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PREFACE

This little book is based on the talks I gave at the Patna
University in April 1971 as National Lecturer in History under
the University Grants Commission programme. In order to
retain the style and spirit of these lectures I have not introduced
any change. I will fecl happy if some of the questions I have
raised regarding agrarian relations in Mughal times are pursued
further by historians.

The talks were tape-recorded and later typed with the help of
Dr N. P. Verma of Department of History, Patna University.
Professor R. S. Sharma, Dr Qeyamuddin Ahmad and Professoc
Satish Chandra were good cnough to prepare the manuscript
for press. To all of them I express my sincere thanks.

New Delhi S. NURUL HAsAN
January 1973
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1. PROBLEMS, SOURCES AND METHOD

I am happy to have the privilege of addressing a distinguished
gathering on the problems of agrarian history of medieval India
with special reference to agrarian relations. To a learncd audience
like this I need hardly spell out the problems of agrarian history
which are worrying the students of medicval India. Briefly I
shall indicate what appears to me to be some of the most baffling
problems.

First of all—I am saying this not in order of importance—is
the question whether the relationships in India could be con-
sidered to be feudal in character and, if so, what was the nature
of this feudalism? In what ways was it different from the type of
fecudalism that had existed in India in the earlier phase? And
what are the changes, if any, that were taking place in this feudal
structure ?

There is no doubt that in medieval India the surplus produce
was controlled by the intcrmediaries and also a part of it was
appropriated by them. By all accounts the major share of the
surplus went to the amirs, although the process of cultivation and
the rural life was certainly controlled by the zamindar. The
amir could not exist independently of the zamindar. This is a
system which can only be described as feudal if we accept a
totally modificd definition of feudalism. It is mainly a system
(1) in which the major source of production is agricultural pro-
duction, (2) in which a substantial share of the surplus produce
is appropriated by a class which holds power militarily, (3) in
which the economic power of the class which appropriates sur-
plus is based not only on the military strength of that class but
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also on the role that class is playing in the production process,
whether of agricultural production or the subsidiary handicrafts
production, and (4) in which this dominating class in spite of
changes within its fold is by and large a fairly closed group. We
notice that there is very little chance of this class being over-
thrown by those who are actually cultivating or engaged in the
process of cultivation, that it is dominant socially, politically and
militarily, that even the revolts against the imperial government
are dominated by this class and finally that, whilc this class is
dependent on the emperor or the king for its position in many
ways, the imperial system itself is dependent on the support of
this particular class. It is only in this sense that we can call this
system a fcudal system.

But if you usc the word feudal in the western European sense
of the term, then quite obviously we do not have any of the
characteristics of the western European feudalism. I would go
along with Professor R. S. Sharma that the word feudalism should
be used. It should be used because it helps us to understand
certain vital characteristics of a phase of social development
which undergo a change subsequently. This is my rcason for
rejecting the formulation of the Asiatic mode of production. It
appears to me that there is very little cvidence of the existence
of what was deemed to be communal ownership. What was the
village community? It was really the community of the proprietors
in a village, especially where the village happened to be a
bhavyachara village or a village of coparcenaries. But other-
wise, in the sense of the village commune or the village
community holding rights over land as a whole, we. have hardly
any cvidence.

The medieval system has been regarded as “oricntal despotism”,
which, I think, is a very much over-worked word. The most inter-
esting refutation of the theory of oriental despotism is in the
writings of the Britishers who came to India between 1743 and
1793. In that 50-year period they had discussed this question at
great length. If you compare the concept of property as defined
by Blackstone in the pre-Adam Smith period—Blackstone’s com-
mentaries as you know were written before Adam Smith—then
you will find that the concept of property is very similar to the
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<oncept of property that was in existence here. So in that sense
it is basically a feudal relationship, that is to say, the
property is not an exclusive property. The capitalist definition
-of property is the absolute right to use, to abuse and to dispose
-of ; the word abuse is the vital word. This term actually origi-
nated after Ricardo’s thcories began to influence the British
jurists, because the right to abuse property was never recognized
in the pre-capitalist phase. In medieval India the zamindar had
absolute rights in terms of property. But he had simultaneously
the obligation to ensurc that cultivation was continued, and that
wood quality crop (jins-i-kamil) was sown. This system of
overlapping and overriding rights undergoes a change in the
<apitalist system, where taxation acquircs a meaning totally dif-
fecrent from the pre-capitalist relationship. Since I find a great
deal of similarity between the concept of property in Mughal
times and the concept defined by Blackstone in the pre-physio-
cratic and pre-Adam Smith phase, I suggest that the Mughal
:system was feudal and pre-capitalist in character.

Coming to the concrete aspect of the agrarian relations in
medieval India, the problem has become particularly acute be-
-causc we notice two very distinct elements in the ruling class, by
‘which I mean the class that was enjoying the benefits of surplus
agricultural production. From the time of the Sultanate in par-
ticular—I am not denying the cxistence of this class earlier—we
-observe that there are two entircly different elements, the ele-
ment which the medieval historians have started calling the nobi-
lity or the umara (pl. of amir), to use the contemporary Persian
term, and the hereditary landed classcs, be they chieftains, or
the various types of intermediaries or the proprietors of land
-of other descriptions. These two mutually exclusive classes sub-
'sequently began to merge with each other or established over-
lapping relationships with each other, and yet retained their dis-
tinct identity, and this poses a number of problems which I shall
not attempt to answer in this very short time. Nor do I have the
.competence to answer these questions even to my own satisfac-
tion, leave alone to your satisfaction.

The questions that arise are : Did this constitute double ex-
ploitation ? Or if there was no double exploitation, what was
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the fundamental relationship between these two distinct elements.
of society, and in what way did it affect the organization of
Indian polity and society ? And this naturally takes us to the
next problem of agrarian history. What was the nature of the
medicval state in terms of social relationships ? Was this statc
dominated by one section or the other ? Was it fundamentally
assisting one group of the agrarian ruling class or the other ?
What was the nature of contradictions between these various.
classes? And what was the overall and net impact of these
contradictions on the social situation prevailing during the medie-
val period ?

Some time ago it was treated as axiomatic that basically the
social relationships in India rcmained constant, and that there
was no change. This was a view which was first put forward by
various British authors, and in a way it was accepted by the
late Dr K. M. Ashraf. But while this statement can be accepted
as true in a very, very broad sense, the question still arises :
How broad is the sense in which we can accept it? Because we do
find numerous changes taking place in the position of various.
elements of the ruling class or the nobility from the lower to the
higher, from the higher back to the lower, constant struggles and
strifes frequently expressing themselves in military struggles,
sometimes remaining basically and fundamentally economic strug-
gles, with the state or the statc apparatus, if you prefer to usc
that term, playing a definite part in this struggle. And thesc
changes are there for us to scc if we care to do so. Therefore we
are not able to accept any longer the old hypothesis of a static
medieval society ; it was a changing society. But we still do not
know what was the nature of this change, what was the direction
of this change, and what factors caused this change. However,,
the broad outline seems to be discernible, and this takes us to our
next problem.

Was this society capable of transforming itself ? This question:
has becn posed by different scholars in different ways. But basic-
ally the problem remains the same. Some people have asked :
Could India or Indian society have developed into a capitalist
society or a modern industrial society if the British had not
intervened? As students of history we are all allergic to playing
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the game of “ifs” of history. It is fruitless to speculate on' the “ifs”
of history, it is even unprofessional and unhistorian-like to
do so.

Having said so, I still want to pose the question : Could our
society have been transformed into an industrial society or into a
«capitalist society or into a modern society if the British and the
other Europeans had not intervened ? Whether it would have
happened or not is a different matter. The question is : Was our
society capable of doing so ? Did it have within itself the germs
.of social change or was it too static ?

Once we come to discuss this issue several matters deserve our
consideration. For example, the problem which was posed rather
sharply in the 19th century by diverse writers was : Was there
a village community in India ? And if so, what was its nature ?
What did it mean ? Did it mean communal ownership of land
«during the medicval period, or was land basically individually
owned ? Did agricultural self-sufficiency, and self-sufficiency
of the village or a group of small villages in fact exist ? Or was
trade, internal as well as overseas, carried on a large scale ? Was
the economy developing into a monetary economy ? And if there
was the growth of monetary economy, how fundamental was this
growth ? After all the use of money has been in existence from
the fifth century B.C., but this does not necessarily mean that the
country in general, and especially agrarian society in general, had
developed a full-fledged monetary economy. And what was the
role of money ? Was it merely an instrument of exchange ?
‘Was the exchange carricd on fundamentally through the barter
system or was moncy economy in its modern sense playing a
significant part ? In this connection we cannot ignore the fact:
Was production increasing and expanding ? Was the technique
of agricultural production undergoing any change ? Was there
any factor contributing to change ? Was there an agrarian crisis ?
And if there was an agrarian crisis, what do we mean by it?
Did it mecan the collapse of agriculture ? Did it mean the collapse
of agrarian relationships ?

