COLONIALISM AND THE
COUNTRYSIDE
EXPLORING OFFICIAL ARCHIVE

In this chapter you will see what
colonial rule meant to those whao lived
in the eountryside. You will meet the
zamindars of Bengal. travel to the
Rajmahal hills where the Paharias
and the Santhals lived. and then move
west to the Deccan. You will look at
the way the English East India
Company (E.L.C.) established iis @) in
the countryside. Implemented Jfs
revente policles. what these policies
meant to different sections of people.
and how they changed everyday lives.
Laws introduced by the state
have conseguences for people: they
determine to an extent who grows
richer and who pooter. who acquires
new land and who loses the land they
have Hved on, where peasants go
whien they need money. As you will ske.
however, people were not cnly sihject
to the working of laws, they also
resisted the law by acting according to
what they believed to be just. In deing
so people defined the way 1n which
laws operated, thereby modifying thelr
constquences,
You will also come to know aboul
the sources that tell us about these
histories, and the problems historians
face in interpreting them. You will read
about revenue records and surveys.
journals and apcounts left by surveyors  Fig. 9.1
and travellers. and reports produced Cotion being carmicd fiom the village (6 the mandi,
by enquiry commissions. listroted London News, 20 April 1861

Hirdzy



228

Ragat (Itemlly King) wiss a temm

Fig. 9.2

Burdivan mijia’s City Palice on
DHeomare Harbotir Rood, Caliulta
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many rich mmmindors of Bergal
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sipporivd by Corinthian colums
ke these

THemEs 1N Inoian Histoay — Part 1

1. BENGAL AND THE ZAMINDARS

As you know, colondal mile was first established in
Bengal. It is here that the carliest attempls were
made to recider rural soclety and establish a new
regime ol land rights and a new revenue system. Let
us st what happened in Bengal in the early vears
of Company [E.LC\) rule.

1.1 An suection in Burdwan

in 17497 there was an auction in Burdwan [present-
day Bardhaman). It was a big public event. A number
of mahals (estates] held by the Raja ol Burdwan
were being sold. The Permanent Settlement had
come into operation in 1783, The East India
Company had fixed the revenue that each zamindar
had to pay. The estates of those who' (alled to pay
were to be auctivned to recover the revenue. Since
the raja had actnmulaled huge amsars, his esiates
had been pul up for auction.

Numerpus purchasers came to the auction and
the estates were sold to the highest bidder, But the
Callector soun discovered a strange twist to the tale.
Many of the purchasers turned out to be servants
and agents of the raja who had bought the lands
on behalf of their master. Over 95 per cent of the
sale at the auction was fictitious. The raja’s estates
hall been publicly sold. but he remained in control
of his zamindarl.

Why had the raja failed to pay the revenue? Who
were the purchasers at the auction? What does the
story tell us about what was happening in the rural
areas of eastern ndia at that tme?

1.2 The problem of unpald revenue
The estates of the Burdwan ra) were not the only
anes sald during the closing years of the eighteenth
century, Over 75 per cent of the zamindars changed
hands after the Permanent Settlement. '
In introducing the Permanent Settlement, British
officials hoped to resolve the problems they had
been facing since the conguest of Bengal. By
the 17705, the rural economy In Bengal was in
crists, with recurrent famines and declining
agricultural output. Officlals felt that agriculure,
trade and the revenue resources of the state could
all be developed by encouraging investment in
agriculture, This could be done by securing rights
of property and permanently fixing the rates of
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CoronialisM anD THE COUNTRYSIDE

reveniue demand. If the revenue demand of the stale
was permanently fAxed. then the Company could
look forward to a regular flow of revenue, while
cnirepreneurs could feel sure of carning a profit
from their lnvestment, since the state would not
siphon It off by Increasing its clalm. The process,
offictals hoped. would lead to the emergence of a
class of yeomen farmers and rich landowners who
wottld have the capital and enterprise to improve
agriculture. Nurtured by the British. this class
would also be loval te the Company.

The problem, however, lay in ldentifying
individuals who could both Improve agriculture ant
contract to pay the fixed revenue to the siate. Afier
a prolonged debate amongst Company officials, the
Permanent Settlement was made with the rajas
amd talugdars of Bengal. They were now classified
as zamindars. and they had to pay the revenue
demand that was fixed in perpetuity. in terms of
this definttion. the zamindar was not a landowner
in the village. but-a revenue Collector of the state.

