I ll :

“The Industria l Revolution in England, which also 
created  the  necessary conditions for the  great im prove
m ents in B ritish agricu ltu re in the la tte r  half of the 18th 
and the  early  19th centuries, h it the agricu ltu ral economy 
of India in  two ways. Political dom ination, w hich in  the 
previous period had  jealously kept the Indian goods off 
the  foreign m arkets, now sedulously encouraged, under 
the  cloak of a convenient doctrine of economic liberal
ism, the  free inflow of large masses of consum able goods. 
The products of indigenous handicrafts w ere gradually 
outsted  from the  m arkets of the country , and the Indian 
artisans, bereft of th e ir calling, crowded back on the 
land as the only m eans of sustenance. This, helped also 
by other circum stances, resulted, on the  one hand, in the
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rap id  em ergence of the  problem  of landless proletariat, 
so long alien to the Indian agricu ltural economy, and on 
the other, in  the increasing pressure on land, which 
eventually  led to  its sub-division into sm all holdings and 
fragm ented cultivation. The 1931 census revealed that 
64 per cent of the ru ra l artisans had forsaken their 
ancestral occupations and taken  to agriculture as the 
only m eans of livelihood. . . .

“The second significant m anner in which the  Indus
tria l Revolution affected Ind ian  agriculture was the 
change in the pattern  of crop production which followed 
the dem and for raw  m aterials by B ritain ’s m anufactur
ing industries. A gricu ltural production, til] the m iddle 
of the 18th century, was diversified; the farm  and the 
family had k n it together production and consum ption 
into a self-sufficing economy. F o r the first time, how
ever, the G overnm ent of India began to take a m ore 
lively in terest in the cultivation of commercial crops like 
cotton, largely owing to the  insistent pressure of B ritish 
m anufacturing in terests like the  M anchester Cotton Sup 
ply Association. T he special cotton tracts of the  Deccan 
w ere developed in this m anner, while the  setting u p  of 
the ju te  mills of Dundee w hich received an im petus 
from the use m ade of ju te  sacking by the D utch Gov
ernm ent for their East India Coffee trade round  about 
1838, resu lted  in the specialisation of large areas in  B en
gal in the  growing of jute.

“In  spite, however, of the establishm ent of peace and 
order in the country, and definition of landed rights, and 
the im provem ents effected in  communications and ir r i 
gation, the outbreak of famines continued to be a recu r
ring featu re during  th e  la tte r  half of the 19th century  
also. B etw een 1800 and 1900 no few er th an  31 famines 
devastated different parts of th e  country  taking a heavy 
toll of life estim ated at 32.4 millions.” (pp. i, ii.)
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This assessm ent of the results of B ritish  dom ination 
on our economy is, however, incomplete. F o r neither 
the ru in  of handicrafts and im poverishm ent of artisans 
n o r the change in  the pa tte rn  of crop production are 
peculiar phenom ena which appeared only in India under 
B ritish  rule; both  have appeared in all countries w here 
the new  capitalist system  was emerging, including B ritain  
itself.

There was, however, one very vital difference bet
ween w hat happened in  such capitalist countries as B ri
tain , France, G erm any, etc., on the one hand and India 
and other colonial countries on the other. While, in the 
form er, capitalism  was developing inside the  country 
itself, the capitalist em ployers who m ade profits being 
natives of the country  concerned, the position was enti
re ly  different in India. The resu lt was th a t in Ind ia’s 
case, the control over the  new ly-form ed capitalist eco
nom y rested  outside the country; it was not any indivi
dual dr group of people w ithin the country  b u t foreign 
capitalists who controlled the en tire  economy. These 
foreign capitalists w ere in terested  not in creating tha t 
state  system  in the  colonial countries as had been created 
in the m etropolitan countries, bu t in integrating the 
m etropolitan and colonial countries into a single system 
of capitalism. This had tw o m ajor consequences.

First, the foreign capitalists who controlled the 
economy as well as th e  S ta te  system  used all th e ir eco
nomic and political m ight, not in order to bring  about an 
industrial revolution in India bu t in order to  prevent it. 
Hence, while the ru in  of the  artisans w as accompanied 
in  B ritain  by the b irth  of m odern, m echanised, large- 
scale industry, Ind ia has had the  m isfortune of having 
h e r handicrafts ousted from  the  m arkets of the country, 
not by the grow th of m odern, m echanised, large-scale in 
dustry  in India itself b u t by th a t of B ritain . This is w hat 
K arl M arx had characterised  in his famous L etters on
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India  as “the  loss of the old w orld w ith no gain of the 
new .”

Second, the  change in the  pa tte rn  of crop produc
tion operated in different ways in the capitalist and 
colonial countries. Even in such capitalist countries as 
Britain, F rance, Germ any, etc., peasants and farm ers, as 
well as o ther sections of producers, had to go through  the 
process of successive booms and depressions—phases in 
which their products got enorm ously high prices as well 
as phases in  which these prices reached very low levels. 
While sharing this feature of the price mechanism  
operating in  all capitalist countries, the Indian producers 
had to undergo the  additional difficulty arising out of the 
fact that these prices, both in the phase of boom as well 
as in  the phase of depression, are controlled, not by any
body inside the country, bu t by foreign monopolists. The 
resu lt of this is seen in the fact that, while in every  boom, 
the prices of those commodities w hich India has to im port 
rose faster th an  Ind ia’s own products, exactly the reverse 
process took place in times of depression. I t is this 
unequal exchange between the Indian and foreign-pro- 
duced commodities tha t m akes the  operation of the  laws 
of the  w orld m arket particu larly  severe for our people.

