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PEASANTS, ZAMINDARS

AND THE STﬁTE
>1i m 'ﬂ-ﬂs Musm

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
aboul 85 per cent of the population of Indis lived in
its villages. Bolh peasants and landed elites were
involved in agricultural preduciion and claimed
righis to a share of the produce. This created
relationships of cooperation. competition and
conflict among them. The sum ol these agrarian
relationships made up rural sgelely,

AL the same (ime adencles from outside also
entered ntoe the rural world. Mos! Important among
these was the Mughal state, which dertved the
bulk of is come from agricultural production.
Agents ol the stale - revemie assessors, collectors,
recard keepers —songht to control rural soclety so
as o ensure that culiivation took place and the
stale got is regular share of taxes from the
produce. Since manv crops were grown for sale,
trade, money and markets entéred the villages and
linled the agriculiural areas with the lowns,

1. PEASANTS AND AGRICULTURAL

PRODUCTION
The basic unit of agricultural society was the village,
inhabited by peasanits who performed the manifold
scasonal lasks thal made up agricaltural production
throughou! the year — Ulling the soll, sowing seeds,
harvesting the crop when (I was ripe. Further, they
coniributed their labour to the production of
agro-based goods such as sugar and oil.

Butl rural Indlz was nol characierised by settled
peasant production alone, Several kinds ol areas
such as large tracts of dry land or hilly reglons were
not cultivable in the same way as the more fertile
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expanses of land, In additlon, foresi areas made up
a substantlal proporiion of (errllory. We need (o Keep
this varied lopography in mind when discussing
agrarian soclety.

1.1 Looking for sources

Our understanding of the workings of rmural soviety does
nol come from those who worked the land, as peasants
did not write about (hemseives. Our major source for
the agrarian history of the sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries are chronicles and documents
from the Mughal court [see also Chapter 9).

One of the mosl imporiant chronicles was the
Atn-1 Akbart (In shorl the Ain, see also Seclion B)
authored by Akbar's court historian Abu'l Fazl. This
text meticulously recorded the arrangements made
by the state to ensure cultivation, to enable (he
collection of revenue by the agencies of the state
and (o regulate the relationship hetween the siate
and rural magnaies. the zamindars.

The central purpose ol the Ain was Lo present a
vision of Akbar's empire where soclal harmony was
provided by a sitong rullng class. Any revoll or asserilon
of nutonomous power agrinst the Mughal stale was,
in the eyes of the author of the Afn, predestined (o fail,
In ather words, whatever we Jearn from the Atnabout
peasanis remains a view from the top.

Fortunately, however, the aceount of the Afm can
be supplemented by descriptions contained In seurves
emanating from reglons away from the Mughal
capital. These include detailed revenue records from
Gufarat. Maharashira and Rajasthan dating from
the sevenleenth and elghleenth centuries. Further.
the extensive records of the East India Company (sce
also Chapler 10) provide a5 with useful desoriplions
of agrarian relations in eastern [ndia. All these
sources record lnstances of conflicts between
peasanis, zamindars and the state, In the process
they give us an insight Into peasanis’ perceptiom of
and their expectations of [almess fmm the state.

1.2 Peasants and their lands

The lerm which Indo-Perstan sources of the Mughal
period mast frequently used o denote a peasant was
ratyat [plural, riaya) or mucaarian. In addition, we
alst encouriler the levms kisan or asaml  Sources of
the sevenleenth century refer Lo two kinds ol
peasanis — khud-kashia and paht-kashta. The {ormer
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were residenls of the village in which they held their
lands. The latter were non-resident cultivators who
belanged to some other village, but cultivaled lands
elsewhere on a contractual basis. People became
peaht-kashin elther out of cholee — for example, when
terms of revenue in a distant village were more
favourable — or out of compuision — for example,
forced by economic disiress alter a famine.

Scldom did the average peasant of north India
possess more Lhan 4 pair of bullocks and two
ploughs: mosl possessed even less. In Gujaral
peasanls possessing aboul six acres of land were
considered Lo be alffuent; in Bengal, on the other
hand, five acres was the upper Umil of an average
peasant farm: 10 acres would make one a rich asamt,
Cultivation was based on the prineiple of Individual
pwnership. Peasant lands were hought and sold in
the same way as the lands of other properiy owners.

This nineteenth-century deseriplion of peasant

holdings in the Delhi-Agra region would apply equally
to the seventesnth century:

The tﬁimaung peasanls (asamis), who plough

up the flelds, mark the mils of each leld. [or
idenitfication and demsrcation. with borders of

fratsed) earth, brick and thorn so Lhal thousanids
of such flelds may be counled in a village.

1.3 Irrigation and technology

The abundance of land, avallable labour and the
mobility of peasanls were Lhree [aclors thal
accounted lor the constant expansion of agriculture.
Sinee the primary purpose of agriculture Is to leed
people. basle siaples such as rice, wheat or millets
were the most frequently cultivated crops. Areas
which received 40 inches or more of rainfall a year
were generally rice-producing zones, (ollowed by
wheat and millets; corresponding to a descending
scale of precipitation.

Monsoons remained the backbone of Indian
agriculture, as they are even loday, Bul there were
erops which required additlonal waler. Arlifictal
systems of trrigaton had (o be devised lfor this,

s Be
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The spread of tobacco
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Irrigatlon projects reécelved siale support as well.
For example. In northemn India the stale undertook
digging ol new canals (nohr, nala) and also repaired
old ones like the shahnahr in the Punfab during Shah
Jahan's relgn,

Though agriculture was labour intenstve, peasants
did use technologies that often harnessed caitle
energy. One example was the wooden plough. which
was light and easilv assembled with an iron tip or
coiilter. It therslore did not make desp [urrows, which
preserved Lhe molsture betler during the intensely
hot months, A drill. pulled by & palr of gianl oxen,
was uscdd Lo planl seeds, bul broadcasting of
seed was the most prevalent method. Hoelng and
weeding were done simultaneously using a narrow
fron blade with a small wooden handle;

1.4 An sbundance of crops
Agricullure was urganiﬁeﬂ' around two major
seasonal cycles, the khart/ [antumn) and the rabi
(spring). This would mean that most regions. excepl
those terrains Lhalt were (e most arid or
inhospltable. produced 4 minimum ol lwo crops a
vear [do-jasla). whereas some, where ralnfall or
ln‘lgnlim assured a continuous supply ol waler, even
gave three crops. This ensured an enormous variety
ol produce. For Instance, we are told in the Atn that
the Mughal provinces of Adra produced 39 vanelles
of crops and Delhi produced 43 over the two seasons.
Bengal produced 5O varleties of rice alone.