Zamindars had several (sometimes as many as 400)
villages under them. In Company calculations the
villages within one zamindari formed one revenue
esiate, The Company fxed the total demand over ihe
entire estale whose revenue the zamindar contracted
to pav. The zamindar collected rent from the different
villages. paid the revenue to the Company,. and
retalned the difference as his income. He was expected
to pay the Company regularly, fatling which his estate
coutld be auctioned.

1.3 Why zamindars defaulted on payments
Company officials felt that a lixed revenue demand
would give zamindars a sense of security and,
assured of returns on thelr Investment, encoirage
them to Improve their esiates, In the early decades
after the Permanayt Settlement. however, zamindars
regularly failled to pay the revenue demand and
unpald balances aceumulated.

The reasans for this fallure were various. First: the
inttial demands were very high. This was hecause It
was felt that if the demand was fixed for all tme to
come. the Company would never be able to claim a
share of inereased income from land when prices
rose and cultivation expanded. To minimisc this
anticipated loss, the Company pegged the revenue
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Chirles Cormusallis (1 T38-1805),
peinted by Thomas Gainsharugh,
178G

He was 1be commupmnrder of e
Hritish forees duning the Amonean
War of Inddependenes and the
Governor Gencerl ol Bengal when
the Dermonent Setlement was
infrochaced there In 1700

Talugudos IMerally means “one
who holds o (alug™ or a
connection. Taluy came to refer
toa territorial vt
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demand High, arguing that the burden on zamindars
would gradually decline as agricultural production
expamnded and prices rose.

Second: this high demand was tmposed In the
1780s, a time when the prices of agricultural produce
were depressed, making it difficult for the mots to
pay thetr dues to the zamindar. If the zamindar could
not collect the rent, how could he pay the Company?
Third: the revenue was invariable. regardless of the
harvest, and had to be pald punctually. In fact,
according to the Sunset Law, If payment did not come
in by sunset of the specified date, the zamindar was
llable to be auctioned. Fourth: the Permanent
Settlement Initially limited the power of the zamindar
to collect rent from the ryot and manage his zamindari.

The Company had recognised the zamindars as
important, but it wanted to control and regulate them.
subdue their atithority and restrict thelr autonomy.
The zamindars’ troops were disbanded. customs
duttes abollshed, and thetr “culcheries™ (courts)
brought under the supervision of a Collector appointed
by the Company. Zamindars lost their power to
organise local justice and the local police. Over time
the r:;ulleqtma.te emerged as an alternative centre of
authority, severely r;:Etl.'tl:‘Hﬂg what the zamindar
could do. In one case. when a raja [alled to pay the
revenue, & Company offlcial was spealily dispatched
to his zamindart with explicit Instractions “to take
charge of the District and to use the most effectual
means o destroy all the influence and the authority
of the raja and his officers”,

At the time of rent collection, an officer of the
zamindar, usually the amlah. came around to the
village. But rent collection was a perennial problem.
Sometimes bad harvests and low prices made
payment of dues difficult for the ryots. Al other ttimes
yals deliberately delaved payment. Rich ryols and
village headmen - jotedars and mandals —were only
too happy to see the zamindar in trouble. The
zamindar could therefore not easily assert his power
over them. Zamindars could prosecute defaulters.
but the judicial process was long drawn. In Burdwan
alone there were over 30,000 pending suits for
arrears of rent payment In 1798,
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1.4 The rise of the jotedars
Whille many zamindars were facing a crisis at the
end of the elghteenth century, a group of rich
peasants were consolidating their position In the
villages. In Francls Buchanan's survey of the
Dinajpur district in North Bengal we have a vivid
tfescription of this class of rich peasants known as
Joiedars. By the early nineteenth century, joledars
had acquired vast areas of land - sometimes as much
as several thousand acres. They controlled lncal trade
as well as moneylending. exercising immense power
over Lhe poorer cultivators of the reglon. A large pant
of their land was cultivaled through sharecroppers
[adhiyars or bargadars) who brought their own
ploughs, laboured in the fisld, and handed over half
the produce to the jotedars after the harvest.
Within the villages, the power of jotedars was mare
effective than that of zamindars, Unlike zamindars
who often lived In urban areas. jotedars were located
in the villages and exercised direct control over a
considerabhle section of poor villagers., They fiercely
resisted efforts by zamindars to inerease the jamo of
the village, prevented zamindari offlcials from
executing their dutles. moblllsed: gpofs who were
dependent on them. and dellberatlely delaved
payments of revenue to the zamindar. In fact,
when the estates of
the zamindars were
auctioned for fallure to
miake revenue payment,
Jotedars were often
amongst the purchasers.
The jotedars were
most powerful in North
Berngal, although rich
peasanis and village
headmen were emerging
as commanding fgures
in the countryside in
other parts of Bengal as
well. In some places they
were called haoladars,
clsewhere they were
Known as ganlidars
or mandals. Their rise
Inevitably weakened
zamindarl authority.
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Bémgpal villagge Seéne. puainted
by Georpe Chinnery, 1820
Chinnery stayed in India for
23 years (1802-25), minting
portralls, Budseaples aned
scetwes of e everwday Uie of
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1.5 The zamindars resist