In this connection I need hardly emphasize before an audience

like this the importance of village industries. I think that one of
the major points which we should consider is this : Why was it
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that Gandhiji came to the conclusion that the uplift of Indiam
rural society was linked up with the revival of village industries ?
Does it mean that when Gandhiji was born the memory of village:
industrics was still so vivid and its collapse still so apparent that
he concluded that if the countryside in India is to be put back
on its feet the village industries must be revived ? If so, are we
conscious of the extent and the magnitude of village industrics
which existed in India before India was drawn into the vortex
of modern industrial economy ? It is obvious that no study of
agrarian relationships will be adequate unless simultancously we:
investigate the nature and extent of village handicrafts.

This takes us back to an earlier question but in a slightly modi-
fied form : What was the overall impact of the state system and
of the changing statc policics on all these different facets of
agrarian relationships ? Quite obviously the economy of our coun-
try had been in medieval times, as it still is, primarily an agra-
rian economy. We were not facing the type of difficulty whice
was being faced in the West, that is to say, agricultural produc-
tion had apparently reached thc platcau which made further ex-
pansion virtually impossible. We in India until about six years ago
were so firmly convinced of the capacity of our land to yield more
agricultural produce by cxtending and expanding cultivation that
even during the Second World War and afterwards the slogan of
“grow more food” meant digging up your lawns! If there was
any lawn in a university or elsewhere, wheat was sown and
grown therein. And this was the theme which you can find
throughout the medieval period. In most of the Mughal docu-
ments that have survived, instructions arc continuously given for
expanding the area under cultivation. The exact wordings were
“populate more land”, which obviously meant bringing more arcas
under cultivation. In pursuance of their policy of extending the
cultivated area, the emperors frecly bestowed zamindari rights
on those who would bring forest and waste under cultivation.
It is also significant that thc majority of the madad-i-ma‘ash
grants (revenue-free grants given for charitable purposes) related
to uncultivated land. So the overall impact of the state on agra-
rian relations is another problem which must concern us and to
which, I confess, we do not know any satisfactory answer.
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These are some qf the major problems of agrarian relationships
which we l}avg to tackle, but we are not fully in a position to do
so. The principal cayge of our failure to do so lies in the nature
of the source materjy) that we have. As everybody knows, these
were not the propjems that really exercised the minds of the
medicval intelligentsia, and therefore the writers of the medieval
period in general dgig not expound their views on these questions.
Even where there gpe references to agrarian relationships, they
are in fhe nature of broad comments—rather like those one hears
in Parliament today wherein the prejudices of an individual based
on limited .observation are sought to be put across as a generalized
fact covering the entire Indian situation. Such statements and
comments, and the type of comments we ourselves make cvery

day, are certainly not based either on any empirical assessment
or on any statistical analysis.

Let me give you another example. Some of us may believe
that there has been po change in the Indian agrarian siuation for
the last 500 ycars. Byt really the Indian situation has radically
changed. There has been a complete revolution; old values
have disappeared and a totally new society has been born. The
nature of the change is described in various ways depending
upon the class to which the speaker may belong. If he belongs
to the zamindar class which is tending to lose its power, the
generalizations will be of this type : What has happened ? These
illiterate and uncducated people have come into power, there is
no law and order in the countryside. On the other hand if he
belongs to the newly emerging rich peasant class then he will
remark: Oh, what a social change there has been! If he belongs
to the class of landless peasantry, he will express his total dis-
satisfaction with this change, and so on. Such attitudes can be
obscrved even today when we have the means of securing
statistical information, when we can go and make empirical
observations, when social sciences have developed so much, and
when we have advanced means of communication, mass media.

Therefore for a medieval observer to make comments with
any sense of proportion, I think, would be impossible. I am em-
phasizing this point because many of us have tended to write
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books on history on the basis of the observations of contemporaries
or on the basis of the generalizations made by contemporaries, es-
pecially of the foreign travellers. Is there any reason to assume
that Bernier was more competent than Katherine Mayo for cx-
ample ? It is difficult to accept Bernicr’s statement that the pea-
santry was better off under the autonomous rajas than in the
rest of the empire, not only because the French doctor’s prejudice
in favour of feudal rights apparently clouded his judgement, but
also because the available original records indicate that the rate
of assessment of land revenue and other taxes charged from the
peasants in the territories of the chiefs was not lower than that
in the contiguous areas outside the chief’s dominions.! But where-
as Katherine Mayo’s observations are rejected out of hand,
Bernier’s are regarded as sacred.

Can we really understand such a complex problem as that of
agrarian relations on the basis of these comments whether by
Indians or by foreigners who came and visited India ? I have
had the occasion to read, and, I am sure, historians of modern
India must have seen numcrous examples, the reporting by offi-
cials from the districts. If we look carefully into them we find
how absurd many of these reports have been and how factually
incorrect they tend to be. This is the case with the reports of
people who were actively engaged in tackling administrative
problems. We will thercfore be justified in saying that a casual
comment made by any one must be serutinized in order to see
to what extent it is true. You can see my difficulty in accept-
ing general comments and observations, whether by Indians
or by foreigners. Take statements like this : In the reign of such
and such a king everything was good, but in the reign of so and
so cverything was bad. We know that whatever happened before
our times appears to be good to most of us; that old days are
always “good old days”, and the present is always the “bad
present”.  Why should we really waste so much of our time and
energy in attempting to understand the agrarian relationship of

1 The arsattas of parganas Amber and Sawai Jaipur, when compared
with those of parganas Chatsu and Hindaun, reveal a general similarity
in the rates of assessment.

4
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Medieval India in terms of such observations and comments? if this
Method is to be totally rejected for understanding the present
Social sjtuation in India, why does it become a valid method for
uﬂderstanding the social situation in the medieval period ? And
yet what are we to do? If we do not accept them, where do
Wwe g0 9
We can take the view that we will keep on studying history in
the exact manner our forefathers did. We will keep on filling
the “gaps” of medieval Indian history which means one monograph
Or cach king, and what has not been written on is the “gap” which
is casily identified. The chapters are ready-made: The first is
ancestry, birth and early childhood; the second is accession and
the problems of accession; the third is wars and conquests; the
fourth is minor wars and rebellions; the fifth is administration;
and the sixth is society and culture during the age. I am not
attempting to denigrate the importance of such studies. If that
Work had not been done, we would not be sitting together and
talking of newer problems. Today we can talk, and I am saying
it with all humility, of a radically new way of research because of
the excellent work already done by our predecessors. But arc
we for ever and ever going to write history on the old
Pattern and filling the gaps of this type? Because if we are not
‘going to fill the gaps of this type, then what is the type of source
material that we have ? We cannot manufacture the source mate-
tial ; I wish we could. Only we cease to be historians if we do
that. Then what do we do ?

The nature of the source material is going to condition partly
the nature of our research, and yet we have to break through
‘and evolve newer methods so that with the same type of source
material we are able to answer the type of questions that are
‘worrying us. This mecans having a second look at our source
material and attempting new methods of investigation. Now one
of the mcthods is that you subject your chronicles to a quanti-
tative analysis so that the qualitative statements can then be
-checked up with the actual quantitative data. I know that in this
audience perhaps I am disrespectfully quoting thc example of
‘Sher Shah, but I will remind you that if you take the principal
sourcc of the reign of Sher Shah, namely Abbas Sarwani’s book,
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in the last few pages thefe is an account of the administration of

¢ Shah, an account which led the late K. R. Kanungo in 1921 to
(Sigzcribe exactly how Sher Shah administered his kingdom. There is
a statement that Sher Shah divided his kingdom into a number
of sarkdrs. In each. o.f the sarkars he appointed a shigdar-i-shiq-
Jardn and a munsif-i-munsifan on the basis of which the more
sophisticated among our schf)lars draw very nice charts and dia-
grams how Sher Shah administered his kingdom. I started by
accepting this. Then [ thought let us sce how many indivi-
duals were appointed  shigdar-i-shigdaran. In the  whole of
Garwani's book, l?arring these last four pages, there is no
reference to any single individual having been appointed shigdar-
i.shigdaran of such and such a sarkdr. There is a variety of titles.
wf,{ch are used: walt, hakim, amin, etc. All these terms are used,
put what is never used is the term shiqdar-i-shiqdaran, This is
just to illustrate how we take things for granted without carefully
consulting the original sources.

we cannot understand anything about Sher Shah’s reign unless.
we study Abbas Sarwani’s book with great care. And yet this
obscrvation of Abbas Sarwani when subjected to a quantitative-
analysis creates doubts in our minds. Now I am not going into-
the controversy why he used these terms. For example, a chroni-
cler may write that in the reign of so and so this happened to the
nobles, but such an observation has to be supported by facts and
figures. For example, my collcague Dr Athar Ali decided to make-
out a list of all the nobles of the reign of Aurangzeb, and establish
the pattern of their promotion and the grade of the mansab they
attained. It.is hard work, but oncc such a list is prepared it
enables us to discard faulty generalizations.