However. the focus on the cultivation of basic
staples did not mean that agriculture In medicval
India was only [or subslsience. We olten come across
the term Jins-t kamfl (Uerally, perfect crops) In our
sources. The Mughal stale also encourged peasants
lo cultivate such crops as they brought in more
revermie. Crops such as collom and sugarcane were
fins t kamtl par excellence, Collon was grown over &
great swathe of tervitory spread over ceniral India
and the Deccan plateau, whereas Bengal was famous
for its sugar. Such cash crops would aiso include
various sorts of oilseeds (lor example. mustard) and
lenls, This shows how subsistence and commercial
production were closely Interitwined In an average
peasant’s holding,

During the sevenleenth century several new crops
from dilferent paris of the world reachied the Indian
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subcaniinent. Malze [malkka), for example, was
introduced into India via Africa and Spain and by
the sevenleenth century Il was being listed as one
of the major crops of western lndla. Vegelables Hke
tomaloes, polatoes and chitlles were introduced from
the New World at this time, as were fruii=s like the

pineapple and the papaya.

2. THE VILLAGE COMMUNITY

The above account makes It clear that agricultural
production tnvolved the intensive parilcipation and
imtiative of the peasantry. How did this affect the
structure of agrarian relations in Mughal soclety?
To find out. let us look at the social groups involved
in agricultural expansion. and al their relationships
and confilicts.

We have seen thal peasanis held thelr lands 1o
individual ownership, Al the same (Ime Lhey belonged
lo & collectve village community as far as many
aspecls of thelr soclal existence were concerned.
There were three constiluents of (his community -
the cultivators, the panchaval, and the village
headman (mugaddam or mandal),

2.1 Caste and the rural milleu

Deep inequitics on the basts of caste and other caste-
like distinctions meanti that the cultivalors were a
highly heterogeneons group. Among those who (illed
the land. there was a sizeable number who worked
as menials or agricultural
labourers (mafur],

Desplle the abundance of
cultivable land, certaln casle
groups were asstgned menial
tasks and thus relegated to
poverty. Though there was
no census al that Hme, the
little data that we have
suggest Llhal such groups
comprised a large section of
the village population, had
the leasl resources and were
constrained by their position
in the caste hierarchy, much
like the Dallts of modern
Inddia. Such distinctions had
begun permeating inic other
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communilies (oo. In Muslim communities menlals like
the halalkhoran (scavengers) were housed outside the
boundaries of the village: similarly the mallahzadas
{iiterally, sons of boatmen) tn Bthar were comparable
lo slaves.

There was a direct correlation hetween casle,
poverty and social status at the lower straia of
socieiy. Such correiations were nol so marked ai
intermediate levels. In a manual from seventeenth-
century Marwar, Rajpuls are mentioned as peasants,
sharing the same space with Jals, who were accorded
a lower slatus In the caste hierarchy, The Ganiravas,
who cultivaled land around Vrindavan (Diilar
Pradesh), sought Rajputl status in the seventeenth
century. Castes such as the Ahtrs, Gujars-and Malis
rose In the herarchy because of the profliablity of
cattle rearing and hortdculture. In the eastern
regions, infermediate pastoral and (ishing castes
like the Sadgops and Kaivartas acqgnired the stalus
ol peasanis.

2.2 Panchayats and headmen

The village panchayal was an assembly of elders.
ustally important people of the village with heredilary
rights over their property. In mixed-caste villages,
the panchayal was usnally a heterogeneous body. An
oligarchy, the panchayal represented various castes
and commumities in the village, though the village
menial-cum-agricultural worker was unlikely to he
represented there. The decisions made by these
panchayais were hinding on the members.

The panchayat was headed by a headman known
as mutjaddam or mandal. Some sources suggesl that
the headman was chosen lhrough the consensus ol
the village elders, and that this cholce had lo be
ralified by the zamindar. Headmen held office as long
as they enjoyed the confidence ol the village elders,
Failing which they could be dismissed by them. The
chief function ol the headman was to supervise the
preparation of village accounts, assisied by the
accountant or pafiwari of the panchayat.

The panchavat derived s [(unds Irom
the mnua thay #Wﬁd fmm conlributlons made by Indlviduals to a common
mﬂmmmﬂm Io pass [nancial pool. These [unds were used lor defraying
mﬁaﬂm burden on iﬂﬂiﬁ the cosls of entertaining revenue ofllcfals who
emller cultivaror. visited the village from Ume o Ume, Expenses lor

' communily wellare aclivitles such as Uding aver

s Be
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matural calamiles [like
flonds). were also met from
these lunds. Olten these
funds were also deploved In
construcllon of 4 bund or
digging a canal which
peasants usually could nol
alford o do on their own.
One imporiant functon of
Lthe panchayal was Lo ensure
thal caste boundaries among
the various communilies
inhabiling the village were
upheld. n eastern India all
marrizges were held in the
presepce of the numdal. In other wnrdt- one of the
duttes of the village headman was to oversee the
conduct of the members of the village community
“chielly to prevent anv olfence against their caste’.
Panchayals also had the authority to levy lines
and Inlliet more serious [orms ol punishment like
expulsion from the communily. The latler was a
drastic step and was In most cases meled out for a
limited period. | meani that a person forced to Jeave
the village became an ouleaste and lost his right
to practise his profession. Such a measure was
intended as a deterrent (o viclation ol caste norms.
In addition to the village panchayal each caste
or jati in the village had its own jati panchayat
These panchayals wiclded considerable power
In rural soclety. In Rajasthan fall panchayals
arblilrated civil dispules beiween members ol
different castes. They mediated in conlesiesl claims
on land. declded whether marriages were performed
according (o the norms lald down by a particular
caste group, determined who had ritnal precedence
in village funcuons, and so on. In most cases,
excepl in matters of eriminal Justice, the state
respected the decisions of jati panchayats.
Archival records from western India — notably
Rajasthan and Maharashira — conlain pelitions
presetited to the panchayatl complaining aboul
extorttonate laxallon or the demand lor unpald
labour (begar tmposed by the “superior” casles or
officials of the state. These pelilions were usually
made by villagers, from the lowest rungs ol rural
soclety. Often petitfons were made collectively as
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well. by a casle group or a communily prolesiing
agalnst what they considered were morally
tlegitimate demands on the part of elile groups,
These included excessive lax demands which,
especlally in times of droughl or other disasters,
endangered the peasants’ subsistence. In the eyes
of the petitioniers the right to the basic mintmum for
survival was sanctioned by custom. They regarded
the village panchayal as the court of appeal that
would ensure Lhal the state carried oul Its moral
obligations and guaranteed juslice,