The authority of the zamindars In tural areas,
hawever, did not collapse. Faced with an exorbltantly
high revenue demand and possible auction of their
estates, they devised ways of surviving the pressures,
New contexts produced new sirategles.

FicHtious sale was ane such strategy. It involved a
series of manoeuvres. The Raja of Burdwan, for
instance, lirst ransterred some ol his amindari to
his mother, sines the Company had decreed that the
properiy of women would not be taken over. Then, as
a second move, his agents manipulated the auctions.
The revenue demand of the Company was deliberately
withheld, and unpaid balances were allowed to
acrumiilate. When a part of the estate was auctioned,
the zamindar's men bought the property. outhidding
other purchasers. Subsequently they refused to pay
up the purchase money. so that the estate had to be
resold. Onee again It was boughit by the zamindar’s
ageiHs, onde again the purchase money was nob paid.
and once again thers was an auction, This process
was repeated endlessly, exhausting the state, and
the other bidders at the auction, Al last the estate
was sold at a low price back to the zamindar. The
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zamindar never pald the full revenue demand: the
Company rarely recovered the unpaid balances that
had piled up,

Such transactions happened on a grand scale,
Between 1793 and 1801 four blg zamindarls
of Bengal, Including Burdwan, made benami
purchases that collectively yvielded as much as
Rs 30 lakh. Of the total sales at the auctions,
over |15 per cent were fictitious.

There were other ways in which zamindars
circumvented displacement. When people from
otitside the zamindarl bought an estate at an
auction, they could not always take posscssion. At
ttmes thelr agents would be attacked by lathyals of
the former zamindar. Sometimes even the ryols
resisted the entry of outslders. They felt bound to
their own zamindar through a sense of loyalty and
perceived him as a figare of anthority and themselves
as his pmja [sublects). The sale of the zamindari
disturbed their sense of identity, their pride. The
zamindars therefore were not easily displaced.

By the beginning of the nineteenth century the
depression in prices was over, Thus those who had
survived the troubles of the 1790s cansolidated ther
power, Riles of revenue paymerit were jilso made
somrwhal flexible. As a result, the zamhxlar's power
over the villages was strenpthiened. i was only during
the Greal Depression of the 1930s that they finally
collapsed and the jofedars consolidated their power
in the countrysiie.

1.6 The Fifth Report
Many of the changes we are discussing were
documented in detail in a report that was submitted
to the British Parliament in 1813, [t was the fifth ol a
sevies of reports on the administration and activitles
of the East India Company in India. Often referted to
as the Fifth Report. it ran into 1002 pages, of which
over BOU pages were appendices that reproduced
petitions of zamindars and gots, reparts of collectors
from different districts, stattstical tables on revenue
retums, and notes on the revenue and judicial
administration of HBengal and Madras (present-day
Tamil Nadu] written by officials.

From the time the Company established its rule
in Bengal In the mid-1760s; Iis activitics were closely
waltched and debaled In England. There were many
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groups in Britain who were opposed to the monopoly
that the LEast India Company had over trade with
India and China. These proups wanted a revocatlon
of the Roval Charter that gave the Company this
monapaly. An increasing number of private traders
wanted a share In the India trade. and the
industrialisis of Britain were keen to apen up the
Indian market for British manufactures. Many
political groups argued that the conquest of Bengal
was benefiting only the Easl India Company but not
the British nation as a whole. Information about
Company miisrule and maladminisiration was hotly
debiated In Britain and hceidents of the greed and
corruption of Company offlclals were widely
publicised In the press. The British Parllament
passed a seties of Acts In the late elghteenth century
to regulate and econtrol Company rule In India. It
forced the Company to produce regular reports on
the administration of India and appoinied
committees to enquire into the affairs of the
Company. The Fifth Report was one such report
produced by a Select Commmilttee. It became the basis
of Intense parilamentary debales on the nature of
the East India Company's rule In India.
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For over a cenlury and & hall, the Fifth Report
has shaped our conception of what happened In rural
Bengal in the late eighteenth century, The evidence
contalned in the Fifth Report s Invaluable, But
official reports Hke this have to be read carefully.
We need to know who wrote the reporis and why
they were written, In fact, recent researches show
that the arguments and evidence offered by the Fifth
Report cannnt be accepted uncritically.