Exaggeration is not a virtue which we have acquired only
lately. We have the cxperience of it for centuries. All of us like to
generalize, and it depends on what the mood of the author is at:
a given moment, what his historical prejudices are, and what he-
sincerely believes to be true although his contemporaries may
not be accepting those things to bc true. And then there
is that wondcrful institution, the bazar gossip, which many
of the westerners tended to believe in and to reproduce.
And yet even when we know that a particular person could haye:
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O other gecess to information except the bazdr gossip we still
Fcnd 10 acccpt his statcment. Therefore every statement becon.les
N a sepge subject to scrutiny and confirmation. I am not sayfng
.that every statement is to be disbclieved. All that I am submitting.
IS that we have to cvolve new methods of subjecting these gene-
l'?llized statements to rigorous criticism on the basis of (a) quan-
litative analysis, and (b) the statement of facts which are narrated
as first-hand observations. We must see whether the generalizations
Which haye been made are borne out by the actual narratives.
e have to put the question in such a manner that the narrative
IS made to yield at least some information on the types of prob-
lems that are worrying us. For example, let us concretely examine
the incidents mentioned by the chroniclers having a bearing on the
I‘Clationships between any of thc nobles and any of the ruling
chiefs. Let us collect all these facts, analyze them and sift them;
Maybe the picture that begins to emerge is more reliable than the
one that has been commonly madc. If we come across the state-
ments of the chroniclers that on such and such an occasion th
Zamindars were for the king or against the king, then we can test
them with the present sophisticated techniques of analysis, which
Will enable us to define the type of relationship, the nature of rela-
tionship, the regional variations, if any, the changes in terms of
time that were taking place. The question of revenue adminis-
tration, on which therc is a great deal of information, can also be
subjected to this type of investigation.

If we change our focus from revenue administration to agra-
rian relations, then a close study of the revenue administration in
itself will give us some worthwhile information about this sub-
ject. Fortunately in regard to rcvenue administration, we have
two types of material apart from the chronicles. First, there are
the innumcrable administrative manuals, dastirul ‘amals. Das-
turul ‘amal has its limitations. Like all manuals, we can assume,
it must have been observed more in its breach. And yet these
manuals, if scrutinized properly, can yield a great deal of infor-
mation. I am giving you as an instance the classification of land
by Akbar for the purposes of assessment of revenue, a classifica-
tion which was based not on fertility but on continuity of produc-
tion. I am referring to the polaj, parauti, chachar and banjar form
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ssification. But there is, on the other hand, a gencral state-
he Ain-i-Akbari that land was classified into threce
sories, the good, the middling and the bad, although nothing
’catfﬁer is said about the good, the middling and the bad. How-
ﬂ‘l/l;r there is considerable detailed description of what is polaj,
'fyha; is chdchar, wha't is banjar, and what .is pa:rau[i_ If we link
it up with the qther Instructions that are given In .that text, the
instruction to brmg_more and more land under cultivation and to
take various .steps if a particular village becomes deseried, then
we have a fairly clear picture of the basic policy of the state.

It appears that onc of the most serious problems that the
administration encountered at that time was how to bring under
cultivation land which had either never been brought under culti-
vation or which had gone out of cultivation. And therefore con-
cessional rates of revenue and such other things as the grant of
zamindarl rights were given so that this could be implemented.
The administrative manuals also define various types of rights
and other institutions. I have a feeling that if we continue the
investigations which we are making in many of our universities
by analyzing thesc administrative manuals more carcfully, we
will be able to get considerable information on the problems of
agrarian relations.

The other type of revenue documents is the original revenue
records which fortunately for us have survived in various places.
The two biggest collections are, as you know, in Bikancr and in
Hyderabad. In Bikaner for the 17th and 18th centuries we have
the most complete records of the former princely house of Jai-
pur. We know that many parganas were held by the rulers of
Amber, cither as their watay jagir or as jagir or in any other form,
and the detailed abstract of each pargana with thc details of each
village were maintained ; many of these have fortunately surviv-
ed. I am referring to the arsattas. Several papers have been writ-
ten on the nature of the arsatta records. I have myself done some
work in relation to the information contained in these records.
For example, if we get information regarding the detailed reve-
nue collected village-wise or pargana-wise, one of the things we
.can do is to detect the changing proportion as between the kharif
and the rabi‘ harvests. Is the revenue collected from kharif grow-

of cla
ment in t
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ing in proportion to the revenue collected from rabi’ over a
period of years in a fairly large area? We may find this tendency
in 5-6 parganas or perhaps even more. I have made an analysis
of 6 parganas. It seems that between 1663 and 1743 the pro-
portion of revenue from the rabi‘ crops increases compared to
that from the kharif crops. Now this region is situated in eastern
Rajasthan between Jaipur, and Delhi and Agra, and we know
that this area depends for irrigation almost entirely on rainfall.
Therefore traditionally the kharif harvest has been the principal
harvest. Hence if the relative position of the rabi harvest has
been increasing it means that morc inputs have been going into
cultivation. Without more inputs we cannot have more rabi’
production in that part of our country. This poses never problems.
Where is this investment coming from ?

Let us take another aspect of the same problem which I
attempted to investigate—that is to say, let us find out the mode
of assessment and the amount of revenue assessed. In attempting
to bring the two scts of figures on thc same scale, a serious
difficulty arises. You will cither get the quantity where it is ghalla-
bakhshi or the area where it is zabf. Now the two cannot always
be put on the same scale because some of the crops were assessed
on the basis of crop-sharing where the total production is given
in terms of quantity whereas some were assessed on the basis of
bighas, and you get the total area under cultivation.

I posed this problem before the late D. D. Kosambi, and, the
brilliant mathematician that he was, he suggested a formula which
to his mind was very simple, but it is very very complex. The
original intention was that we would take all the data to him and
request him to work it out, but as bad luck would have it he
died. He was the only statistician who said how the two types of
cvidence could be put on the same scale. After his death I pro-
cceded on the basis of whatever little I could understand of his
suggestion. It was possible to work out the area under each crop
in the two harvests as also the yield in terms of quantity per bigha.
The picture that emerged more or less confirmed the impression
gained from a comparison of the amount of revenue realised from
the two harvests.

Further, if fhanges in the cropping pattern are taking place,
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then coupled with this change in the relative position of the
kharif and rabi* harvests and changes in cropping production we
can start cxamining (a) whether any extension of cultivation is
taking place or (b) whether the yield or productivity of land is
going up. Another problem which we could tackle by utilizing
these revenuc statistics is to find out the changes in the price
level.

Changes in the price level present an interesting featurc. If
there is a sharp fall in the price of one commodity in one part
of Rajasthan it is very soon reflected in a similar fall in the price
of the same commodity in a very different part of Rajasthan, and
if this change in the price situation also corresponds to the change
in price situation as available from the European Company
records, then it is quite clear that there is no sclf-sufficicncy of
the village economy. If there was a sclf-sufficient village system
how is it that the products of different parts of the country were
being made available to the villager ? Some statistics from Ben-
gal bearing on this subject have survived. If we take those along
with the information contained in the arsattas of Rajasthan, we can
see that the system in East Bengal was not so totally different
from the system in castern Rajasthan. We come across the nirkh
bazar where fluctuations in prices were well reported in terms of
different types of currency, and so on.

What is significantly absent in these rccords is a document
which is also found in Bihar but which is more common in UP
and in the other parts of our country and which is a traditional
document, that is to say the ficld book. It provides all the rele-
vant details about the ficld under cultivation. It tells us : Who
is its cultivator? Who is its owner? What is cultivated? Un-
fortunately this particular document has not survived in good
numbers for the different parts of the country. Had it been
so, many of the problems on which we are speculating today
would have been conclusively solved.

The earliest revenue documents prepared by the Bri-
tish administrators in the second half of the 18th cen-
tury have not yet becn given sufficicnt attention. As you
know, when the British first came to Bengal and acquired
diwami rights they had to offer their comments on what the land
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system was. They had to answer these questions: Who was the
proprictor of the soil ? What were the rights of the different cate-
gorics of zamindars ? There were sharp differences of opinion
amongst extremely knowlcdgeable British administrators such as
Warren Hastings, Philip Francis, James Grant, Sir John Shore
and Boughton Rouse, to quote only a few. Each one of them put
forward his own theory. There is no doubt that these people
made actual observations. Assuming that they were influenced
by their own prejudices and predilections, as Ranjit Guha has
rightly pointed out in Rule of Property in Bengal, assuming that
they were trying to understand the Indian situation in terms of
their own expericnce, the question that arises is : How is it that
the information given by the Indians is equally contradictory ?
And becausc of this I started examining the nature of informa-
tion supplied by the Indians.