The decision of the panchayal in
conflictls belween “lower-caste”
peasants and siate officials or the
local zamindar could vary from
case (o case, In cases ol excessive
revenue demands, the panchayat
ofien suggesied compromise. In
cases where reconciliation failed.
peasanls Look recourse Lo more
drastic [brms ol Tesislance, such as
deseriing the village. The relatively
casy avallability of uncultivated land
and the competition over labour
respurces made this an effective
weapon in the bands of cultivators.

2.3 Village artisans
Another interesting aspect of
the village was Lhe elaborate
relationship ol exchange between
different  producers. Marathi
documenis and village surveys
made In the early years of Brilish
rille have revedled the exislence of
subslantial numbers of artlsans,
somelimes as high as 25 per cent of
the total households in the villages.
At tmes, however, the distinction
helween artisans and peasants in
village soclety was a fluid one. as
many groups performed the tasks
ol Both, Cultlvators and thelr
famllles would also parilcipale in
crafl productlon — such as dyeing,
textile printing, baking and firing
of pollery, making and repatring
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agricultural implements. Phases (n the agricultural
calendar when there was a relative lull in activity.
as belween sowing and weeding or belween weeding
and harvesting, were a ttme when enliivators could
engage in artisanal produoction.

Village arltisans — potters, blacksmiths, carpenters,
barbers, even goldsmilhs — provided specialised
services in return for which tliey were compensated
by villagers by a variety of means. The most common
way of doing so was by giving them a share ol the
harvesl. or an allotment of land, perhaps cullivahle
wasies, which was llkely to be decided by Lhe
panchayat. In Maharashira such lands became Lhe
ariisans’ miras or walan — their hereditary holding,

Anolher varianl of this was a syslem where
artisans and individual peasant households entered
fnto a mutually negottated system of remuneration.
maost of the time goods [or services, For example.
cighteenth-century records tell us of zamindars-in
Bengal who remuncrated blacksmiths, carpenters:
even goldsmiths [or their work by paving them “a
small dally allowance and diet money”, This Luter
came Lo be described as the jajmanl system.
though the term was not o vogue i the sixieenth
and seventeenth centurtes. Such evidence Is
interesting because It indicates the 1ntricate ways
in which exchange nelworks operated at the
micro-level of the village, Cash remuneration was
nol entirely unknown elther.

2.4 A "little republic”?

How does one understand the signilicance of the
village communlly? Some Britsh olllcials In Lhe
nineléenth century saw the village as a “lillle
republie” made up of [raternal pariners sharing
resources and labour in a collective, However, Lhis
was not a sign of rural egalilarianism. There was
individual ownership of assels and deep Inequities
based on casfe and gender distinetlons. A group
of poweriul individuals decided (he affairs of the
village, exploiied the weaker sections and had the
authority Lo dispense justice.

Muore imporiantly. a cash nexus had already
developed through irade belween villages and lowns,
In the Mughal heariland (oo, revenue was assessed
and collected in cash. Artisans producing for the
export markel ((or example, weavers) received their

s Be
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advances ar wages In cash. as did producers of
Money in the village commercial products like cotton. silk or indigo.
Theseventesnth-cenury French

muﬁImeﬂa;ﬂmmmr = Digouss. .
found it remarkable that in
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WHWMWM described in this section were similar to oy
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act @s bankers 1o mike
remittances of money (and
who) enhance the rupse a5 3, WOMEN IN AGRARIAN SOCIETY
they please for paisa end ths
pasa for these (counelshells®,

As you may have ohserved in many different societies.
the productlon process ollen involves men and
women performing cerlain specilled roles: In the
vonlexts that we are exploring, women and men had
lo work shoulder to shoulder in the Helds., Men
tilled and ploughed, while women sowed. weeded,
threshed and winnowed the harvest. With the growth
of nuciealed villages and expansion In individuated
peasant larming, which characterised medieval
Indian-agricuiture. the basis of production was the
labour and resources of the eniire household.
Naturally. a gendered segregation between the home
(lor womerl) and the world (for men) was nol possible
In (hfs contexi. Nonetheless biases related Lo women's
biological unctions did conlinue, Menstruating
women, for Instance, were not allowed lo louch the
plough or the polter's wheel In western India, or
enter the groves where belel-leaves [paan) were
grown in Bengal.

Artisanal tasks such as spinning yam. sifiing and
kneading clay for poliery, and embroidery were among
the many aspecis of production dependent on lemale
labour. The more commerciallsed the product, the
greater the demanid on women's labour 1o produce 1L
In [act, peasanl amnd arlisan women worked nol only
in the fields. bul even went o the houses of Lheir
emplovers or (o the markels U necessary.

Women were consldered an important resource in
agrarian soclety also because they were child bearers
in a society dependent on labour. At the same time,
high mortality rates among women - owing (o
malnutrition. frequeni pregnancies. death during
childbirth - olten meant a shortage ol wives. This
Rg. 8.7 led o the emergence ol social cusloms In peasant
A toman spinming thread and ariisan communitiés that were dislinel from
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those prevalenl among elile groups, Marriades In
many rural communites required the paymend of
bride-price rather than dowty to the bride's [amily.
Remarriage was constdered [egiimate both among
divorced and widowed women.

The importance attached to women as a
reproductive force also meani that the fear of losing
control over them was great. According (o established
social norms. the household was headed by a male.
Thus women were kepl under strict control by the
male members of the [amily and the community.
They could inflict dracontan punishmenis (i they
suspecled Infidelily on the part of women.