I t was because of these factors that, even in  those 
areas w here the  B ritish  did no t introduce Perm anent 
Settlem ent or other forms of statu to ry  landlordism , a 
new type of landlordism  began to emerge. The large 
mass of peasants began to feel the  disastrous consequ
ences of the workings of the new  economic system  based 
on the operation of the  laws of th e  w orld m arket; they 
incurred losses a t every successive phase of the trad e  
cycle, thus finding them selves m ore and m ore indebted. 
The most heavily-indebted of them  had  to  alienate their 
lands, first by m ortgaging them , and  finally selling them. 
These pauperised peasants, together w ith  the large mass 
of artisans, could not be absorbed in any industry  be-
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cause the n a tu ra l developm ent of the  economy on the 
lines of capitalism  was forcibly and artificially prevented 
by the B ritish  ru lers. I t was these factors th a t led to  
“over-population” in  the country, p ressu re  on land, 
com petition among those who w anted to get a t least 
a patch of land, etc. I t is such a process of progressive 
pauperisation of the whole people th a t led to the  deve
lopm ent of landlordism  in its present form  in the country 
—landlordism, both in the Zam indari and R yotw ari areas.

These developm ents were explained as follows by 
the H yderabad A grarian  Reforms Com mittee in  its 
Report:

“A lthough theoretically  the ryotw ari tenure  did not 
originally contem plate or recognise the existence of any 
m iddlem an betw een the S tate and the registered occu
pant, yet, on account of the unrestric ted  righ t of transfer 
which was allowed to the occupants or the pattadar, 
inevitably in course of time, though in earlier stages 
im perceptibly, a class of non-cultivating owners or patta- 
dars cam e into existence. They leased their lands and 
becam e ren t receivers.

“This developm ent under the ryotw ari system  of 
tenure  was noticed by the Fam ine Commission of 1879. 
In  paragraph  52 of th e ir report, they observed tha t ‘in 
consequence of the tendency on the p a rt of those who 
are recorded as ryo ts  to  subsist th e ir lands or p a rt of 
them  and to live on the difference betw een the ren t they 
receive and the revenue they pay to the governm ent a 
considerable class of subordinate tenants is growing up, 
who have no perm anent in terest in the land and who pay 
such high ren ts  th a t they  m ust always be in a state of 
poverty. These subordinates are not recorded and re 
cognised in  the  governm ent registers, b u t the existence 
of such a  class involves the same evils as we have dealt
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with in the case of tenants in  U pper India. We th ink  
that the question should be subm itted  to the considera
tion of local governm ents, w hether it is contem plated 
under the land revenue settlem ent th a t governm ent 
ryots should be perm itted  to  sublet their lands, and if 
so, w hether m easures should not be taken  for recognis
ing the status of su ch . sub-tenants and recording the area 
they hold, the ren t they pay and  the conditions of th e ir 
tenure’.”

“A bsentee landlordism ” goes on the H yderabad 
Committee, “and Tenancy Farm ing had  th e ir origin thus 
in the la tte r half of the 19th century. It was during this 
period that, for a variety  of reasons, national and in ter
national, land  became, for th e  first time, a commodity of 
value to  be bought and sold in  the  m arket as any o ther 
commercial commodity. By reason of the peculiar secu
rity  th a t land as property  affords, it came to  get im parted  
a value greatly  inflated and out of all proportion to its 
yield capacity. Land, besides an  economic value, has 
always had social and political value of its own. Posses
sion of land has often been a passport for prestige and 
status in society. As a cum ulative effect of all the 
above factors, people from all w alks of life began acquir
ing land, not for purposes of cultivation by  them selves 
but as a source of business or com m ercial investm ent. In  
course of tim e, this tendency becam e m ore and m ore 
pronounced, as a resu lt of which land increasingly passed 
out of the hands of th e  ow ner-cultivators into th e  hands 
of non-cultivating classes like m oneylenders and others, 
who lived m ostly aw ay from  the land and whose sole 
interest in the land was the  am ount of ren t they  could 
get by letting  it to others. As tim e w ent by, the  disas- 
sociation betw een ownership and the cultivation of land 
became m ore pronounced and the num ber of cultivating 
pattadars began to  decrease progressively.” (Report, 
PP. 11, 12, 13.)
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The Pun jab  is fam ous throughout India as the land 
of peasant proprietorship. How this system  of peasant 
proprietorship has w orked in actual practice is seen in 
the fact that, out of 31.17 million acres of cultivated area. 
15.26 million acres (just over 50%) are cultivated by 
tenants-at-w ill who have in  general to pay 50% of the 
gross produce as ren t. I t is also to be noted th a t the 
growth of m oneylenders as a class and th e ir activities 
leading to  the pauperisation of the peasants w ere con
sidered such a v ital problem  of agrarian  economy in the 
P un jab  th a t special Legislation was enacted (Land A lie 
nation A c t of 1901) preventing the transfer of land from 
agricu ltu ral to  non-agricultural classes. Even this legis
lation, however, did not a rrest the process bu t only re 
placed the professional m oneylender w ith  the agricul
tu ris t m oneylender. As the Bengal Land Revenue 
(Floud) Commission stated  after its visit to  the Punjab: 
“It is a fact that a class of agricultural m oneylenders has 
grown u p  and we w ere given to understand that consi
derable bitterness had developed. The critics of the A ct 
complain that the large landholders are allowed to buy  
up the holdings of the small holders w hereas the non- 
agriculturists cannot obtain any land at all. T hey want 
to am end the A c t so that the term  ‘A gricu lturist5 w ill 
become synonym ous w ith  the actual tiller of the soil, 
and the big landlords w ho do not them selves cultivate  
are rem oved from  the list of agricultural tribes.” (Report. 
Vol. II, p. 41.)

These developm ents naturally  led to discontent 
am ong ru ra l masses which broke out in th e  form  of 
revolts in several areas. The most notable of these re 
volts have been the  S an thal Revolt, th e  Deccan Riots, 
the Moplah Riots, etc. Above all, it w as th is discontent 
among the peasantry  w hich gave a m ass character to  
th a t anti-B ritish Revolt w hich the feudal classes orga
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nised in the middle of the last cen tury—the Sepoy 
Mutiny.

Spontaneous and ill-led as they  were, these revolts 
of the Indian peasantry  w ere very  easily suppressed. 
They, however, served the purpose of waking up  th e  im 
perialist ru le rs  of the country to  the  reality  of peasant 
discontent. The ru lers  w ere forced to consider the 
question of how best to m ake adjustm ents in the  land- 
lord-tenant relations w ithout altering  th e  basic fram e
w ork thereof, how best to create confidence in the pea
sant masses th a t the G overnm ent was alive to, and soli
citous of, their needs and requirem ents.