Fortunately the bulk of this material has survived in the vari-
ous librarics of Britain and Europe, but most of it is preserved
in the India Office, all in Persian. I have ventured to give my own
hypothesis regarding the sharp differences of opinion émong these
Indians who were writing. I consider it to be symptomatic of
social change that each person described one aspect of land rights
at a given point of time, and this naturally resulted in the con-
fusion we notice. However, that is neither here nor there. For
the first time in these documents the questions were posed and
answers given as to the identity of the proprietor. There were
several other issues. How did proprietary rights emerge ? What
were the details of these proprietary rights ? How was succes-
sion sanctioned? What happened if a person went away and
left his land? What happened if someone clse acquired the
right of collection, and so on?

These questions were put particularly on four occasions, in
1772, in 1775, in 1787, and finally in 1788. One questionnaire
had 14 questions, another had 52 questions which is the most
dctailed, and then there were two with 4 questions each. These
questions and answers have survived, and are very important
for understanding the views of individuals. But at the same time
what has survived is a detailed account in over 52 volumes of
the revenue administration of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa and of
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the revenue administration of the whole of the Mughal empire.
Figures are available. There is one series which gives the chan-
ges in jagir holdings. We can subject such statements to a quan-
titative check. For instance, we have a statement that during the
Mughal empire after Akbar the transfers of jagirs were very fre-
quent. Now here the jagirs arc arranged subah-wise, sarkar-wise
so that we can check such observations. We can detect these
changes and answer a number of questions. How frequent these
changes were ? Is this tendency to be observed everywhere ? Or
is it confined to a few areas ? Are there any differences between
the outlying provinces and the central provinces ?

Again, the details about the zamindars, the jotddrs are avail-
ablc at least so far as Bengal, Bihar and Orissa are concerned.
This could be subjected to further analysis. There are some other
documents which I have not found in Persian except by way of
examples, but the translations of these documents are to be found
in the revenue consultations of Bengal; thesc are the pattas (docu-
ments stating assessed revenue demand). The patta is of every
type, the patta as well as the muchalka (undertaking to pay) and
the gabidliat (document recording acceptance of revenue demand).
These have been translated, and a fairly good cross-section of
the pattas is to be found in the revenue records of the East India
Company so far as Bengal is concerned for the period 1765 to
1793. 1 am a little doubtful about depending entirely on this
type of material because the examples may not be typical. It
may not be a fair sample. But if we use this sample together with
the sample which has survived in the original Persian, perhaps
some sort of a generalization would become valid. This is roughly

the naturc of the source material for agrarian history which is
available to us.

I have not deliberately referred to the very important source
which we have to use constantly and to which I have made
references, that is to say, the records left by the trading companies.
The trading company records arc very important, but they
arc not directly important for this purpose. I have also
not referred to another mine of information because my

study of these documents has been much too

inade-
quate; I have in mind

the Portuguese records. I learnt
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a little bit of Portuguese about three years ago. Although
it was not enough for me to be able to use this, it was enough
to be able to understand the nature of these records. The Portu-
guese records should throw a great deal of light on many of the
problems of the economic history of the period. Some of my
friends in England were good enough to translate copies of Por-
tuguese documecnts that arc available in the India Office. With
the help of these translations and with the help of some other
translations which have been made in the India Office, I have
been able to get a general idea of the typc of information that is
contained in the Portuguese records. But I am sorry to say that
I have not used the records of Goa. I hope that someone who
knows medieval history and Portuguese as well will take the
trouble of going through the available records at Goa and try
to see what light can be thrown on agrarian relations by them.



II. ORGANIZATION OF AGRARIAN ECONOMY

Earlier, I attempted to focus attention on somec of the
most important problems of agrarian relations and the difficulty
in answering the questions relating to thc agrarian history of the
period because of the naturc of the source material. I also indi-
cated some of the methods which might be uscfully employed in
studying agrarian relations.

I shall now touch very briefly on those aspects which I think are
now more or less accepted, and hazard a few hypotheses in
relation to the changes that were taking place. From what I have
said earlier it will be apparent that what I am submitting for your
consideration here can only be a tentative hypothesis ; much
more work has to be done before we can say anything with cer-
tainty. Then there is another important consideration. Our coun-
try is so vast and its geography so varied, that its economy can-
not be exactly the same at any time. And yet, as a result of the
cstablishment of the Mughal empire, some uniformity was intro-
ducced into the institutions. Therefore, althouch it is possible for
us to make gencralizations for the country as a whole, we must
remember that in many cases these generalizations would be
oversimplified.

Broadly speaking, the bulk of agricultural economy in India
during the medieval period was of two types—the free peasant
cconomy and the tenant-cultivator cconomy. I think, it is now
accepted that the most important form of rural organization was
the free peasant economy. I would first like to indicate the type
of ecvidence on the basis of which it can be said that the frce
peasant economy was the dominant form of rural organization.
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It was the constant endeavour of the Mughal state to ensure
that cultivation was extended ; the extension of cultivation could
not naturally be carried out by an average agricultural labourer
who did not have the resources to do so. In one of the 18th
«<entury documents relating to the present state of Bihar we have
<come across a term which may be peculiar only to this part but
which nevertheless does indicate a general type. The word used
is halmir, that is to say, a person who had at his disposal four or
more ploughs, and usually the extension of cultivation was under-
taken by persons who could command four or more ploughs.
And a person who brought new land under cultivation was, in
accordance with the Hindu as well as the Mohammedan law as
it was then understood, entitled to be recognized as the proprietor
of that soil. In Mughal terminology he would be recognized
as the zamindar and also as the malik of that parti-
cular piece of land. There is definite evidence from the 16th,
17th and 18th centuries that persons who brought new areas
‘under cultivation were recognized as the malik or the proprietors
of the land.? The India Office series of documents, which I men-
tioned carlicr, also contain frequent references to jotdars.
For any land, the following questions were asked: Who
is its proprietor or in whose jotdari does it lie? In whose
ta'llugdari is it? And in whose zamindari is it situated?

The jotdar can have only one meaning, and that is a free pea-
sant cultivator. He may or may not do the cultivation himself
but nevertheless he would be responsible for carrying on the
cultivation. We also come across in medieval documents the
‘words krsaka and kisan used in much the same sense. The term
kisan is used in the 18th century, but krsaka occurs even earlier.
The term ra‘tyyat, which is most commonly used in the Mughal
-documents, is, as I attempted to show, mainly used for a zamin-
dar. But, in the manner the word ra‘iyyat is used in different

. 2In an article presented by Professor Satish Chandra and Dilbagh
-Singh to the Indian History Congress scssion held in December 1972.
“Stratification and Structure in Rural Socicty in Eastern Rajasthan”.
cvidence is cited of peasants coming from outside the village, with
their ploughs, to cultivate banjar land. Such peasants, termed pahir,
had maliki rights.
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chronicles, it seems that these were large pcasant proprietors.
The word muzdra‘ is also used and is supposed to be distinct
from the term ra‘iyyat, and muzdra® would include not merely
the peasant proprietor but also the tenant-cultivator, and this, I
think, is the only justification for using two distinct terms, thc
ri‘dgya and the muzara‘. However literally ri‘dya means subject,
and muzdra‘, one who lives on cultivation.

When the British came here they were a little worried about
these terms, and so they asked some of the knowledgeable per-
sons to define the word muzdra’. We have some very interesting.
definitions of the term muzdra‘. In spite of the confusion in these
definitions, it is absolutely clear that the term muzdra® is used
almost invariably for the person who is undertaking cultivation
himself. Muzara‘ incidentally is also used in the sense of a reve-
nue farmer, but from the manner the word muzdra is used in the
Mughal documents it is clear that it does not recfer to revenuc
farmer. The term ra‘iyyat would be used for both thc zamindars
who would be conducting cultivation through tenant-cultivators
as well as for free peasant cultivators.

In the Rajasthani documents the term ri‘@ya is almost always

used in a sense that approximates morc or less to the frec pea-
sant cultivator.

Professor Irfan Habib has discussed the term khudkasht at
some length, and it has also been discussed by Morcland. We
should not get confused by the definition which is given by the
carlicr British administrators; the definition of khudkasht which
is rather unusual is given in the Introduction to the Amini
Commission Report. Khudkasht, according to that definition and'
also according to a minute of Warren Hastings and Boughton
Rouse, is the land of the cultivator who cultivates it in the village
where he stays; it is different from the pahikasht, that is to say,
the land which a person cultivates in a village other than the onc
to which he belongs. Now this is in my opinion a confusing
definition of the world khudkasht.

The word khudkasht is well understood even now; at least

before 1947 it was very well understood as a person who him-
self organizes cultivation, and that is the sense in which Jahangir



Organizaton of Agrariun Economy 21

had used so that his ‘@mils were instructed not to make the lands
of the ri‘aya their own khudkasht.