Documenis lrom Weslern Indla - Rajasthan, Gujarat
and Maharashira - record pelitons senl by women (o
the village panchayat, seeking redress and justice.
Wives protested against the infidelity of their
hushands or the neglect of the wile and children by
the male head ol the household, the grifastht While
male Infidelity was nol always punished, the state
and “superior” caste groups did intervene when il came
to ensuring thai the amily was adequalely provided
for. In most cases when women pelitioned to the
panchayal, thelr names were excluded from the
record: the pettloner was referred (o as the mother,
sister or wile of the male head of the househuld.

Amongst the landed gentry, women had the right
io inherit property. Instances (rom the Punjab show
that women, including widows. actively participated
in the rural land market as sellers ol properiy inherited
by them. Hindu and Musllm women Inherited
zamindaris which they were free (0 sell or morigage.
Women zamindars were known in elghteenth-centunry

Bengal. In facl, one of the biggest and most famous of

the eighteenth-century zamindans, that of Rajshahi,
had a woman at the helm.

= Discuss,..
Are there any differences in the access men and
women hiave o agricultuml] lind in your state?

AzezE

Fig. 88 a

The eonstrizetion of Fatehpur Sthai -
waormert crishiing stores

Fig. 58 b

Women parmying loads

Migrant women from nelghbouming
villages oftent worked al such
consiruciion siles.
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Fig. 8.9

Paintirg of Shah Jahan hunting

nifgais {from the Bodshnh Noamao)

| ‘= Describe whal you see

| mthts painting. Whiat is the |

. symbolic element that helps |

- establish the connection
between the hunt and

' idel justice?

THEmeEs 18 [nDian Historry— Part u

4. FORESTS AND TRIBES

4.1 Beyond settled villages

There was more (o rural Indla \han sedenlary
agriculture. Apart lrom the inlensively cullivaled
provinces in northern and noribh-weslern India,
huge swathes ol lorests — dense forest (Jangal) or
scrubland (kKharbandi] — existed all over ecastlern
India, central India, northern India (ncluding the
Terad om the Indo-Nepal border), Jharkhand, and in
peninsular India down the Western Ghats and the
Deccan plaieau. Though it Is mearly impossibie io
sel an all-India average of the forest cover for this
period, Inlormed conjectures based on conlemporary
sotrces suggest an average ol 40 per cenl

Forest dwellers were lermed Janglt in
contemporary lexls. Belng janglt. however, did
not mean an absence of “civillsation®,
as popular usage of the term today
seems o conmote, Rather, the term
described those whose livelthood
came from the gathering of forest
produce. hunting and shiflting
agriculture. These actlivities were
largely scason specllle. Among the
Bhils, [or example, spring was reserved
for collecting lorest produce. summer
for fishing, the monsoon months
for cultivation., and autumn and
winter for hunting. Such a sequence
presumed and perpetuated mobility,
which was g distinctive feature of
tribres inhabiting these {oresis.

For the state. the forest was a
subversive place — a place of refuge
[mawas) [or lronblemakers. Onee
again, we tum (o Babur who says that
jungles provided a good delence “behind
which the people of the pargana
become stubbornly rebelllous and
pay no laxes”.

4.2 Inroads into forests

External forces entered the forest in
different ways. For imsiance, the siate
required elephants for the armyv. So
the peshkash levied from [orest people
olten Included a supply ol elephants.
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In the Mughal political ideology. the hunt
symbolised the overwhelming concern of the state
to relale to all lls subjects, rich and poor. Regular
hunling expeditions, so court historians tell us,
enabled (he emperor o travel across the extensive
territories of his empire and personally attend to the
grievances of iis inhabilants. The hunt was a subject
Irequently painted by courl artists. The painter
resoried Lo the device of inserting a small scene
somewhers in the pictiare thal [unctioned as a symbol
of n harmonlons relgn.

Clearance of forests for
agricultural settlements

: compossd by Chakrabarn,
T}mhﬂm uﬂhﬂpﬂmlﬁﬁa};&m mu‘;&a angdom’
cleanng foresis:: .

Eamgm#m amﬁ&m‘umfnmwhhm :

.H\‘n hmdmdﬂfﬂ:iﬁn tmﬁﬂswmgﬁﬁm

me ﬂumm%m

Sulmpmar: bqaﬂ;"m:t!mrh-m:ﬁ
m:hm&mufﬁmpwmd paighambar
{(Prophay

" Havmng = slearad theforss:

Mamﬂnhﬂmﬂﬂg

H-I.Inﬁ.miiﬂ ﬂjﬁ hmﬂiﬁﬁt-ﬂf ﬁ:tmgm;m
Hosingtheveiidaf e o3,

Tigess becamg appeshensve and ran AWaY, TOANNE:
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Peshloush was a fonm of tribule
‘collected by (e Mughal state.

2 What forms of tntrision (nto
the forest r:lms the text evoke?
Compare 1ts message with that
of the ministure patniing in
Fig. 8.9. Who are the people
,Hll:ut‘lliud @5 'Ihmtgim from the |
perspective of {he forest dwellers? |

e S — | |
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| 2 Whit are (e niodes of

| mansport deserbed in this

| passage? Why do you think

| ey were nsed? Explatn whal
eaclof the articlés brought from

' the platns to the hills may have

| been used for.

Fig. 810

A peasant and a hunter stening
lo o sufl singer

THEmEs 14 Inoiax History— Part 1

Sourve 4

Trade between the hill tribes
and the plains, e. 1595

E&mﬂm m:hnm munnmm qmnfguudﬂm :
carnad on the backs of men, of stous pomss and of
|Eost; such a3 pold, copper, Jead, musk: wils of tha
¥utss cow (the yekl, honey, chuk (a1 scid compased
of crenge juice snd lemon boiled mxsﬁiﬁ!}
Pomegranst zad, ginges long pepper. majish (& plant
.gudmgamddﬁ] root, horax, e fa oot
- = turmonic), wax, woollen st laoode
-umhawl&gﬁ;lmblmkmm Mindiot
Tird. and othe: articles. In exohange they carry back
wﬁnﬁsm&m;dmﬁdﬂaﬂm umhqi ﬂit, Be=focnds,
mm&mq&wr&m

W e il el i W—

The spread of commercial agriculture was an
important extiernal facior that impinged on the lives
of those who lived in the {orests. Foresi products —
like honey. beeswax and gum lac — were in greal
demand. Some, such as gom lac, became miajor lems
ol overseas cxport [rom India In the sevenleenth
century, Elephanis were also captured and sold,
Trade mvolved an exchange of commodilies through
barter as well. Some tribes, like the Lohants in the
Punjab, were engaged In overland trade, between
India and Afghanistan, and in (he town-couniry
trade in the Punjab lisell.