I t was this th a t led to the adoption of such agrarian  
legislation as the  Bengal R ent A ct of 1859 which was 
later am ended in 1885 and 1928; the M adras Estates L and 
Act of 1908, subsequently  am ended in 1934; the  O udh 
Tenancy Act of 1886, the  A gra Tenancy A ct of 1926, etc. 
While these are all Acts which regulate the  relations 
betw een the zam indars and th e ir tenants, some legisla
tion was also adopted in some of the R yotw ari area.

Together w ith  th is legislation regulating the  re 
lations betw een landlords and tenants in the Zam indari 
as well as R yotw ari areas, the  B ritish  ru lers  also in tro 
duced legislation controlling m oneylending; the 1899 
Act am ending the Contract A ct w hich provided for relief 
to debtors in cases of unconscionable bargains, on proof 
of undue influence or w here the bargain  contained any 
stipulation by  w ay of penalty; the  U surious Loan Act 
of 1918 w hich authorised th e  courts to  reopen transac
tions which are  found to be “substantially  u n fa ir”, and 
to relieve the debtor of all liability in respect of any ex
cessive interest; the  1926 A m endm ent to  the  1918 Act 
made by the  C entral G overnm ent and various am end
ments m ade by Provincial G overnm ents, etc.

Legislation was also m ade for consolidation of 
holdings (the B aroda A ct of 1928 which was wholly per
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missive; the C.P. Act of 1928 and the P un jab  A ct of 1938 
w hich have an elem ent of compulsion in them , etc.), as 
w ell as dealing w ith irrigation, protection from  pests and 
diseases, im provem ents in lands, and general develop
m ent.

The im perialist ru le rs  had  hoped th a t these m ea
sures will enable them  to create in the m inds of peasants 
a feeling of loyalty to the  G overnm ent and a faith  tha t 
th e ir problem s are being looked after. These hopes, 
how ever, w ere frustrated . The peasants refused to  ack
nowledge th e  B ritish  ru lers  as their saviours and protec
tors. They responded enthusiastically to  the call of 
patriotism  and rallied in their millions behind the slogan 
of Sw araj. P articu larly  was this so in the  years after 
the  F irs t W orld W ar, which w itnessed an unprecedented 
com bination of the  dem ands of the peasantry  in  relation 
to the problem s of landlord-tenant relationships w ith 
the  dem ands of the en tire  people for Swaraj.

The years of the Non-Cooperation M ovem ent and 
after m ay well be considered the years in which the cen
tury-o ld  discontent of the peasantry  acquired the  charac
te r  of an all-India m ovem ent against im perialist and 
landlord exploitation. No m ore w ere the peasants enga
ged in  isolated and spontaneous actions as in  th e  case 
of the 19th century  revolts, nor w ere they  led by  the 
erstw hile princes and other feudal elem ents as in  the 
case of the 1857 M utiny. H ere was an anti-im perialist, 
dem ocratic m ovem ent being organised on an all-India 
scale by a combination of various classes in the country 
—the rising industrial pro letariat, the mass of the  pea
santry , the  m odern, progressive-m inded intelligentsia, 
and the  new  class of capitalists.

The em ergence of the peasantry  as an im portant 
constituent of the m odern anti-im perialist, national de
m ocratic m ovem ent w e n t 'a  step  fu rth e r in the  years of 
the  1929-33 economic crisis and after. Coinciding as it
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did w ith  the successful im plem entation of the gigantic 
program m e of socialist construction in the Soviet Union, 
ihis crisis stirred  the whole countryside w here new  re 
volutionary ideas began to take shape. I t was this tha t 
took the growing peasant m ovem ent to a new  stage, 
a stage in which there  em erged an advanced section of 
the peasantry  which refused to play second fiddle to  the  
bourgeoisie in the general anti-im perialist, dem ocratic 
movement; this vanguard section of the peasantry  w an t
ed the mass of peasantry  to be ra llied  u nder its own 
banner, to  fight for its own dem ands, and, for th a t p u r
pose, to form  its own organisations. I t  was thus th a t 
peasant organisations began to be form ed in certain  local 
areas and w ere subsequently  in tegrated  into D istrict 
and Provincial organisations. These developm ents finally 
led to the form ation of an  all-India organisation of the 
peasants—the A ll-India K isan Sabha—in 1936.

T he distinguishing featu re  of this new  m ovem ent of 
the peasant class was th a t it dem anded not ju st a few 
adjustm ents in the  basic fram ew ork of land relations b u t 
a thorough overhaul of the system  itself. As the  resolution 
adopted by the A ll-India K isan Sabha at its first session 
states:

“The object of the kisan m ovem ent is to secure com
plete freedom  from  economic exploitation and the achi
evem ent of fu ll economic and political power for the  
peasants and w orkers and all o ther exploited classes.

“The m ain task  of the kisan m ovem ent shall be the 
organisation of peasants to fight for th e ir immediate 
political and economic demands in  o rder to  prepare them  
for their em ancipation from  every form  of exploitation.

“The kisan m ovem ent stands for the achievem ent of 
ultim ate economic and political power for the producing 
masses through its active participation in the  national 
struggle for w inning complete independence.”
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This, however, was a trend  which did not confine 
itself to the independent m ovem ent of the peasants. I t 
was also reflected inside the Indian N ational Congress. 
The Faizpur session of the Indian National Congress, held 
a few m onths after the Lucknow  m eeting at which the All- 
India K isan Sabha was formed, adopted a resolution on 
the agrarian  problem  in the course of w hich it stated  as 
follows:

“The Congress is convinced tha t the  p rim ary  solu
tion of this problem  involves the rem oval of B ritish  im
perialistic exploitation and a radical change in  the  inade
quate and repressive land tenu re  and revenue systems. 
I t feels, however, th a t the deepening crisis has m ade the 
burden  on the peasantry  an intolerable one and imme
diate relief is u rgen tly  called for.”