Khudkasht land therefore, according to this carly British defi-
nition, would indicatc the land where the bulk of the people were
«<ultivating lands or living. This is really an indication of the
special type of proprietary rights.

From the date of the Amini Commission Report, it will be
clear that after that the word “zamindar” began to be used for
revenue farmers by the British ; quite obviously they could not
wse the term zamindar in the sense it was intended to be used in
the carlier period. Again, from the manner in which the madad-i-
ma‘ash documents werc drafted, it will bec noticed that in most
©of these grants the land given was described as zamin-i-uftadah
qabil-i-zira‘t, that is to say, the land which is uncultivated but
which is cultivable and which is not included in the revenue rolls.
Evidently the person to whom madad-i-ma‘ash is granted would
be a religious person; he could be a Hindu or a Muslim.
The Mughal farmdns published by Dr K. K. Datta contain a
number of madad-i-ma‘ash grants that were given as donations
to non-Muslims or to retired officials ; it could be given as a
pension sometimes. I have comc across two such  madad-i-ma‘ash
grants whose copics cxist in the Khudabakhsh Library ; these
were granted to persons who had been rendering service. One is
in a collection which I have not been able to identify ; the other
is in the well-known collection, Insha-i-Harkaran.

The madad-i-ma‘csh grants required confirmation at the acces-
sion of cach'monarch, but the hereditary succession was not inter-
fered with usually. In duc coursc the madad-i- ma‘ash grants also
acquired the character of zamindari, as appears from the sale-
«deeds of madad-i-ma‘ash lands in thc 18th century. As the Bri-
tish administrators make out, most of these madad-i-ma‘ash hold-
crs or revenue-free grantces acquired proprietary rights or almost
semi-proprictary rights. But this could only be possible if this
was the dominant form of making revenue-frec grants. I mean
unless there was a large number of persons holding two to three
hundred bighas of land which they were cultivating themselves,
this particular form of giving revenue-free grant would not have
been so common. This is the standard form which obtained in
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almost the whole country from Gujarat tg Bengal, and from
Kashmir to the Deccan. If you also sce the Jig; of éon cessional
jandholders in the arsattas of Rajasthan, there again you get a
similar picture that there are persons who are holdine 50-100-
200 bighas of land ; they are either exempteq fp, b

5 ! om payment of
revenue Of required to pay only concessiona] revenue

what I am trying to make out is that we find a very large
aumber of persons holding 50-200-300 bighas of land, many of
whom were also doing cultivation themselves, But at,the same
time they werc organizing cultivation in other ways also. Only
a few documents of the actual field book called the ghatauni be-
Jonging to the late 18th century have survived, byt T have no.
doubt that the examples they give would be typical. I have
not come across the Ahatauni of any village having morc than
10 names in the field book—10 names as proprietors. So, broadly
speaking, one could say what thesc were; they could not be
large zamindars, but they would be, by and largé, free peasants.
Place namcs also throw some light on the system, A careful study
of thesc would be rewarding.

The organization of cultivation was roughly as follows : Some
of thesc were sclf-cultivating peasants who were carrying on
cultivation with the help of their collaborators, especially in the:
bhayydchira system, of which there is plenty of evidence right
from the Ain-i-Akbart onwards. Mecmbers of a clan group
utilized the services of what seems to be known a little later in
the Mughal period as the khidmatipraja. The kpidmatipraja al-
most always consists of what we now call the scheduled castes,
who were not permitted to hold land themsclves, who were ex-
pected to render labour scrvices of different types, and who in
return for this were cither given strips of land at the very borders
of the village or a share of the produce for having rendered cus-
tomary services. It is therefore very clear that in this organization
caste was playing a very important role. Not enough work has.
been done by us on the role of caste in the organization of agri-
culture at the grassroots level. The taboo regarding ploughing
by higher caste people made it necessary that there should be a
considerable body of agricultural labourers for ploughing and
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performing other agricultural services, leaving the rest of the
process of cultivation to the peasant proprietors.

Many of the peasant proprietors, there is evidence to show,
gave out their land on a sharccropping basis, a system which
survives even today in many parts of the country. In Bengal the
whole of the rebhigd movement in the forties of the present
century was based on the demand for two-thirds of the crop for
the sharecroppers, leaving one-third to the owner of the land.
We come across the customary one-third rate in medieval times
also, which may have continued from the ancient period. In the
medieval period cvidence suggests that where the seed and other
inputs were provided by the landholder, in whose name the field
stood, the actual agricultural labourer got one-third; on the other
hand where the inputs were provided by thc labourer himself
he took two-thirds and gave the landholder one-third of the
produce. I do not think that any substantial percentage of these
peasant proprictors was engaged in the actual cultivation almost
entircly with their own labour, though the available evidence on
this point is totally inadequate. It is nccessary to go deeper into
the cvidence, but my overall impression is that very few of these
peasant proprictors were carrying on cultivation entirely by them-
selves.

These peasant proprietors were holding the milkiyar rights,
and as such they were recognized as zamindars unless, for other
reasons which we shall discuss a little later, their zamindari rights
were suppresscd. These persons also enjoyed the right to sell
their property. Hereditary succession among the males was recog-
nized. Why the females were excluded we can only guess. The
personal law of succession of the Muslims was not applicable. In
this case all the evidence points to that. It was considered neces-
sary, however, that either with the change of proprictary rights
or of succession there will be a renewal of the patta. And in the
case of large owners, which we shall discuss a little later, a formal
sanad from the higher officers was needed. The patta meant
that it was the responsibility of the new proprietor to pay the
stipulated revenue for which he submitted a muchalka (under-
taking) and a zamini (surety). Since the surety had to be provid-
ed in all such cases, the practice operated as one of the major
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factors leading to the rise of the moneylender in the village. As
cash payment became more and more common, the local money-
lender accepted whatever currency the landholder paid and
charged the batta (commission) for converting it into the stan-
dard currency. The landholder was responsible for maintaining
the continuity of cultivation and cnsuring that the land did not
go out of cultivation so that the revenue did not suffer. He was
also responsible for ensuring the continuous cultivation of supe-
rior crops or jins-i-kamil, a term which is still used in revenue
terminology in many of our villages. If such a peasant proprietor
left the land it would be temporarily given to somebody else.
But the proprietor would still be entitled to reccive the malikdana
and to get back the land whenever he was in a position to take
it back; the malikana rights in this case were usually 10 per cent
of the gross produce. The principal obligation of such a person
was to render or to submit revenue, malguzari. Whosoever
happened to be the primary proprietor was held responsible for
payment of the imperial revenue, but he would be entitled to

hold back 10 per cent out of the imperial revenue as his malikana
share.

Now that sufficient documentary cvidence is available, we can
say that all that the actual cultivator paid was deemed to be
the imperial revenue, and that the sharc of all intermediaries or
all proprietors was a lawful deduction from this imperial revenue.
Once upon a time there was a confusion that the imperial reve-
nue was over and above whatever was supposcd to have been
collected from the actual cultivator. But now it is very clear that
any type of cxpenditure or any type of concession or any type
of tax to which any functionary or proprietor or intermediary
was entitled had to go out of the imperial share, and it was
the duty of the authorities concerned to submit to the
imperial government a full statement of the total amount
that was collected whether by way of mal (regular revenue)
or jihat (cesses). In addition to the two items there
was a third item called sa’ir-jihdt or taxes other than land reve-
nue. Collectively all this came to be known as abwdbs, and the
carly British documents take care to demarcate the revenue from
the cess. It is also discussed at some length by Sir John Shore.
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1t is found in the Amini Commission Report, in three/four minu-
tes of Warren Hastings which are published as appendices to the
Annals of Rural Bengal and so on.

The two systems which were fairly common before the time of
Akbar and Sher Shah, namely the mugta‘t system or the nasaq
system, are translated by Moreland as group assessment. I do
not agree with this interpretation. Moreland is correct up to the
point that the revenue of a village was assessed in a lump sum
on the basis of earlier records. Once the revenue was determined
the responsibility of its payment devolved on the village headman,
who had to distribute this amount among the individual proprie-
tors. But a statement of the amount collected from the proprie-
tors had to be submitted to the imperial government right from
the time of Sher Shah. I do not think that it could have become
the common practicc in the short time that Sher Shah had at his
disposal. But from the time of Akbar onwards it did become the
common practice. Again, it is possible to infer on the basis of
the arsattas which 1 quoted that perhaps the revenue statements
were not given individually. It was not stated how much revenue
was duc from an individual ; on the other hand the total revenue
under cach crop was given, the total area under cultivation or
the total quantity produced was mentioned, and the state sharc
that was due was almost always specified.

So thc main function of the pcasant proprietor, so far as the
state was concerned, -was to keep up cultivation, to cultivate
superior crops and to give the revenue to the imperial authority
or to the local functionary, whichever was the case.