Sacial factors too wrought changes in the lives of
forest dwellers. Like the “big men™ of the village
community, tribes also had their chicflains. Many
tribal chilels had become zamindars, some even
became kings. For this they required o bulld up an
army. They recrulled prople [rom their lineage
groups or demanded that their fraternlty provide
military service. Tribes in the Sind reglon had armies
comprising 6,000 cavalry and 7,000 infantry. In
Assam. the Ahom kdngs had (heir paiks, people who
were obliged to Tender military service in exchange
for land. The capiure of wild elephanis was declared
a roval monopoly by the Ahom kings.

s Be
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Though the transitlon [rom a (ribal to a
monarchical sysiem had starled much earlier. the
process seems (o have become lully developed only
by the sixteenth century. This can be seen from
the Atn's observallons on the existence of tribal
kingdoms in the north-east. War was a common
occurTence. For instance. the Koch kings fought
and subjugated a number of neighbouring tribes in
a long sequence of wars Lhrough the sixteenth and
sevenleenth centuries.

New cultural influences also began lo penetrale
inlo lorested zones. Spme hisiorians have indeed
suggesled that sull saints (pirs) played a major rale
in the slow acceplance of Islam among agriculiural
communitles emerging in newily colonised places
[see also Chapler 6).

5. THE ZAMINDARS
COur story of agrarian relations in Mughal india will

not be complele withoul referring Lo a class of
people in the countryside thal lived ofl agriculiure
but did not participate directly in the processes of
agricultural production. These were the zamindars
who were landed proprietors who also enjoyed certain
social and economic privileges by virtue of their
superlor sialus in rural 'soclety. Casle was one lactor
that accounted for the elevated slatus of zamindars:
another lactor was thial they performed ceriain
services (khidmal) lor the state. '

The zamindars held extensive personal lands
termed mitlktyal, meaning property. Milktyal lands
were cultivatled {or the private use of zamindars,
oftenn with the help of hired or servile labour, The
zamindars could sell. bequeath or morigage these
lands at will.

Zamindars also derived Lheir power [rom the [act
thal they could often collect reveniue on behall of
the stale, a service for which they were compensaled
financially. Control over mililary resources was
another source ol power. Most zamindars had
fortresses (gllachas) as well as an armed contingent
comprising units of cavalry, arilllery and infantry.

Thus If we visuallse social relations in the
Mughal countryside as a pyramid. zamindars clearly
constituted its very narrow apex. Abu'l Fazl's account
indicales that an “upper-caste”, Brahmana-Rajput
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= Discuss...

Find out witlch areas are
currently jdenliled as forest
7omes in your state. s lifle in
these areas changing today?
Arc the [clors responsible lor
these changes different from
or ldentesl to Ui
menttoned n this seclion?
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/ . N\
A parallel army!
Accordinz 10 the Am, the
ﬂuml:muafi mi#mrj* strengih of
the zamindars i Mughal’ india
Was 384,538 cavalny, 4,277,057
infantry, 1,803 alephanis, 4:200

cannons;: and 4.500 boats.
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combine had already eslablished firm conlrol
over rural soclety. 11 also rellects a lalrly large
represenitalion from the so-called intermedlale castes,
as we saw earlier. as well as a ltheral sprinkling of
Muslim zamindaris.

Contemporary documents ghve an fmpressiom that
confquest may have been the source of the origin of
some zamindaris. The dispossession of weaker people
by a powerful military chieltain was guite often a
way ol expanding a zamindarl. Il Is, however. unlikely
that the stale would have allowed such a show of
aggression by a zamindar unless he had been
confirmed by an imperial order (sanad).

More Important were Lhe slow processes of
zamindan consolidation, which are also documented
in sources. These imvolved colonisalion of new lands,
by transler of rights. by order of the siate and hy
purchase, These were the processes which perhaps
permitted people belonging to the relatively “lower™
castes o enter 'the rank of zamindars as zamindaris
were bought and sold quite briskly In this period.

A combinalion of faclors also allowed Lhe
consolidalon ol clan- or lineage-based zaminaris.
For example, the Rajputs and Jats adopled these
strategies to consolidate their control over vast
swathes of territory In northern India. Likewise,
peasant-pastoralisis [like the Sadgops) carved out
powerful zamindaris in areas of central and south-
western: Bengal.

Zamindars spearheaded the colonisalion of
agricultural land, and helped in settling cultivalors
by providing them with the means of cultivatlon,
including cash loans, The buying and selling of
zamindaris accelerated the process ol monelsalion
in the countryside. In additton, zamindars sold the
produce from thelr mitlktyar lands, There Is evidence
o shiow that samindars ofien established markets (haos)
to which peasants also came 1o sell their produce.

Although there can be Hitle doubt that zamindars
were an exploilative class, their relationship with the
peasantry had an element of reciprocity, paternalism
and patronage. Two aspects relnforee (his view. FirsL
the bhakll saints, who elbquently condemned
caste-based and other forms ol oppression [(sec also
Chapter 6), did not portray the zamindars (or,
Inlerestingly,. the moneviender] as exploiters or
oppressors of the peasantry. Usually it was the
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revenue official of the stale who was the object of their
ire. Secand, In a large number ol agrarian uprisings
which erupted In north India in the seventeenth
century, zamimdars alten received the suppori of the
peasantry tn thelr struggle against the state.