The Congress dem anded among other things that 
there  should be substantial reduction in re n t and reve
nue; th a t uneconomic holdings should be exem pted from 
ren t and land  tax; tha t fixity of tenu re  w ith  heritable 
righ ts along w ith  the righ t to build  houses and  plant 
trees should be provided for all tenants; th a t a rrea rs  of 
ren t for previous years should be w iped out; th a t arrears 
of ren t should be recoverable in the  same m anner as 
civil debts and not by ejectm ent, etc.

I t  was this new  upsurge among the peasant masses, 
expressed in the activities of the K isan Sabha and very  
w eakly reflected in the resolutions of the Congress itself, 
th a t forced the im perialists to reconsider th e ir stand on 
the  problem  of land  relations. They began to  see th a t 
no m ore w ould it be sufficient for them  to try  to  m ake 
adjustm ents w ithin the  fram ew ork of land relations 
established by the E ast Ind ia Company over a century 
ago; it was necessary for them  to th ink  of revising the 
system  itself. This new  realisation on the  p a r t of im

perialists had its echo in the recom m endation of the B en
gal L and Revenue Commission headed by a B ritish  
official, th a t the Perm anent Settlem ent should be aboli
shed. The reasons given by the Commission for this 
recom m endation w ere as follows:

T. The zam indars in Bengal never had an absolute 
right of p roperty  in the  soil; nor was it in tended to  give 
them  such rights by the Perm anent Settlem ent.

2. The existing system  has rendered  land revenue 
almost entirely  inelastic for about 150 years and the  
share which the G overnm ent ought to  receive from  the 
produce of the land is substantially  less th an  th e  share 
taken in provinces w here there is no Perm anent Settle
ment and w here lands are less productive than  it is in 
Bengal.

“3. It has deprived the G overnm ent of the benefit 
of more valuable crops and higher prices and of any 
share in the increase in the value of land due to increase 
of population and extension of cultivation or grow th of 
towns and the developm ent of trad e  and industries the 
benefit of which is appropriated by a few. G overnm ent 
also does not get any share in  the  profit from  m ineral 
rights and fisheries in certain  navigable rivers.

“4. I t has resulted  in inequalities of assessment 
having no relation to the  productive capacity of land.

“5. The system  has deprived the G overnm ent of 
the close contact w ith and intim ate knowledge of ru ra l 
conditions which the  ryotw ari system  affords.

“6. I t  has imposed an ‘iron fram ew ork which has 
had the effect of stifling the enterprise and in itia tive of 
all classes concerned’ w ith  the resu lt th a t the efficient 
landlord-tenant system  as visualised by Lord Cornwallis 
has not been realized. On the o ther hand the ‘evils of 
absenteeism  and m anagem ent of estates by unsym pathe
tic agents resulting in unhappy relation betw een the
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landlords and tenants have grown to such an  ex ten t tha t 
G overnm ent has been compelled to employ for the pro
tection of the tenants a m ore stringent m easure of legis
lation than  has been found necessary in the tem porarily- 
settled  areas.’

“7. I t  has perm itted  the creation of a num ber of 
interm ediaries betw een the zam indar and the actual cul
tivato r none of whom have either the incentive or the 
pow er to provide any effective means for im provem ent 
of agriculture. The G overnm ent also finds little  induce
m ent to spend public m oney on agriculural developm ent, 
as the benefit of th e  im provem ent goes into p rivate  hands, 
w ith  the resu lt th a t im provem ent of agricu ltural land is 
nobody’s concern.

“8. The num ber of ren t receivers is ever on th e  
increase while there is a steady reduction in the num ber 
of cultivating owners of lands and the dispossessed cul
tivators are swelling the num ber of bargadars or of land 
less agricu ltu ral labourers.

“9. The complexities of the existing system  have 
led to an  immense volum e of harassing and expensive 
litigation betw een the landlords and tenants and in  the 
privately-m anaged estates illegal collections still rep re 
sent an  appreciable addition to  the burdens of the  cul
tivators.

“10. In  perm anently-settled areas it is v irtually  
impossible to  secure rem ission of ren ts in  areas affected 
by drought, flood or o ther n a tu ra l calamities.

“11. So long as the  zam indary system  rem ains, it 
will be difficult to evolve any satisfactory arrangem ents 
for revising ren ts all over the Province on an equitable 
basis and for m aintaining the  records-of-rights. I t  is 
also doubtful if under the existing system, the Legisla
tu re  would ever agree to provide a really  efficient 
m achinery for realisation of ren t w ith the resu lt that 
a rrea r ren ts  would go on accum ulating and there  will
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be a complete breakdow n before long. The stability and 
security  of the  land system  has already been th rea tened  
by the developm ent of no-rent m entality  amongst the 
ryots  in certain  areas.” (Appendix to M inute of D issent 
of S ir M anilal B. Nanavati, The Famine Inqu iry  Com
mission, Final Report, p. 376—“Reasons w hich led the  
Bengal Land Revenue Commission to  recom m end the 
abolition of th e  P erm anen t Settlem ent.” )

The Second W orld W ar, followed by  the intensifica
tion of the 1943 food crisis, fu rth e r strengthened the  
conviction th a t the system  of land relations established 
by the  B ritish  East India Company has become a  liabi
lity for th e  country. This was reflected in th e  fact th a t 
most of the  Provincial Governm ents concerned w ith  the  
Zam indari system  supported the proposal of the  Bengal 
Land Revenue Commission w ith  regard  to the  abolition 
of P erm anen t Settlem ent. H ere are ex tracts from  the 
replies given by four Provincial G overm ents to the 1944 
Famine Inquiry  Commission on the question of the 
Zam indari system:

“ORISSA—The zam indars in general, w hether of 
perm anently-settled estates or tem porarily-settled estates, 
not only do not introduce any im provem ent to  get be tte r 
yield or to protect the lands from floods or drought b u t 
exploit every  opportunity  for realisation of enhanced 
ren t or o ther dues from  the tenants. No doubt, cultiva
tors will have a b e tte r protection so fa r as security  of 
their tenancy and ren t is concerned u nder the ryotw ari 
system  of land tenu re  which will in  its tu rn  encourage 
them  to im prove their holdings and obtain b e tte r  y ield”. 
B ut they  doubt w hether the abolition of the system  
which is “the only possible rem edy” is a  practicable p ro 
position—a point which will be m et subsequently.