In the organization of cultivation tenant cconomy also played
an important part. Onc can scec very clearly that between the
free peasant cconomy and the tenant-cultivator cconomy there
is a basic relationship. As a result of political factors a free pea-
sant can easily become a tenant, and similarly a tenant can easily
become a free peasant depending on the military and the class
situation in any given village or locality or the typc of adminis-
tration that we have. I am particularly struck by two/three ex-
amples. The Minas were the dominant free peasant groups in
eastern Rajasthan, and were looked upon as zamindars of that
region until the time of Babar. Then gradually the Rajputs and
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gew places the Jats depressed the status of the Minis to that

f tenants, and in some places they ceased to be even tenants
obut were reduced to the position of landless labourers ; many of
em became vagabonds, and till lately they were classified as

ina

tl:lc of the criminal tribes. This is within a period of 400 years
gr so, and we can easily work out and trace their history. There
?

are on the other.l'land other groups such as the Jats, who, once
they become politically or militarily strong, not c?nly rise to 'be
zamindars but also come to acquire intermediary nghts as zamnr}-
dars depressing the other sections, especially the Ahirs, to a posi-
tion lower than that of the tenants, becausc the tenants had cer-
tain rights, which I shall be discussing a littlc later, of which
thesc people were deprived.

So the tenant cconomy grew quitc obviously out of the frec
peasant economy as a result of political, social and economic
factors. Political factors are quite obvious. Among the social
sactors I attach the greatest importance to the caste system. As
the dominant group in any locality rosc in the varnisrama ladder
it sought thc status of the previously dominant group in that
region. The whole process worked as a sort of a chain reaction.
Because the peasants lost politicaliy, they were sought to be
depressed socially, and their social depression was adduced as a
justiﬁcation for depriving them of the rights they had been en-
joying.

We cannot ignore scveral economic factors that led to the
emergence of the tenant cconomy. Onc such factor was lack of
investment where morc investment was needed. I referred to the
growth of the relative importance of the rabi’ economy in por-
tions of castern Rajasthan requiring more and more inputs. Novr
wherefrom  would morec and more inputs come? In my
opinion the free peasant belonging to this region was not cco-
nomically strong enough to bring those inputs in. These could
only be brought in by socially stronger groups, who in the pro-
cess would naturally seek to rcduce the free peasants to tenant
farmers. '

However in many respects the rights of the tenant-farmers
were similar to those of the peasant proprietor, especially so in
the matter of security of tenure. The lack of pressure on land,
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of which there is ample evidence, guaranteed to the tenants ar
absolute security of tenure. There are examples to show that
wherc a tenant wished to leave his land, he could be forced or in-
duced to stay on his own land. There are not many instances.
of force being used in this respect. I have come across precisely
three examples in original documents, although observations to-
this cffect have been made by several other contemporarics ;
therec may be many more documents. One of the three docu-
ments relates to Bihar wherein a zamindar asks another zamin-
dar to send his forces to bring back his tenant to his own soil.

But the other examples in which the tenants were induced and
persuaded to stick to the soil arc numcrous. Such cases are
found in the time of Shahjahan, and we have come across about
15-20 documents of Aurangzeb’s rcign, and many of the 18th
century which all speak of inducements offered to the tenants to-
come back to their lands. In the casc of Banaras incident one
rupece in cash was sent to cach person to come back in addition
to the expenscs of his rcturn. Now one rupee in those days had
far more purchasing value than it has today; perhaps twenty-
cight times would be a fair guess.

Here I would like to digress a little and say that on the basis.
of the rccords that I have seen I do not find many examples of
the desertion of villages. In fact therc is a remarkable continuity
of the villages as they existed in the 17th century. I have found
the village lists of a number of provinces of the 17th century,
and I have been able to identify more than 75 per cent of thosc
villages in thc modern village maps on one-inch shects. If my
identification is correct then this is truly a remarkable continuity.
Again, many arsattas mention the number of villages. Account-
ing for the changes in the boundarics of parganas thc number
of villages that are deserted is really very small.

Taking all these things into consideration I would put forward
the view that the tenant cconomy was a fairly stable economy.
However the fragmentation of holdings in settled areas fre-
quently led to the migration from the villages to the towns and
to other places in different ways. Where fragmentation was con-
siderable and where the upper caste was not in a position to
colonize new areas or to clear forests—for that is a very difficult
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business—they would almost invariably go into the professional
army. I can cite the example of the Rajputs of Buxar. We have
the other types of instances concerning the menial castcs. The
menial castes were not permitted to hold land anywhere, and
therefore if there was a surplus of population, that is to say, if
they could survive the hardships of their environment, then quite
obviously they would go to the cities or to the towns to seck
employment there unless they were invited to go and settle down
in another village in the same capacity in which they were living
in their original secttlements.

I am now putting forward a very tentative hypothesis. How is
it that while there was very little pressure of population on the
land, while the state was making continuous efforts to expand
cultivation, tremendous cxpansion of crafts and towns took place
simultancously ? We notice a lack of pressure of population on
land on the one hand and growing urban population and growing
handicrafts and industry on the other. There is no doubt that
from the middle of the 16th century until the middle of the 18th
century handicraft production increased tremendously. The nume-
tical strength of the purely agricultural labourers could not have
been very large, confined as they were to the Ahidmatipraja or
sections of pdhikasht. These are the only two major forms of
agricultural labourers that we find in addition to, of course, cer-
tain categories of sharecroppers, cspecially in the adjoining tribal
arcas. There is a lot of evidence to suggest that the tribals living
in thc neighbouring arcas were invited to undertake labour on
a sharing basis. They would do the cultivation, and then they
would go back after having taken their share of the produce ; in
fact they did not scttle down. Now this implicd that their status
temained inferior to that of the tenant-cultivators.

The tenant-cultivators did not have the right to sell or alienate
their holdings. This was the most important difference between
them and the peasant proprietors. But there is plenty of evidence
to suggest that, in case a tenant-cultivator lcft his ficld, the other
«cultivators in the village would be invited to cultivate the land
and give to this tenant-cultivator, when he came back, his sharc.
It was obligatory for the other cultivators of the village to culti-
vate the land left by a tenant-cultivator. But the tenant-cultivator
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on his return, and sometimes, as I have found in one document—
a person returning cven after about thrce years—was entitled to
get back his field and his share of the produce. The actual share
is not mentioned in the documents. I do not know what was

the share of a tenant-cultivator who, in fact, did not cultivate
his land.



III. FLUCTUATING LANDED CLASSES VIS-A-VIS
THE STATE

It is reasonable to postulate that where there is large-scale
tenant cultivation there would also be a large number of non-
cultivating primary zamindars. I am deliberately using the term
primary zamindar and avoiding the use of the word proprietary
zamindar. As I submitted earlier, the rights were fluctuating all
the time, and thercfore a person who is a proprietary zamindar
at one time may cease to be holding proprietary rights, and some-
body else who is an intermediary may acquire direct rights over
land. And therefore I would use the word primary zamindar in
preference to the word proprietary zamindar; that is to say, the
primary zamindar is not necessarily a small zamindar, he can
also be a big zamindar. It means a zamindar who is directly exer-
cising proprietary rights over land either as a peasant proprictor
or as a person who is doing khudkasht (cultivating his lands)
or as a person who has given out his land to his tenant farmers.
The primary zamindars were for all practical purpeses the hold-
crs of proprietary rights over agricultural as well as habitational
lands. In this class may be included not only the peasant pro-
prietors who carried on cultivation themselves or with the help
of hired labour but also the proprietors of one or several villages.
All agricultural lands in the empire belonged to one or the other
type of the primary zamindars. The rights held by the primary
zamindars were hereditary and aliecnable. Numerous sale-deeds of
such zamindaris dating back to the 16th century are still avail-
able, and some of the transfer-deeds are preserved at the Cen-
tral Records Office, Allahabad. The Mughal state considered it
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its duty to protect the rights of these zamindars, and encouraged
the registration of transfer-deeds at the court of the gazi, so that
a proper record of claims could be maintained.

Some of these non-cultivating primary zamindars were exercis-
ing their authority simultaneously as ruling chiefs in relation to
the other areas or over various categories of intermediaries.
Throughout this period we find a continuous shift in the position
of the primary zamindars. Sandwiched as most of these zamin-
dars were between superior zamindars and the state on the one
hand and the peasantry on the other, they were constantly strug-
gling to improve their position and thus came frequently into
clash with both sides. Unless these zamindars were able to with-
stand pressure from above they passed on the burden of revenue
demands to the cultivators and so contributed to the intensifica-
tion of the economic exploitation of the latter. On such occa-
sions they played an economically retrogressive role. But on
many occasions they led the revolts of the peasantry against the
heavy exactions of the state, often utilising the caste and clan
appeal to rally support. Where revolts were not possible, many
of these zamindars refused to pay the revenue until force was
employed. .