6. LAND REVENUE SYSTEM

Revenue from the land was the cconomic mainstay
of the Mughal Empire. H was therefore vital for (he
slate (o create an adminlstralive apparatius o ensure
control over agricultural production, and to fAx and
collect revenue from actoss the length and breadth
of the rapidly expanding empire. This apparatus
included the oflice (daftar) of the diwan who was
responsible Tor supervising the fiscal system of the
empire, Thus revenue ollicials and record keepers
penelraled. the agricultural domain and became a
declsive agenl In shaping agrarian relalions,

The Mughal state tried to first acquire specific
information aboul the extent of the agricultural
lands tn the emplre and what thes# lands produced
before fixing the burden of laxes on people. The
land revenue arrangemenis consisted of two
stages — lirst, assessment and then acinal collection.
The jama was the amount assessed, as opposed lo
hasil, (he amount collected. In his list of dulles of
the am-guzar of revenue collector. Akbar decreed
that while he should sirive lo make cullivalors pay
in cash, the option of payment in kind was also lo
be kept open. While fixing revenue, the atlempl of
the stale was (o maximise {is claims. The scope of
actually realising these claims was. however,
spmetimes (hwarted by local conditions,

Both eultivated and cuitivable lands were measured
in each province. The Afn compiled the aggregates ol
such lands during Akbar's rule. Elloris lo measure
lands conlinued under subseguent emperors. For
instance. In 1865, Aurangzeb expressly instructed his
revenue officials (o prepare annual records of the
number of cultivalors in each village (Source 7). Yel
nol all areas were measured successfully. As we have
seen, forests covered huge areas of the subconiinent
and thus remained unmeasured.
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= Discuss...

The amindan syslem was
abolished i India afler
Independence. Read through
this secllon and denllly
reasons why this was done.
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Amhmmnﬁmhﬂuﬂhln
for ensuring that imperial
‘regulations were carried ont in B .
Ths Empum#ﬁklﬂr in his profoimd sszeaty slasdfiad
the |snidh 5nd fivad & difforent revenus to ba paid by
“each Pols) =land which i ssnually culivatad for sech
crop in successon and sumver allowsd to-ha fallow
Paraunss land left out of cultivanon for s nmethat
may recover 1ts strength. Chacharis lend thet hes
lsim fellow for thres or four yoers, SBamjar is fand
D R e 4 uinculuvsted for five yexrs snd moss, Cf the firstin,
| S What princtples did (lie 1 kindsofiand, thers ars three clasems gﬂ-n-:.fﬂ ing,
| Mughal stale [ollow while l £5inliind TOAUCS S SACh 50!
classifving lands th (1S lemilores?
| How was revenue assessed? 1
b e e i m  — — —
Map |
The exparision of e Mughal Empire
1 :! What mmpact do yvou think
, the espansion ol the etpire

~would have had on land reverme .
! collection? 1

The Mughal admimattaﬁve
systemihad arits apex amulitany-
cun-burasicranc Egpﬂm;itﬁ
(mansabdar)) which Wwas
responsible forjooking afer the
<ivil and muliary afairs of the
siate. Some mansabdars were
paid in cash (naqdy), while the
majority of them Were paid

Shrtat st et -
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Eourre &
Cash or kind?

TheAm onland revenue coflachon:
,Lﬂhimtﬂaml;mﬂmmnbnﬁméﬁ of

effected in several ieava. First. hn!:w :uﬂ:ﬂ-ﬂtuhf
mMnkmﬂgﬂﬂmgum -snd kit estimatos . If
m? ‘doubts arizs. tha crops should bs ctt- ﬂmI
ertmstad in thres fots, ﬂ:ﬁga-nd.thnmtﬁﬁiu%inﬂ
tha misror, and the hesnstionyemoved Often: o,
tholand teken: hs*nppmmn:. gives s sufficiently
accuram renum: Sscondly, baral, ﬁkﬁmﬂadh‘maﬁ.
mamwmémpﬁd and siscked end) dividad by
-I-Erﬂﬂmtmmﬁ rezeT __ﬂflﬁi‘:‘p:ﬂm Butin this
cass seversl intslligent inspectors sra required;
athsrwiss, the evi-minded and fales ars geen e
4@@1@::.111@7 kire:-barai, when they ditrde the.
fields afier they sro sown. Fourthly, m:gbmp After |
cutting the grain, they farm. rtm‘}m?:%qﬂm :
amarglbnmu!m and ni:hnierl:m%m’ﬁhm

* =Whaldlffmmwmﬂd ailiﬂ"luf!-hﬂsyﬁtmlﬁ] \
of assessment and collecon of revenne have r_ -
] m&de to the cultivator? \

< Disruss. .,

Would vou consider the land revenue sysiem of
the Mupthils as & [lexible one?

7. THE FLOW OF SILVER

The Mughal Emplre was among (he large terrilorial
empires in Asia that had managed (o consolidale power
and resourees duﬂ-n& the sixteenth and seventeenth
cenluries., ’I'hl:.'.-r empires were the Ming (China),
Salavid (fran) and Otloman (Turkey). The political
stabiflity achieved by all these empires helped create
vibrant neftworks of overland trade from China to the
Mediterranean Sca: Voyages of discovery and the
opening up of the New World resulied in 8 massive
expansion ol Asia's (particularly India’s} trade with
Europe. This resulted in a greater geographical
diversily ol India’s overseas (rade as well as an
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Sotree 7

This is sn. excerpr from
Aurangzeb’s order 10 his
reveniys ofimal, 16651

of cuimnm (wgrqudm :

willsgsby vﬂt@ poasentTEa-

munn?,amﬁm ma.

o : Why do you (hink
the emperor insisied
-J ‘an a detatled survey?

Fig. 811
A stiver mupya [ssuedd by Akbar
falmerss amnd reverse)



Fig. 8.12

A stver tupyn issiueel by Awrangreh

Fig. 813
An evample gf texiiles. produced in
the suboortinend (e mect e

deavmos of Ewrepearn murkels

= Discuss...

Find mit whwsther thers are
any taxes on agriculiural
production al presenl In
your slate, Explsin Lhe
similaritics and diflerences
Lelwieenn Mughal lsen)
policles amd those adopled
sy presend-day state

governments
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expansion in the commaodity composition of this trade.
An expanding trade brought in huge amounts of silver
bullion Inlo Asia Lo pay for goods procured from India,
and a large part of thal bullion gravitated towards
Indla. This was good for India as 1 did oot have
natural resources of sithver. As a resull, the period
between the sixieenth and eighicenth centuries was
also marked by a remarkable siability in the
avallability of metal currency. particularly the silver
rupya in India. This [cllltated an unprecedented
expansion of minting of colns and the ciroulation ol
money In the economy as well as the ability of the
Mughal slate o extracl laxes and revenue In cash.
The testimony ol an Halian travellern Glovannl
Carerl, who passed through Indla ¢ 1690, provides
# graphic account shout the way silver travelled
across the plobe to reach India It also gives us an Idea
of the phenomenal amounis ol cash and commodity
transactions in sevealeenth-century India
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Soume 8