BIHAR—The view th a t unless changes are m ade
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in the prevalent systems of land tenure, it w ould not be 
possible to secure any significant increase in agricu ltural 
production is in accord w ith  facts. In  this Province, 
most of the estates are perm anently  settled. In  theory, 
this ought not to stand in  the w ay of improving agricul
tu ra l production b u t it does in practice. The elem ents 
w hich go to m ake for increased agricultural production 
are (1) b e tte r  seeds, (2) b e tte r m anures, (3) b e tte r  im
plem ents, (4) b e tte r m ethods of cultivation, (5) adequate 
irrigational facilities, and (6) economic or good-sized 
holdings. The private p roprie tor (landlord) in  most 
cases cannot afford to provide the  first five and w here he 
has the m eans the incentive is lacking as he stands to 
gain no direct financial benefit, and still collects his ren t 
irrespective of w hether he provides such facilities and 
services or not. So fa r as the  S tate is concerned, simi
larly  there  is little inducem ent to spend public m oney on 
agricu ltu ral developm ent when the benefit of the  im
provem ent goes into private h an d s . . . .  N ot so in  the 
ryo tw ari system. There, a failure of crops consequent 
on lack of irrigation w ould directly affect the revenue 
as remissions have to be given. Sim ilarly, the  S ta te  has 
a d irect in terest in agricu ltu ral developm ent as such 
developm ent and increased productivity  a re  reflected in 
the increased revenue at the  tim e of revisional settle 
m ent. As regards consolidation of holdings, th e  existence 
of subinfeudation and continual partition  u nder the Estate 
P artition  A ct and fragm entation of holdings due to  the 
systems of inheritance in force offer real difficulties in  
effective consolidation u nder the  perm anent settlem ent 
w hereas the process will become less difficult if th e  S tate 
w ere the only landlord.

“The other view th a t no significant im provem ent in 
the standard  of life of the  cultivating class is possible 
w ithout a change in the  system  of (perm anently-settled) 
land ten u re  has also m uch to support i t . . . .  The F loud
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Commission has shown th a t its liquidation can be effec
ted in an  orderly  m anner, as a business p ro p o sitio n .. . .

“ASSAM —-While the ryo tw ari tenu re  induces in 
creased production, the  opposite is the case in  zam indari 
areas. . . .  U nder the zam indari system  there  is a general 
feeling of insecurity  and short of abolishing this outm oded 
system  no other change w ill give the full result.

“M ADRAS— (a) The zam indari system  is defective 
in  th a t the upkeep of irrigation w orks is beyond the 
financial pow er of zam indars and tha t if there  is any 
dispute about the  repair of an irrigation w ork or the 
am ount of ren t payable, litigation has to  be resorted  to. 
. . . .  T he zam indary system, however, appears to  have 
outlived such advantages as it m ay have possessed and 
m any zam indars even w ould welcome its abolition sub
ject to  reasonable compensation for the loss of their 
rights. (Board of Revenue, M adras.)

“ (b) A gitation to repeal the zam indari (or per
m anent) settlem ent is developing all over the country. 
I t  has been accepted as a policy by the G overnm ent of 
Bengal, th e  form er G overnm ent of B ihar, etc. The P ro 
vincial Legislature, according to  the  G overnm ent of 
India Act, 1935, is not prohibited from  passing a reso 
lu tion to  th a t effect and getting the sanction from  P a r 
liam ent. This is bound to be done in  alm ost every P ro 
vince as th e re  is a growing consensus of opinion in its 
favour even among the zam indars them selves. The only 
serious difference of opinion is on the  n a tu re  of com
pensation to be given to  the zam indars for th e  rights 
they  have so long enjoyed and will be asked to surrender. 
If th is is done, and the ryo tw ari system  extends over the 
en tire  Province, th ere  is no doubt th a t there  will be an 
im provem ent in irrigation facilities, the  m aintenance of 
record  of rights, the  establishm ent of co-operative socie
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ties and the extension of the activities of the  A gricu ltural 
D epartm ent.” (D irector of A griculture, M adras, Ibid., 
pp. 349-351.)

Two facts should, however, be noted in  re la tion  to  
the above recom m endations of the Bengal Land Revenue 
Commission and of the  four Provincial G overnm ents. 
Firstly, they  re la te only to  the Perm anently  or Tempo
rarily -settled  Zam indari Estates; no suggestion is m ade 
th a t any basic change should be brought about in  the 
Ryotw ari areas. Secondly, the  abolition of the Zam in
dari system, as conceived by the  Bengal L and  R evenue 
Commission and by  the Provincial G overnm ents m en
tioned above, is not abolition in the real sense of the 
term . Instead of allowing th e  zam indars to continue to 
directly  own vast estates u n d er th e ir ownership, the new  
system  would allow them  only to appropriate a m ajor 
p art of the produce created by the labour of millions of 
peasants in their estates; instead of allowing zam indars 
to realise ren t directly  from  the  peasants, the new  system  
will m ake the G overnm ent collect the ren t from  the  pea
sants and pay a p art of it to the zam indars as com pensa
tion. For, the  paym ent of ‘equitable com pensation’ to 
the zam indars who are sought to  be ‘abolished’ is an  in 
dispensable p art of the proposal for the abolition of the  
zam indari system.

It was this conception of the abolition of the zam in
dari system  w ith  com pensation tha t was tak en  over by 
the Congress w hen it took pow er on A ugust 15, 1947. 
T here was no essential difference betw een the im perialist 
conception of abolition w ith compensation as laid down 
in the R eport of the Bengal L and Revenue Commission 
and in the conception of the Congress leadership as it 
s ta rted  w orking on the  various S tate A grarian  Legisla
tions. B u t the Congress was forced by th e  very  im port
an t developm ents th a t w ere th en  taking place, bo th  in
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India and abroad, to m ake considerable modifications in  
its in itia l plans of agrarian  reform .

