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Seven years before its present
appearance in English, Michael
Mann’s study of agrarian and
ecological change in the central Ganga-
Yamuna Doab was first published in
German, in 1992. Though by then
ecological concerns had begun to find
a foothold in the terrain of historical
research in India, the overlap between
social, economic and administrative
processes still provided the most
convincing explanation for historical
phenomena. The increasing inclusion
of ecology as an influential factor
seemed to add awkward edges to an
otherwise harmonious construction.
Understandably then, as explanatory
arguments, the widely appreciated
socio-economic impact of administr-
ative decisions needed only reiteration
while ecological considerations
required elaboration. The book under
review highlights the marked
ecological transformation that
occurred in the Central Doab during
the early decades of British rule and
explains it to be the result of adminis-
trative and economic policies of the
colonial government, Not surprisingly,
the term ‘Indian soil’ in the title of the
book conveys not simply its more
commonly understood metaphoric
meaning of Indian political territory,
but also its very litera] sense of the soil
as an economically exploitable and
alterable physical entity.

The boc?k appears to consist of three
broad logical divisions though the
ghaptensation itself follows different
lines. T‘he first, and largest, portion of
approximately 85 Pages (Chapters 2
and 4) deals explicitly with the nature
of ‘Br-itish rule’ and itg impact on the
agrarian economy. Chapter 2 discusses
at length the evolution of British land
revenue administration i, the ceded
and cpnquered Provinces, [t describes
agrarian social hierarchies and local
revenue re.sponsibilities of village level
functionaries in the Central Doab and
also some other parts of [ 4, Despite
regional differences, however, the
visible consequences qf colonial’ rule
were very similar. These included the
emergence of new proprietary
concepts in land, the ayction of land
belonging to reévenue defaulters
(which created a market for Jand) and
the increased role of pouwn-based
moneylenders and specylators in
agriculture. An iMportant factor that
had a significant bearing i, o) this was
the change made by the Brifigh to the
currency and finance policy of earlier
rulers. In this chapter ¢he author
creates “a framework, within which
the transformation of ndian
agriculture... took place” (p 65).

Chapter 4 can be clybbed with
Chapter 2, because, ag , logical
sequence, it specifically deals with this
transformation. The first half of this
chapter describes at length the state of
agriculture in the region in 1800 — the
methods of cultivation and irrigation,
the local variations in fertility and
levels of cultivation and the “lively
and economically active” towns and
population centres (p 105). It is argued
that the agro-economic situation in the
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Central Doab was depicted as poor by
later British administrators because of
their desire to increase commercial
agriculture, and hence revenue
demand, to unprecedented levels. The
second part of the chapter explains the
change brought about by British
agrarian policy. Through forced
commercialisation, the Doab was
systematically developed into a large-
scale cotton-growing region in order
to produce the commodity at world
market prices. Government loans were
advanced to farmers for the cultivation
of cash crops. Indian moneylenders
began intervening in the agricultural
market again on an increasing scale.
Food crop production, despite their
rising prices, lost out to the cultivation
of more valuable crops. Cotton
production increased dramatically
and cash crops came to occupy not
only the best lands, but also a larger
portion of the canal-irrigated area (pp.
132-3). This did not however, increase
the productivity of cash crops. The
ecological impact of intensive cropping
and the extepsion of cultivation on soil
fertility, says Mann, was already
becoming apparent,

Chapters 3 and 5 (approximately 51
pages) together constitute the second
broad division of the book. The
purpose behind the third chapter, the
author explains, is to provide “an
overview showing the attacks on the
natural balance of forests, their conse-
quences, and the clear connection
between ecology and economics” (p
67). It is here, therefore, that the
theoretical foundations for Chapter 5
are laid. After recounting, all too
briefly, the history of the commercial
evaluation and exploitation of forests
in India and a few other parts of the
world, Mann proceeds to describe
what he titles the “ecological relevance
of forests” (pp. 73-82). The last portion
of this chapter deals with the ecology
of the Ganga-Yamuna Doab, which
was altered almost completely when
the agrarian economy shifted from
what according to the author was a
“self-sufficient subsistence farming” to
a system that was based on “soil
intensive cash crop production.”
Extensive clearance of dhak forests for
extending cultivation further caused
salination and “thus contributed to a
form of desertification” (p. 91).