Researchers have carefully examined the
archives of various Bengal zamindars and the local
recorids of the districts to write aboul the history
of colonial rule in rural Bengal. They indicate that,
intent on criticising the maladministration of
the company. the Fifth Reporl exaggerated the
collapse of traditional zamindari power, as also
overesiimated the scale on which zamindars were
losing their land. As we have seen. even when
zamindaris were auctioned, zamindars were not
always displaced. given the ingenipus methods
they used to retain their zamindaris.

Sourrres 2

From the Fifth RKeport
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of lands. the Fifth Report stated:
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= From the tone tnwhich
eviderice s recorded. what do
you thiek 1s the attitude of the
Teport Lo the facts narrated?
What 1s the Report trying to say
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zamindars you have just read
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2. THE HoE AND THE PLOUGH

Let us now shift our focus from the wetlands of Bengal
to drier zones, from a region of settled cultivation 1o
one where shifling agrcultire was practised. You
will see the changes that came about when the
frontlers of the peasant economy expanded oulwards,
swallowing up pastures and forests in the Rajmahal
hills. You will also see how these changes created a
variety of conflicts within the reglon.

2.1 In the hills of Rajmahal

n the early nineteenth century, Bochanan travelled
through the Rajmahal hills. From his deseription,
the hills appeared impenctrable. a zone where few
travellers ventured, an area that signified danger.
Whesever hie went. people were hostlle, apprehensive
of officials and unwilling to talk tothem. In mauany
mstances they deserted thelr villages and absconded.

Wha were these hill falk? Why were they so
apprehensive of Buchanan's visit? Buchanan's
journal gives us tantalising glimpses of these hill
folk tn the early nineteenth century. His journal was
written as a diary of places he visited. people he
encountercd, and practices lie saw. Il ralses
questions in our mind. but docs not dlways help us
answer them. H tells us about a moment In time,
but niot about the longer history of people and places.
For that historians have to tum (o other records.

If we look at late-eighteenth-century revenue
records, we learn that these hill folk were known as
Paliarias. They llved around the Rajmahal hills,
subsisting an forest produce and practising shifting
cultivation. They cleared patehes of forest by cutting
bushes and burning the undergrowth, On these
patches, enriched by the potash from the ash, the
Pahartas grew a variely of pulses and millets for
consumpfion. They scratched the ground Hghtly
with hoes. cultivated the cleared land for a few years.
then lefl it fallow so that Il could recover Its fertllity,
and moved to a new area.

From the forests they collected mahwa (a flower)
for food, silk cocoons and resin for sale, and wood
for charcoal production. The undergrowth that
spread like a mat below the trees and the patches of
grass that covered the lands left fallow provided
pasture for cattle.
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Fig. 9.8
A view of a hill village i Rajmahal paintec by Willizm Hodges, 1783
Wiltimm: Hodgies was o Heitish artist who socompanicd. Captain Cook on bis seomid vayage
to the Pacific (1772 75), and then came to Indin. In, 1781 he became o friend of Aogusius
Olevekusl, the Collector of Bhingalpur, On the hawiladon of Qlevebnsl, Hodges scoompminied
liim to Ue Janed] Mahals o 1782, and painted 2 sel of aguatints, Like mony other
Brist paialers of W Ume, Hodies seurelied for the plelinresdguie. Ariists in searily of Lhe
picturesgue were mspirnd by the sdedly of Bomontivism, o brodition of thooghl
celchmind nature nnd admdred isspagnibrence and powes, Romnoties Ielt thab (0 commimne
wilh natire e il had (o Tepesent maine as an kvl uncomuptod by modern
civillsatinn discover unkowown buslseapes, and appreciate e sublime play al lght ol
shode. IL sl sesirch of s anknown that Hodges sl (o tie Rofmabiol hills: He found
Mt Ioidscnpes’ monolomos, aned discoverned beéiily. in rolghiess. Ieregilarily anl variety.
A lnoisrape that calosial officials found dangerous nod wild, peopled by Darbnbent fribes,
appenrs in the pointings of Hodpes &8 exolic and dyilic

= Look at the patnting amnd 1dentify the ways tn which 1t represents the
traditions of the piciuresque.