One should recall, in this connection, th a t the Con
gress came to power in the m idst of a very  serious eco
nomic crisis in the  country. The years of w ar had 
thoroughly exposed the bankruptcy  of the  whole Indian 
economy; the 1943 Bengal Fam ine and  other develop
m ents had shown tha t the system  then  prevailing was 
totally unfit to deal w ith such im portant problem s as 
food, cloth, transport, etc. The Congress had repeatedly  
told th e  people a t the tim e of th e  Bengal famine, as well 
as in the post-Bengal-fam ine years, th a t all this was due 
to the bungling of the foreign im perialist ru lers; it had 
prom ised to  the people that, once B ritish  ru le  is re 
placed by the ru le  of the  Indian people headed by the 
Congress, all these difficult problem s can be tackled. I t  
was, therefore, na tu ra l tha t the people should expect 
tha t these problem s would be solved by the  new  Congress 
G overnm ent. The solution of the food problem  was 
thus of such overriding im portance th a t the  Congress 
G overnm ent had to take energetic steps to  solve it.

The country was a t the same tim e going through a 
very  serious political crisis. The very  m anner in  which 
power was transferred  on A ugust 15, 1947 created a host 
of problem s like the com m unal riots, m igration of re fu 
gees from  India to Pakistan  and vice versa, etc. All 
these problem s w ere being fully utilised by the princes, 
landlords and other reactionaries to save as m uch of 
their pow er and privileges as it was possible to  do in  the 
new conditions. A  solid force of reactionaries was 
em erging against the new  Congress G overnm ent.

One of them, the  Nizam of H yderabad, was defying 
the w ill of the people of his own State, as well as the  
will of th e  people and G overnm ent of India, in a des
perate  bid to keep his own power; a t the  same time, 
some others w ere try ing  to organise a un ited  front of
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reaction w ith the purpose of replacing the Congress Gov
ernm ent by an openly and sham elessly reactionary  land
lord G overnm ent. I t was in the course of these efforts 
on the p a rt of feudal reaction that organisations like the 
R.S.S. w ere set up  and M ahatm a Gandhi was cold
bloodedly m urdered.

These deliberate efforts of feudal reaction to  u nder
mine the  au thority  of the newly-form ed Congress Gov
ernm ent, together w ith such developments as the  Tri- 
bals’ raid  from Pakistan  on the S tate of Jam m u and 
Kashm ir, brought the Congress G overnm ent to the reali
sation tha t its regim e could not be established and 
strengthened unless it was able to rally  the m ass of the 
Indian people behind it.

I t was also becoming clear th a t the Indian people 
could not be rallied behind the Congress G overnm ent 
unless the la tte r took certain  decisive steps in the direc
tion of social and economic reform . For, the very  process 
through which the masses of the Indian people cam e to 
be united  against B ritish im perialism  had m ade them  
realise—the Congress itself had told them —that inde
pendence from the B ritish was Only the first step  tow ards 
social and  economic advance; this first step should be 
followed by other steps, m any of which have been out
lined in g reat detail in the various resolutions of the 
dem ocratic organisations, including the  Indian N ational 
Congress. Now th a t this first step tow ards social and 
economic advance had been taken—now th a t a G overn
m ent com pletely free and independent in  the political 
sense of the term  had taken  over—the masses felt tha t 
the tim e had come for this G overnm ent to take energetic 
m easures to  realise the objectives which had been placed 
before them  during the years before the attainm ent of 
Independence.

N or could th e  Congress leadership w ork out the 
specific m easures of social and economic advance as per

44

its own whim s and fancies. For, the w orking class, the  
peasantry  and other sections of the w orking people had 
already evolved their own conceptions of w hat exactly 
is m eant by social and economic advance. Furtherm ore, 
they had already developed th e ir own independent mass 
organisations which, even in  th e  days of B ritish  rule, 
had waged innum erable struggles for the realisation of 
their demands. Above all, w ith in  th e  anti-im perialist 
dem ocratic m ovem ent itself had  em erged a strong and 
influential L eft m ovem ent headed by  the  Com munist 
P a rty  and certain  o ther parties, all of w hich had  accepted 
the socialist ideology. These developm ents had reached 
such a stage that, at the  very  tim e w hen the  B ritish  im 
perialists w ere negotiating w ith  the Indian National 
Congress on the one hand and the A ll-India M uslim  Lea
gue on the other, on th e  problem  of tran sfer of power, 
millions upon millions of the  common people w ere fight
ing such heroic battles as the Q uit K ashm ir m ovement, 
the Tebhaga struggle in  Bengal, the anti-R azakar move
m ent in Telangana and innum erable working-class and 
peasant struggles th roughout the country. I t  was these 
dem ocratic struggles of the  common people th a t served 
the purpose of defeating the games of reactionaries in 
K ashm ir, in  H yderabad and other places.

These dem ocratic actions of the  m ass of our people, 
however, alarm ed the  sections of the  ru ling  classes 
who had organised them selves in the  Congress. For, 
though they  proved to  be  effective counter-w eights ag
ainst the m anoeuvres of the im perialist, feudal and com
m unal opponents of the Congress regim e, these dem o
cratic m ovem ents w ere a th rea t to the  entire ru ling  
classes w ho w ere dream ing of trem endous new  opportu
nities for looting the people. As a m atte r of fact, the 
leaders of the G overnm ent in pow er started  th inking of 
coming to  an  agreem ent w ith  those very  people on their 
R ight who w ere try ing  to  replace them , so th a t the
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existing G overnm ent could secure their co-operation in 
suppressing the growing dem ocratic m ovem ent of the 
people.

W hile these developm ents w ere taking place w ithin 
th e  country, extrem ely significant developments were 
also taking place abroad. The first post-war F ive-Y ear 
P lan  of the U SSR was once again showing the m ight of 
the  Socialist S tate and economy; sim ilar developm ents 
w ere taking place in the new ly-established People’s De
m ocratic S tates of E astern Europe; above all, a gigantic 
revolution was taking place in China, V iet Nam  and 
o ther A sian countries.