The second category of zamindari right was the intermediary
right, which is not a proprietary right. It is the right of service,
a service obligation. In medieval documents it is described as
khidmat. Zamindari could be both malguzdri as well as khidmat-
guzari. Where it is mdlguzari it is a primary right, where it is
khidmatguzari it is an intermediary right or an intermediary obli-
gation. There are innumerable types of intermediarics. We may
take the case of the mugaddam or the mukhiyd, who was usually
chosen from among the primary zamindars of the village, some-
times the most important among them, who was paid diffcrently.
A very common mode of payment to the mugaddam for the
services rendered by him was that he was taxed at a conces-
sional rate. But sometimes he was also cntitled to various types
of discounts commonly called in medieval terminology as rusimait
muqaddami. The practice can be traced back to pre-Sultanate
times when we hear of pratihira-prastha, aksapatal-ddaya, etc.,
meant for various types of royal officers.
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Then there was a chaudhari, usually of a pargana. He belong-
ed to the class of the primary zamindars but was a leading zamin-
dar. Chaudhardi was hereditary, although it was an office. The
main duty of the chaudhari was to assist in the collection of land
revenue. He was entitled to various types of perquisites and a
percentage of the total revenuc. In his own individual territory-
holding the chaudhari would bc a primary zamindar, but in
relation to a number of other zamindars he would exercise the
powers of the chaudhari, collecting revenues from them on be-
half of the state.

An important intermediary was the ta‘llugdar, who performed
duties very similar to that of the chaudhari. The class of zamin-
dars who contracted with the state to collect the revenue of a
given territory began to be known during the second half of the
17th century by the generic designation of fa‘llugdars. The word
ta'llugdir does not carry the same connotation in Bengal as it
does in Avadh. In Avadh ta‘llugdir is usually a very big man
who is assigned the responsibility of collecting revenue from a
wholc lot of other fairly big zamindars. In Bengal where large
zamindaris werc established, the large zamindars farmed out their
own zamindari rights to inferior intermediaries who were called
the ta'llugdars. Therefore the ia‘llugdar in Bengal is usually a
small intermediary, but in Avadh he is a very big intermediary.
The same is the position in Hyderabad. The equivalent of the
term collector of a district in Hyderabad as late as 1946-47 was
ta‘llugdar, head of a ta‘llug, thus indicating the territory which
lay under the control of this officer.

Then there was the ganiingd, who was supposed to be respon-
sible for maintaining complete records of production, of land
rights, and of the revenues paid and the crops sown. When the
term ganiingé first appearcd I do not know. But from the time
of Sher Shah the ganangé certainly became one of the most
important of the intermecdiaries.

I am indebted to Dr Qeyamuddin Ahmad for his paper® on
the origin of the Darbhanga raj wherein he has pointed out that
this rdj rcally developed out of chaudharai and ganiungoi of the

3 Indian Historical Records Commission Proc., Vol. XXXVI. pt
1961, pp. 89-98. » Vol . pt. 1L,
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sarkar of Tirhut. So this would give you an idea also of the
process of change that was taking place. In other words a person
who was given the chaudharii and the ganiingdi would, if he
became powerful and if he enjoyed the support of the superior
authority, try to acquire primary zamindari rights over all the
zamindars, which would result in the depression of the status of
the free peasant or of the small zamindars under his jurisdiction.
Somctimes these people attempted to become chieftains.

Then we come across the ke, another revenue functionary who
served as an intermediary. I do not know the origin of this term ;
it may have been derived from the Sanskrit word kdila (as in
grama-kita and ristra-kiata) which is Persianized into khut, or
it may have been of Arab origin. But it is one of the terms which
appears fairly carly in thc period of the Turkish Sultanate? and
continues to be in use right up to the time of the British occupa-
tion of Bengal.

Ijara again is a different term for contract or revenue farming.
It is very clear that ijara could be given for a lump sum although
it was not very common. It could be also assigned as a
right to collect revenuc sometimes of a particular harvest and
sometimes of particular types of crop. Ijdradari meant that the
ijaradar would collect thc revenue according to imperial regula-
tions and submit detailed accounts to the imperial exchequer, in
lieu of which he would get his own percentage or perquisites. Ijdra
contracted for a fixed sum is rather rare. It has been assumed
that ijara was almost always made for a fixed amount, but as
far as I know the actual ijara documents do not prove this as-
sumption.

Then pattadar is used in a general sense. As you know, patta
is given for everything, but somctimes pattadar is also used in
the broad sensc of a person who was given the right to collect
revenue without necessarily specifying what his status would be,
and pattadar as such is used in certain parts of the country as a
substitute either for ra‘llugddr or ijaradar. But it is used in con-

4 Professor S. H. Askari informs me that the term khut-i-khalj occurs
in the Muktabat-i-Muzaffar Shams Balkhi, a fourteenth century work

preserved in Khudabakhsh Library, Patna. Of course, it is frequently
used by Barani,
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junction with the word ‘iliga or pattadir-i-iliga, which is speci-
fied in thc document. Normally the other term ta‘llugdar should
have been used in relation to “iliga, but why it is not used I do
not know.

We have not cxhausted the list of the intermediaries, which
also included deshmukhs, desais, deshpandes, ctc. Practically the
entirc country was under the jurisdiction of the one or the other
type of intermediary zamindars. The statement in the Ain-i-
Akbari regarding the caste of zamindars in the parganas other
than thosc under the chicftains scems to refer to this class. The
fact that in thc majority of the parganas the zamindars belonged
to a single castc suggests that certain families or clans held
zamindirl rights over large tracts.

The intermcdiarics played a very important political, adminis-
trative and cconomic rolc in the Mughal empire. Their principal
duty was to submit the full revenue returns, to maintain law and
order through their troops, to keep ferrics and irrigation works
in good order, and to ensurc that asscssments werc reasonably
made and complaints properly looked into.

What did the intermediarics get in rcturn for their services?
They enjoyed the right to various types of perquisites, such as
commissions, deductions, revenue-free lands, cesses, etc. Muhas-
silina or jaribina, thc mcasurement tax or the tax for the collec-
tion of revenue, are also the type of cesses to which the inter-
mediaries were entitled. But in licu of these gains it was their
duty to satisfy the primary zamindar, who was the basic revenue
payer in the Mughal ecmpire. Naturally mulassilina would have
to be paid to the agents of the intermediary though sometimes an
appcal would be made to the amin where there was a great deal
of dissatisfaction among the primary zamindars.

A number of registers giving the particulars of the deductions
made in favour of intermediaries has become available now.
These deductions got mixed up with other revenue-free grants,
and when the British had the assessments made these deductions
were explained at some length. Dr Qeyamuddin Ahmed has re-
ferred to the detailed deduction registers that are still extant in
Bihar. This was quitc clearly a kh'dmat (service) for which
apart from all the other deductions, the intermediary was paid
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either a percentage which varicd from officc to office and from
situation to situation. Usually their sharc of revenue ranged be-
tween 24 per cent and 10 per cent. They were granted revenue-
free lands (nankdr or banth), or a lower ratc of assessment of
revenue, sometimes all the concessions together. Their appoint-
ment was always subject to official sanction, but usually the prin-
ciple of hereditary succession was maintained. Although occa-
sionally the imperial government considered it desirable to bifur-
cate or to divide the cliaudharii or tiic muqaddani of the village
among two brothers or two cousins or other twins, usually the
eldest son would succeed to the oflice ; sometimes if the elders
of the village suggested that the cldest was not suitable, then
somebody else succeeded.

An extremely intercsting example from Bihar reveals the rela-
tionship between the intcrmediarics and the primary zamindars.
In Shahabad district and in parts of Palamau district the Ujjaini-
yas acquired, in addition to primary zamindari rights, inter-
mediary rights in respect of a fairly vast tract, and then they
rose to be chieftains. At that stage thcy came into clash with the
imperial government with the result that they were reduced back
to the status of intcrmediaries but with a difference. The differ-
ence lay in thc fact that while thc actual revenue collected by
them (tzahsil) went on increasing, the gress revenue (jama'-
dami) they had to pay to thc imperial cxchequer remained cons-
tant, and so the balance was appropriated by the Ujjainiya family
over a fairly long period. Then again they became turbulent and
sought to acquirc the rights of a chicftain. Ultimately in the 18th
century the local governor in Patna decided that these people
deserved to be treated with some severity. And what he did was
to establish direct rclationship with the small, insignificant
zamindars (zamindaran-reza) over whom the Ujjainiyas had
acquired intermediary rights. That mcant not only loss of income
but also a tremendous blow to their prestige, although they later
succecded in winning back the favour of the governors. Eventually
in many areas where the Ujjainiyas cxercised zamindiri riohts as
intermediarics they reduccd the original zamindars o the position
of their tenmant-farmers. Thus thcy began to cxercise primary
zamindiri rights in areas where they oncc functioned as inter-
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mediarics. We find that the intcrmediary zamindars often tried
to depress the status of the primary zamindars, and where the
attempt was successful a fresh catcgory of sub-proprietary
rights emerged. Sometimes the intermediary zamindars created
a class of sub-proprietors such as thc birtyas in order (o
strengthen their position in the countryside.