How silver came to India

This excerpt from Grovann: Caren's account (based on Barnier's account) givesan
idea of the encrmous amount of wealth that found its way into the Mughal Empirs:
Thatthe fissder may form some idss of the Weslth of ko Mughal) Empire hejs 1o
uhmm thstall the Gold end &mmhmmﬂam dum:glﬁm:hg%rhmjﬁt
' running
mmmwﬁm pﬁﬂyimﬁnk;{fuﬂmg} for teveral
sires of Commodities; dnd partinte’ tha, by the way of Stnirnia for Sille Now ths
Th!’ssmtqus ablete shetsin from Coffas: wiich coniesfrom iﬁ'nm:m (Omun) )

snd Arabis | nerPorss, Arabes snd the Turks thomeslves to go without the
commadines ofindia send vast quantitesof Mony imones 1o-Moka (Mochsion’
- the Red Ses. near Babal Mandsl, w Bassore (Sasra) a1 the bouam of the
Culgh {Culf): . wmthnaﬁpﬂrd:m;mmShFim!ndum

Basidss theIndien, Duch, English, and Porcugusss Ships, thet evesy Yosr ooy the.
Cmadma"'#‘ indo Ean, o Pasy, Temsern }ﬂ&nfﬂh’ﬂﬁﬂ}.

Coyion (SrLanks) _-mmlﬁm&m i othier Pleces, must of,
niecessity convey much Gold and Silver thither, Eﬂmﬂbﬂ&%—ﬁﬂtﬁllm
- Dusch farch from the Minas in Japan saénor og later, £9 and the

u&.heanrdlwmehﬂom B,“'hﬁﬁlhf?ﬂm 1j
ﬁmﬁw”&hrm&yﬂoﬁ e

8. THE AIN-1 AKBARI OF ABU'L

Fazr ALt ami

The Ain-t Akbart was the culmination of a large
historical. administrative project of classificatlon
undertaken by Abu’l Fazl at the order of Emperor
Akbar. It was completed in 1598, the forty-second
regnal year of the emperor. afier having gone through
five revisions. The Ain was parl of a larger project
of history writing commissioned by Akbar, This
history. known as the Akbar Nama, comprised threc
hooks, The frst two provided a hisiorical narrative,
We will look atl these paris more closely in Chapter
9. The Atn-t Akbari, the third book. was organised
as a compendium of Imperial regulations and a
gazetteer of the empire.

The Afn gives detatled accounts of the organlsation
of the court, admimistralion and army, the sources
of revenue and the physical layout of the provinces
of Akbar's empire and the literary, cultural and
religious traditions of the people. Along with a
deseription of the varicus departments ol Akbar’s
governmenl and elaborate descriptions of the
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various provinces (subgs] of the emplre, the Aln
glves us Iniricale quantlative informatlon of
those provinces.

Collecting and compiling this Information
systematically was an lmportant imperial exercise.
I mlormed the emperer about the varied and diverse
customs and practices prevailing across his
extensive lerritories. The Ain is therefore 8 mine of
informaton for us about the Moghal Empire during
Akbar's relgn. Il Is imporianl. however, to keep in
mind thil this Is a view of the redlans from the
venire, a view ol sovlely [rom s apex,

The Aln bs made up of live books (daftars], of which
the lirst (hree books describe (he adminisiration.
The first book, called manzll abadi. concerns the
imperial household and 1ts mamtenance. The second
book. sipah abadi, covers the military and civil
adminisiration and the establishment of servanis.
This book includes notices and short biographical
sketches ol fmperial officials [mansabdars), learned
men, poels and arilsis,

The third ook, mulkcabadl, is the one which deals
with the fiscal skde of the empire and provides rich
quantilative information on revenue rates. [ollowed
by the “Account ol the Twelve Provinces™. This sectlon
has detalled statistical information, which Includes
the geographic, topographic and economic profile of
all subas and their administrative and [isecal
divistons [sarkars. parganas and mahais). total
measured arca. and assessed revenue [Juama).

Aller setting tul detalls at the suba level, the Aln
goes on (o give a detalled pleture of the sarkars below
the suba, This 1L does in the form of tables, which
have eighl columns giving the following nlormation:
(1) parganat/mahal: (2) gtla (forts): (3) arazf and
zamin- patmuda (measured area); (4 nogdi, revenue
assessed in cash: (B) suyurghal, grants of Tevenue in
charity: (6] zamindars; columns 7 and 8 contain
details of the castes of these zamindars, and thetr
troops including their horsemen (sawar). foot-soldiers
Ipiyada) and elephants (fil). The mullcabadl gives a
[ascinallng, detailed and highly complex view ol
agrarian soclely in northermn India. The fourth and
fifth books (dafiars) deal with the religious, Wlerary
and cultural traditions of the people of Iniia and also
conlain a collecton of Akbar's “ausploions savings™.
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Soume 8

“Moistening the rose garden of fortune”

[nﬂaum&lﬂﬂ?ﬂﬂg:mawﬁﬂimﬁwmmmﬁmha
collected his informasion:
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h s of masry snd research. ] slsp sxerted
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~ Listall the sources thal Abw'l Fazl used o compltle his
warlk. Which of these sources would have been most usefiil
for arriving &l an understanding of agrartan refations?

To whal extent do vou think his work winild have Been
nfluenced by his relationship with Akbar?

s Be
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Translating the Ain
Civenthe off the i
1t has bean translated foruse by
-a number of scholars, Henre
‘Blochmann edi=d it and the
Asmanc Society of Bengal.
\Caleune (present-day Kolkats),
‘publishad 1t 1 1= Bibliotheea
Indica senes. The book has
aleo been randated o English
1nihsesrolumas. The standard
rransiaton of Volume 1 :s that
ofHenry Blochmann (Caleutia
1873). The other twovolumes
were ransiatad by HLS. Jarrett
(Calcutts 18691 and 1864,

THeEmEeEs 14 InDian History— Parr u

Although the Atn was officially sponsored Lo record
delailed Information lo facllitate Emperor Akbar
govern his empire, || was much more than a
reproduction ol official papers. Thal the manuscript
was Tevised five tmes by the author would suggest
a high degree of cautton on the part of Abu’l Fazl
and a search for autheniicity, For instance. oral
testimonies were cross-checked and verified before
being incorporated as “facts” in the chronicle. In
the guanttatlve secllons, all numeric data were
reproduced In words so as o minimise (he chances
ol subsequent transcriplonal errors.