A t the very  tim e w hen a new  and independent 
Indian S tate was em erging w ith in  the fram ew ork of the 
B ritish  Commonwealth, a new  Chinese S tate was also 
em erging as a S tate which is en tirely  free from  the sys
tem  of w orld capitalism. P ara lle l w ith  the bourgeois- 
led Indian N ational Congress, which stands at the helm  
of affairs in a landlord-and-bourgeois-dom inated Indian 
State, th e re  was the  P ro letarian  P a rty  (the Com m unist 
P a rty  of China) heading th e  new  People’s Democratic 
State. A s against th e  Congress proposals of land reform  
in India—proposals w hich w ere calculated to abolish 
sta tu to ry  landlordism  on paym ent of “equitable compen
sation” to landlords—there  was the Chinese Com munist 
ag rarian  reform  w hich to tally  elim inated th e  economic 
and political grip of the landlords over the peasantry. 
These developm ents abroad na tu ra lly  had their im pact 
on the consciousness of our common people who began 
to  th ink  in  term s of sim ilar reform s in  India as well.

The Congress, therefore, had  to m ake several ad just
m ents in the plan of abolition. These adjustm ents m ay 
be sum m arised as follows:

F irstly, the Congress did not equate the abolition of 
landlordism  w ith  the  abolition of the Zam indari system. 
The la tte r was, according to  it, only the first step  towards
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a recasting of the en tire  land system. W hile, to  the im
perialist ru lers, the abolition of the  P erm anen t Settle
m ent was the  beginning and end of land reform , the Con
gress talked  of “rem oval of interm ediaries betw een the 
peasants and th e  S ta te”. N aturally , therefore, land 
reform  legislation should em brace not only the  Zam in
dari, Jag ird a ri and o ther s ta tu to ry  landlord areas, b u t 
the whole country.

Secondly, though the Congress was a t one w ith  the 
im perialist ru lers  in laying down the principle th a t “equi
table com pensation” should be  paid to  the landlords 
when th e ir rights w ere taken  over by the State, the  
Congress was far from  suggesting th e  paym ent of full 
compensation. As a m atte r of fact, th e  various Congress 
Legislations have w orked out a graded scale of com
pensation, th e  biggest layer of landlords receiving as 
com pensation am ounts so low in certain  S tates as th ree  
times and even double the  net income th a t they used to  
get before. I t  would, therefore, be w rong to consider 
th a t th e  big landlords do no t stand to lose anything by 
these legislations: the in terest on the am ounts which the 
biggest landlords get by w ay of compensation is, as a 
m atter of fact, less than  the  re n t which they  used to  get 
before abolition.

T he fact, however, rem ains that, in spite of these 
adjustm ents in  the im perialist plan, the  Congress agra
rian  legislations so fa r adopted do not m aterially  differ 
from the  suggestions m ade by the Bengal L and Revenue 
Commission and the Provincial G overnm ents in th e  pre- 
Independence days. For, though the Congress has, in 
principle, accepted the need for ending landlordism  in 
the Zam indari as well as the Ryotw ari areas, the  legisla
tions so far adopted cover m ainly if not solely the zam in
dari areas. Furtherm ore, the  am ounts of compensation 
and rehabilitation allowances w orked out by the various 
S tate Governm ents are today so huge a dra in  on the
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incomes of th e  peasantry  th a t the abolition of the Zam in
dari system has not m ade any im provem ent in the condi
tions of the peasantry.

That the question of com pensation is vitiating the 
whole range of anti-zam indari legislation is being m ore 
and m ore recognised in dem ocratic circles. The dem and 
for appropriate am endm ents in the anti-zam indari legis
lations in order to cancel the provision for compensation, 
is getting increasing support. This is reflecting itself 
inside the Congress as is clear from  the following observa
tions m ade by  S ri H. D. M alaviya, the  Secretary of the 
Economic and  Political Research D epartm ent of the  
AICC in his book, Land R eform s in  India:

“Abolition of all interm ediaries betw een the  S tate 
and the tille r has been the starting  point of all Congress 
legislations in the post-Independence period, and it is to  
be noted w ith  gratification th a t the abolition of in te r
m ediary in terests has either already been completed or 
is well under w ay in  almost all the  S tates except Assam  
and W est Bengal. The Assam  S tate Acquisition of 
Zam indaries Bill was enacted long ago, bu t certain  
am endm ents became necessary, and th a t too has been 
done, and it m ay b e  expected th a t acquisition w ill com
m ence very  shortly. W est Bengal, came very  late  in  the  
field b u t th ere  too the abo lition ' legislation has been 
passed by the S ta te  Assembly and progress tow ards 
actual abolition is likely to  commence soon.

“In  this connection we w ould like to  discuss briefly 
th e  difficulties th a t m ay arise w ith  regard  to  the  pay
m ent of com pensation to the  dispossessed interm ediaries. 
W e have no au thoritative inform ation as to  th e  to tal 
am ounts involved for all the P a rt ‘A ’, ‘B ’ and ‘C’ States. 
Tables 58 on the following page reproduced from  the 
Reserve B ank of India B ulletin  of Ju n e  1950 w ould give 
an approxim ate idea for the  P a r t  ‘A ’ States.
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TABLE 58

Area involved Amount of compen-
States (in lakh acres) sation (,n crores

Madras 174.16

of Rs.) 

15.5
Uttar Pradesh 525.00 140.0
Bihar 396.94 150.0
Madhya Pradesh (excluding 

merged territories) 394.40 68.5
West Bengal 127.00 25.0
Orissa 100.00 10.5
Assam 16.72 5.0

Total 1734.22 414.0

“T he Table does no t m ention P a rt ‘A ’ S tates of 
Bombay and P un jab  because these are  ryo tw ari areas. 
In term ediary  systems like m aleki, khoti, talukdari, nar- 
wadari, etc., existed in very sm all tracts of Bombay, 
which have been abolished.

“If to these 414 crores be added the sums th a t have 
been paid or will be paid as compensation to the in te r
m ediaries in Hyderabad, S aurash tra, M adhya B harat, 
Rajasthan, V indhya Pradesh, etc., for which no exact 
figures are available, the am ount m ay easily reach any
w here betw een Rs. 500 crores to Rs. 550 crores, if not 
more.

“W hile such becomes the  liability of the S tate, th e  
additional annual revenue w hich will accrue to the S tate 
G overnm ent as a resu lt of abolition is pitifully low com
pared to the compensation th a t will have to be paid.. 
Table 59 [see p. 50], reproduced from  the R eserve B ank 
of India B ulletin  shows additional revenue from  abolition 
of zam indari in P a rt ‘A ’ S tates and its relation to com
pensation paym ents.