Following the logic of the author’s
argument, the changes described in
Chapter 3 resulted in the “ecological
and economic catastrophe” detailed in
Chapter 5. Till 1800 the large forested
areas of the Central Doab enabled the

maintenance not only of an ecological
balance but also of a locally sustain-
able agrarian economy. Systematic
deforestation brought about by the
British thereafter resulted in agricul-
tural decline. Among the consequences
of ecological change listed by the
author are: increased swings in the
quality of precipitation (p 149); an
increase in temperature on the one
hand and frequent frost on the other
(p 151); cholera (p 152); soil
degradation (pp- 153-4) and a drop in
agricultural yield (p 155). Perhaps the
most dramatic consequence, says the
author, was a fall in the water table,
which severely affected agriculture. It
prompted the colonial administration
to advance taqavi 10ans to build wells,
but these too were intended to en-
courage the cultivation of sugarcane.

The third portion of the book
(Chapters 6 and 7) deals with the
disastrous human consequences of
colonial policy- The author suggests
that unprecedented commercialisation
of the agrarian economy created a rural
proletariat that barely managed to
survive. Food shortages and famine
resulted from a situation in which
population grew, cultivatio.n of cash
crop for the world market increased,
but food production fell. Mann argues
that “the Central Doab shows the _dlrect
consequences of the transformatlop ;)f
an indigenous agrarian economy into
a coloiigael one” (S 169)- What follonfed
is a story of human misery. Famine
occurred in 1813-14 and 1817-18. But
it was during the erratic years of 1833-
36 and the famine in 1837-38 that
starvation, smallpox and cholera

i i Cultivated
decimated the populatlon. :
area in large parts of the Doab declined

sharply. The author subst.antiat.es his
argument by a detailed discussion of
the changing demograph_y of the
region. Despite the dls.astrous
consequences of their policy, the
British rulers continued to seek
administrative answers for what wa:
essentially an “eco-economic
problem.

The overall social impact that
colonialism had on the Central Qqab
is brought out in Chapter 7. l]‘labllltéf
of assessees to pay high rates of lax;1
revenue frequently resulted H}tt e
mortgaging or sale of land to credi grs
The sale and purchase of estates due
to accumulated revenue u_rr.ears "md
increasing intervention ot fmnn;:_gftt:
and speculators brought about ah Lf
in the landownership pattern 10{
different castes, particularly in 'u d
cultivation areas. What colonial rule

effected was a “change in the entire
social framework through the creation
of a land capital market.” Commerci-
alised agriculture and oppressive
taxation radically transformed the
North Indian environment, economy
and village social structure.

British Rule on Indian Soil is a well-
researched and systematically argued
book. A large number of archival
sources have been examined, and the
picture thus created illustrates a larger
(and by now familiar) narrative in
which British rule is the turning point
at which South Asian society and
economy took on so many of the hues
that coloured it throughout the 20t
century. That does not however, make
all arguments entirely indisputable.
There are several points on which the
reader might choose to disagree with
the author. Numerous sweeping
statements contained in the chapter
titled “Ecological Destabilisation’ —
and upon which so much of the book’s
ecological argument is based - may
really not be the truisms that the author
assumes them to be. Other parts of the
book too have their share of
unsubstantiated statements. . For
example, there is little evidence to
support the author’s statement that
“deforestation around the Mughal
centres in the seventeenth century had
led to the desert’s expansion and
caused the water table to sink” (p 135).
Nor does Irfan Habib make any
mention of this, even though he is
referred to in the footnote! Furthermore,
to argue that intensive well irrigation
also resulted in a fall in the water table
(p 159) may be an overestimation of
the efficiency of animal or humgap
operated water-lifting systems -
especially at a time when the water
level had already dropped consider-
ably due to consecutive and unusuauy
dry seasons.

But more. importantly, howey,
is the author’s assumption that t,
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