Historians who have carelully studied the Ain polnt
out that it 1s nol without its problems. Numerous
errors In totalling have been detected. These are
ascribed to simple slips of arithmetle or of
transcription by Abu'l Fazl's assistants, These are
generally minor and do not detract from the overall
quantitative veracity of (he manuals.

Another limitation of the Ain s the somewlial
skewed natare of the quantilative data. Dala were
nol collecied uniformly Irom all provinees, For
instance, while [or many subas delafled information
was complled about the caste composition of the
rzamindars. such Informatlon Is nol available lor
Bengal and Orissa. Furlher, while the fiscal data
from the sithas 15 remarkable [or s richness, some
equally vital parameters such as prices and wages
from these same areas are nol as well documented.
The detailed list of prices and wages that the Ain
does provide s mainly derived from data periaining
lo areas in or around the imperial caplial of Agra,
and s therslore of limlled relevance for the rest of
the country.

These limllations notwithstanding, the A rematns
an extraordinary document of s Umes. By providing
fascinating ghmpses into the siructure and
organisation of the Mughal Empire and hy giving us
guaniliaitve information abowt Its products and
pecple, Abu’l Fazl achileved a major breakthrough
tn the tradition of medisval chroniclers who wrole
mostly about remarkable polltical events — wars,
conquestis, poltiical machinations, and dynastic
twrmofl. Information about the country, Its people

s Be
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and s products was menllonsd only Incldenially
amd as embelllshments lo the essentially political
thrust of the narrative,

The Atn completely deparied from this iradition as
it recorded informattion about the empne and the people
ol India, and thus constilules a benchmark lor
studving india al the tam of the seveniiesnth century.
The value of the Ain's quanttative evidence 1s
umcaontesied where the study of agranin relalions
Is concerned. Bul it 1s the Information it contains on
peaple, Lheir professions and ades and on the
impeerial establishment and the grandees of the empire
which enables hislorians (o reconstruct the soclal
fabirie of india al thal Ume.

r LA "Li ‘\
Tmmusf %
memmnmmﬁyﬁpmrmm EMPIRE
1526 Huhmdﬁe&mﬁuahhn[nﬂl}ﬂwlhlmmlhn
“al-Panipat. hecomes the first Mughal emperor
1530-40 First phase. urnmm's relgn
1640-55 - Hmmm Shet Shah,
- SN Inmhﬂltht&faﬁ_lilmm'! -
1555-56 — Humﬂmm 5 1ot lerritortes
15561605 Refgn of Akbar
160527 Relgn of J
1658-1707 =lgm O
1730 e W Naxdir Shah tnvades India and sacks Delfi
1761 pu -Ahmad Shah Abdall defeals the Marathas
TN 10 thie third batlle of Panipat
1765 The diwant of Bengal transferred (o the
Easl India Company
1857 Lasi Mughal ruler, Bahadur Shah 11,
deposed by the Britsh and extled 1o Rangoon
(present day Yangon, Myanmar)
W\ x




112 THEmeEs 14 InDian History— Part 1

R 14100-150 WoRDs.

1. What are the problems tn using the Afnas a soume for

reconstructing agrartan historny? How do tistorians deal
with this stiuation?

2. Towhai extenl 18 it pissibile (o characierise asicultural
production o lhe sixteenth-seventecnth centuries as
subiststence agricullure? Give reassns for your snswer.

3. Describe the mole played by women in dgriculttrl
produciion -

4, Discuss, wilh examples, Lhe stgnificance of monelary
transactions during the period under consideration.

5. Examine the evidence thal suggests that land revenpe
was importantfor the Mughal fiscal system.

. -_ 7 - 0% - lﬂm li!.l!” u‘l 'n

6. To what extent do you think caste was a factor
mlluencing social and economic relalions in agrartan
society?

7. How were the ltves of fores] dwellers trmnsfomied in the
sixieenih and severniteenth centuies?

B, Examine the role played by zamindars in Mughal India

Fig. 8.15 9. Biseuss the ways In which panchayats and viliage
A seventeenth-century painttng hieadmen regulated miml sochety,
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MAP WORK

Oy an outhine map of the wortd, mark the areas
whilch had economite links with the Mughal Empire,
ind frace oul possibie rolles of comiunicalion.

H

1.

ProJeEcT (CHOOSE GNE)

Visit a neghbourng village. Find out hiow many
people live Lhere, winch crops are grown, wiich
animals are ralsed. which ar{isanal groups reside
there, whether women own land, how (he loeal
panchayal lunctions. Compare Lhis information
with what you have learnt nbout the sixteenth-
seventeenth cemuries. noung similartles and
differences. Explain both the changes and the
contimukies Lthal vou Mod.

Select a8 small sectlon of the Al (10-12 papes,
available online al (the welmEile indiesied Delow)
Read 1t carelully and prepare a report on how |1t
ciinl be used by a Histortan

FMg. 8.16
A painting depicting a womem seiling sireets
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If vou would liks to know
mors, resd:

| Sump Guhs 1930,

CIIroTRant and SOy

| m ks

Cembndge University Prass
Ceriibrdess.

| Irfan Habib. 1900

'\ The Agravian Scztem of Mughal

| Indiz 15501 737 {Sacond odition).
| O=ford Universiys Prass

MNaw Dealht

 WH Moraland 1383 (rp1)
| Indie atths Dearh of Akbar

= I

l

An Economic Study
Cmenal New Dall

Tepan Reychisudhuri-and

| Irfan Hetib (eds), 3004
| The Cémbridie Econonmic

-
Flie:

oy oflndis. Val .
Orient Lorgman, New Dsih

' Dhstmar Rothermund, 1693
- An Econemic Higory of Indza—

fram Fr=- ~coiomal Tintes ro 199]

Routledze, Lon

Senjay Subrehmsnyem (ed ) 1904

| Monoy and'the Marketin India,

11001700

| Oncford Unversiny Pracs
| New Dell

For more information,

vou could visit:

hitn-{fpatsian. packhium drg

persisnindoxjspleery=

PEEhla=00702053%cr=0 r
— -—_
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