“That is, in P a rt ‘A ’ States, w hereas 414 crores of 
rupees will have to be paid as compensation, the addi
tional revenue of the S tate G overnm ent would be m erelv
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TABLE 59

States

Amount of 
compensa

tion
(in crores 
of Rs.)

Additional 
annual re

venue which 
may accrue 
to Govern
ment

(in crores

Additional 
annual re
venue as 
percentage 

of total com
pensation

of Rs.)

Madras 15.5 1.0 6.45
U ttar Pradesh 140.0 7.0 5.0
Bihar 150.0 6.5 4.3
Madhya Pradesh (exclud

ing merged territories) 68.5 2.75 4.0
West Bengal 25.5 1.4 5.6
Orissa 10.5 .67 6.7
Assam 5.0 .20 4.0

Total 414.0 19.52 4.71

19.52 crores of rupees tha t is, a bare  4.71 per cent of the 
to tal compensation payable.

“Looking at the shortage of funds for developm ent 
w ork as visualised in the F ive-Y ear Plan, it m ay be 
w orth-w hile to consider w hether the time is not ripe to 
drastically reduce the scales of compensation payable. 
The sum involved, anyw here in the neighbourhood of 
Rs. 550 crores, nearly  25 per cent of the total visualised 
for the F ive-Y ear P lan, is indeed very  huge and will re 
m ain a constant source of anxiety for the S tate exche
quers for years to come, as the paym ent is to be m ade 
over a num ber of years m ay be 20, 30 or even 40 years 
in some States. M r. K enneth  H. Parsons, Professor of 
A gricu ltural Economics in the U niversity  of Wisconsin, 
U.S.A. who was asked by the  G overnm ent of India to 
study the land reform s in India and subm it his obser
vations, has also said th a t ‘Compensation at current 
va ’ues w ill load the present tenants w~th considerable 
debts.’ (Reply to a question by Mr. S. N. Dwivedy 'rom  
M r. Rafi Ahm ed Kidwai, Union M inister for Food and
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A griculture, in the Ind ian  Parliam ent on D ecem ber 1, 
1953).

“One m ethod of scaling down compensation m ay be 
to fix an upper ceiling to the  to tal sum  payable. Such an 
am ount m ay be rupees ten lakhs. As a m atter of fact 
the U .P. Zam indari Abolition Com m ittee at one stage 
in the course of its deliberation had  fixed a sim ilar ceil
ing on to tal compensation payable, and th e  decision had 
to be a ltered  in view of legal and constitutional 
difficulties.

“Such a ceiling w ould affect only the biggest in ter
mediaries, and we need not argue here  to justify  such 
a step. To argum ents about the dispossessed landow ner 
getting equitable compensation and all tha t—and this 
equity has not unoften been in terp reted  to m ean m arket 
value of land—we m ay only say th a t equity is after all 
a relative term  and the profits which the dispossessed 
ones had had from their landed properties in the form  of 
unearned incomes and other exactions m ay as well be 
taken as having equitably paid  them  for the w orth  of 
land. To a m odern adm inistration, ‘equity’ w ill have to 
be re la ted  to the total social good.” (pp. 433-36)

It should finally be stated th a t the claim very  often 
made by the spokesm en of the Congress th a t the anti- 
Zam indari legislation introduced by the Congress Gov
ernm ents have abolished landlordism  at least in the Za- 
rnindari areas is contested by no less an authority  than  the 
au thor of the “In troduction” to the G overnm ent of Ind ia’s 
own publication, Agrarian Legislations in India, Vol. IV :

“The Acts by them selves a re  not likely to  bring a 
sudden access to the income of the  cultivating class; n o r 
will they  im m ediately rem ove all the exploitative 
elements from  the ru ra l policy. For these, o ther 
com plem entary m easures like regulation of tenancy and
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provision of facilities for im provem ent of land and  for 
be tte r production and sale, w ill be necessary. B ut 
th e  legislation so far review ed seeks to (i) simplify 
existing tenures of land, (ii) establish closer relation 
betw een the  S tate and tenan try , (iii) increase the  
revenue resources of the S tate and (iv) organise ad
m inistrative services, in conform ity w ith  th e  re s t of 
the country, in areas, and in  respect of classes, which 
w ere so long outside their scope. The ex ten t to which 
these objects would be realised w ould depend, in  large 
m easure, on the  speed w ith  which the m achinery needed 
for the im plem entation of the provision of the several 
enactm ents is created and the am ount of co-operation 
tha t is developed betw een these agencies and the  public.”

Chapter IV

P A T T E R N  O F  A G R A R I A N  R E L A T I O N S  
I N  T H E  C O O P E R A T I V E  

C O M M O N W E A L T H

WE saw in the last chapter how the very  developm ent of 
the agrarian  crisis forced im perialism  to shift its position 
from tim e to  tim e and how, in  the final years of its d irect 
rule, it had  to advocate th e  abolition of the P erm anen t 
Settlem ent system  in the very  land of its b irth—Bengal. 
We also saw  how the Congress was, in its tu rn  forced to 
go beyond the lim its set by im perialism —the lim it of 
abolition of the Zam indari system —and to ta lk  about 
“rem oval of interm ediaries betw een the peasants and 
the S ta te”, as well also to  modify the conception of equi
table compensation. It now rem ains for us to exam ine 
how the Congress proceeded to evolve a new p a tte rn  of 
land relations in  the country.

T hat the Congress cannot confine itself to  certain 
legislation abolishing the Zam indari and other form s of 
statu to ry  landlordism , bu t th a t it will have to  tak e  cer
tain o ther steps giving relief to  all sections of the  pea
san try  and improving and m odernising the system  of 
agricu ltural production, was becoming increasingly clear 
as the various S tate Governm ents began to tackle the 
problem  of land and agriculture. This set the  Congress 
leadership thinking on how to organise the whole system  
of agricu lture after s ta tu to ry  landlordism  is abolished. 
This re-th ink ing  on the  p art of th e  Congress leadership 
proceeded through  several stages.

53