This process had been going on all the time. The various
elements such as the peasant proprictors or the small primary
zamindars wanted to acquirc a higher status and thus become
intermediaries; on the other hand the intermediaries tried to
reducc the primary zamindars to the status of tenant-farmers or
tried to go up the ladder and become chieftains, and so on; this
struggle was constantly going on. In this overall struggle, what
was the role of the Mughal empire?

Although I cannot give a satisfactory answer to this question,
I could indicate the lines on which my mind is working. Basically
it appears to me that whereas the Mughal cmpire was funda-
mentally dependent on the cooperation and support of the
zamindars of each of these thrce catcgories, namely the chicf-
tain, the intermecdiary and the primary zamindar, there was at
the same time a fundamcntal contradiction bctween the inte-
rests of the Mughal empire on thc one hand and those of each
of these three classes of zamindars on the other. The Mughal
empire sought to resolve this contradiction by attempting to
absorb the ruling chiefs into the imperial nobility and the
administrative hierarchy. Akbar was the first emperor to clearly
realize the importance of forging powerful links between the
empire and the chieftains by absorbing them in the imperial
hicrarchy- and the administrative machinery. Even the highest
mansabs, important governorships and military commands were
given to them. This policy was continued by his successors; and
during the later half of Aurangzeb’s reign, eighty persons,
belonging to thc ruling houses of the chicftains, held mansabs
of 1000 and above (representing almost 15 per cent of the total
number of mansabdirs of 1000 and above).” When the chief-

5 Cf. M. Athar Ali, The Mughal Nobility under Aurangzeb, Asia,
Bombay, 1966.
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tains rcceived high mansabs and important appointments, they
received substantial jagirs which far cxceeded in revenue their
hereditary dominions.

The Mughals asserted the principle which later came to be
known as that of “paramountcy”. This mcant that a chieftain
depended for his position on the goodwill of the emperor rather
than on his inherent rights. Only such chieftains were designated
“rajas” as were given the title by the emperor. While generally
conforming to the law of primogeniturc and the customary law of
hereditary succession, the Mughals asserted the right of “recog-
nizing” a younger son or even a distant rclation of a deceased
raja as his successor. Although the right to call upon their vassal
chiefs to render military assistance when needed by the emperor
had been claimed by the sultans, the Mughals systematically
utilized the military services of even such chieftains as did not
hold mansabs. Further, the Mughal empcrors appear to have
pursued the policy of entering into dircct relationship with the
vassals of some of the bigger chieftains, thus reducing the power
of thesc chieftains and creating a ncw class of allics.

Of great importance was thec Mughal attempt to trcat the
hereditary dominions of the autonomous chiefs as watan jagirs.
This mecant that theoretically they were supposed to have the
status of jdgirddars and to bc subjected to the imperial
revenue regulations, but in practice they exercised jagirdari
rights in hereditary succession over their territories, which were
consequently immune from transfer. Even though this theory
could be applied mainly to the chiefs who were enrolled as
mansabdars, the imperial government tried to change the
character of the tribute (p@shkash) payable by the chief into
land-revenue assessed on the basis of the actual production. The
Mughal emperors also compelled the autonomous chiefs to con-
form to imperial regulations, especially in regard to the main-
tenance of law and order and thc frecdom of transit. Several
farmdns are in existence directing the chieftains not to harass
traders passing through their territory or to levy taxes from

them.
As a result of these measures the ruling chief found it more

profitable and advantageous to join the imperial service than to
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attempt to retain his status as a big ruler; this process conferred
on many of the rulers intermediary rights over large tracts,
wherein they performed various kinds of scrvices. Instead of
giving all these rulers lump sums, the empcror tried to placate
them by granting intermcdiary rights over large tracts of land.
At the same time hc tried to ensurc that the rights of the frce
peasant were protected; and where for some historical reasons
the free peasant had been reduccd to the status of a tenant-
farmer the rights of the tenant-farmer were also protected. The
Mughals were shrewd enough to realize that on the continuation
of superior cultivation depended the stability of the actual culti-
vator. Therefore conditions should be crcated in which the
exactions of different types should ncver cxceed a certain limit.
This would mcan that sufficient check would be exercised by the
imperial authority, and so uniform revenue rcgulations were
introduced. The cultivators had to bc given a great deal of pro-
tection by way of maintenance of law and order, maintenance
of communications, and so on, and as a rcsult of the existence
of an overall centralized empirc the impetus given to cconomy
in some ways percolated down to the cultivating class. There
was also an attempt to cnsure that the intermediarics, while their
interests were protected, did not cxcced the norms that were
prescribed for them. This was the nct objective of the Mughal
policy.

The Mughal empire had in a way provided conditions for the
“protection”, if I may usc the word within quotes, of the
fundamental intcrests of these different classes of agrarian society,
and as a result of the establishment of this empire its economic
condition improved in many respects. A centralized empire by
establishing comparatively greater pcace and sccurity, by
enabling trade and commerce to cxpand, by increasing and
diversifying the purchasing power of the consuming classes and
thus helping the devclopment of industrics and manufactures,
brought about conditions favourable to the growth of moncy
economy. The emergence of money cconomy began to
affect considerably agricultural production, especially because
revenuc was being collected more and more in cash. It also led
to the expansion of cash-crops and the cxtension of the cultivated
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arca, partly as a result of the demand for greater revenuc.t To
the extent that the Mughal empire succeeded in establishing its
authority over the numcrous chieftains and the considerable
mcasurc of success that it achicved in unifying the country politi-
cally and administratively, it played a progressive role in the
development of Indian socicty.

Yet at the same time the whole system was so full of contra-
dictions that conflicts wecre incvitable, and these could not have
becn resolved within the four corners of the Mughal imperial
system. Therefore while this system provided a great deal of
stability for about two ccnturics ncverthcless it generated more
and more conflicts. Therc was conflict of interests between the
various groups of landed classcs. Again, quite frequently,
especially where relationships based on kinship, clan, tribe, or
caste proved to be strong, whenever the local intermediary or a
local chiceftain rosc in rebellion he was able to muster behind him
a very large scction of primary zamindars as well as of the tenant-
farmers against the imperial government. These rebellions were
inevitable because not all chicfs could have been granted high
mansabs and lucrative jigirs. Many of the nobles who were not
zamindars envied the sccurity enjoycd by the chiefs in imperial
service and pressed the emperor to restrict the grants of mansabs
and jagirs to this class.-As the pressurc on jagirs increased, the
emperor was no longer in a position to satisfy the aspirations of
the chieftains. Furthermore, towards the close of the Mughal rule
the burden of thc sharc of the diffcrent categories of zamindars
as also of thc imperial revenue demand ultimately fell on the
cultivator and placcd a strain on agrarian cconomy in which
much progress was hardly possible. The imperial government
tried its best to cnsurc that the peasant was not called upon to
pay more than 50 per cent of the produce. But as imperial

8 For an excellent discussion of the impact of money economy on
agricultural production and for the nature of the agrarian relations
existing in the Mughal empire. reference may be made to Irfan Habib’s
Agrarian System of Mughal India, Bombay, 1963. For a discussion on
the nature of the agrarian crisis in the closing years of the seventeenth
century, see Satish Chandra, Parties and Politics at the Mughal Court,
Aligarh, 1959 (second edition, PPH, Delhi, 1972),
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authority declined and as the pressure on jagirs increased, the
agricultural economy had to face a crisis which began to deepen
in the 18th century.

All these factors ultimately led to the collapse of the whole
system. When I usc the phrase collapse of the whole system T am
not really referring to the collapse at the village level. The
collapse camec at the level of the imperial government. But at
the level of various small provinces which continued to owe their
allegiance to thc impcerial government and in parts of provinces
this system continued. Although this system survived at the pro-
vincial Ievel or at a Ievel lower, it maintained many of the weak-
nesses of the imperial system without bringing the advantages of
a centralized empire, and therefore gradually disintegration
started even at this lower level although at a later period. The
most marked example of this is the collapse of the village indus-
try. As the village handicrafts begin to collapse whatever
“prosperity” the village has—I am using prosperity again within
quotes in a purcly relative scnsc—begins to disappear more
and more.

I do not think I have answered the main question: Could this
system have created conditions for its own regeneration? I do not
think that my answer would be based on sound logic or on a
great deal of facts. But if onc is permitted to make an observa-
tion in the nature of an obiter dictum, then I would say; “Yes, it
was capable.” But that capability was not within the framework
of -the system as it had cxisted. It appcars to me that the decay
of the system had alrcady started, and the process of this decline
would have necessarily led to the overthrow of the system and
to the emergence of somcthing different. It is not essential that
it could have only been overthrown by an external power.
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