Aquatint 15 & ploture produced

The life of the Paharias — as hunters, shifting by cutting into a copper sheel

cultivators, food gatherers, charcoal producers, with actd and then printing (1
silkworm rearers - was thus Intimately connectesd o
the forest, They lived in hutments within tamarind
groves, and rested In the shade of mango trees. They
considered the entire reglon as their land. the basis
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Fig, 9.9
A viewr of Jangal territony.
prinfieed by Willimm Hodges
Here visty can see Lhe fnestedd
lowy Btk spwd Lhe rocky wpper
mipes: nowhere octundly above
2000 forl By contrimg the hillks
aaud wirwing them lromn Lok,
Heodw= emphnsises: Lhel
Ececssibility.
= Look at Fuis: 9.8 and I
8.9, Deseribe how the |
piotures represent the |
| relattonship between tribal | |
people and mature:

of their identity as well as survival: and they resisted
the Intrusion of outsiders. Thelr chiefs maintained
the unity of the group, settled disputes, and led the
tribe tn baftles with other tribes and plamspeople.

With their base in the hills. the Paharias regularly
raided the plalns whers settled agriculturists lived.
These ralds were necessaty lor survival, particularly
in years of scarcity: they were a way of asserting
power over settled communities: and they were a
means of negolliating pelitical relations with
outsiders. The zamindars on the plains had to often
purchase peace by paying a regular tribute to the
hill chiefs. Traders similarly gave a small amount
to the hill folk for permission to use the passes
conlrolled by them. Once the toll was paid. the
Paharid chiefs protected the traders. ensuring that
their goods were not plundered by anyone.

This negotiated peace was somewhal fragile, It
broke down In the last decades of the elghteenth
century when the frontlers of settled agriculture were
belng aggressively extended In eastern India. The
British encouraged forest cleéarance, and zamindars
and jotedars turmed uncultivated lands into rice
fields. To the British, extension of settled agriculture
was necessary to enlarge the sources of land
revenue. produce crops for export, and establish
the basis of a settled, ordered soclety. They also
associated forests with wildness, and saw [orest
people as savage, unruly, primitive, and difficult to
povern. So they fell that forests had to be cleared,

et S
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settled agricullure established. and forest people
tamed, civillsed and persuaded to give up honting
and take lo plough agriculture,

As seitled agriculture expanded, the area under
foresls and pastures contracted, This sharpened the
confliet between hill folk and settled cultivators. The
former began to ratd settled villages with increasing
regularity, cartying away food grains and cattle.
Exasperated colonial offictals tried desperately to
control and subdue the Paharias. But they found
the task dilficult.

In the 1770s the British embarked on a brutal
policy of extermiinaton, hunling the Paharias down
and killing them. Then, by the 17805, Augustus
Cleveland, the Collector of Bhagalpur, proposed a
policy of pacification. Paharla chiefs were glven an
annual allowance and made responsible for the
proper conduct of their men. They were expected to
malntain order tn their localitics and discipline their
own people. Many Paharia chiefs refused the
allowances. Those who accepted, most often lost
authority within the community. Being in the pay of
the colonial government. they came to be percélved
as subordinute emplovees or stipendiary chicfs,

As the pacification campaigns continued. the
Paharias withdrew deep into the mountalus,
insulating themselves from hostile forces, and
carTying an a war with outsiders. So when Buchanan
travelled through the regton in the winter of
1810 -11 the Pahartas naturally viewed him with
suspicion and distrust. The experience of pacification
campalgns and memories of bBrutal repression
shaped their perception of British infiltration Into
the area. Every white mam appeared (o represent a
power that was destroyving their way of life and means
of survival, snatching away thelr control over their
forests and lands.

By this time (n fact there were newer inlimations
of danger. Santhals were pouring into the area,
clearing forests, cutting down timber. ploughing land
and growing rice and cotton. As the lower hills were
taken over by Santhal settlers. the Paharias receded
deeper into the Rajmahal hills. If Paharia life was
symbollsed by the hoe, which they used for shifting
cultivation, the settlers came to represent the power
of the plough, The battle between the hoe and the
plough was a long one.
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Fig. .10

Hill willgge in Santhal country,

lnstrated Losudan News.,

23 February 1856

This villnge in the lower Rajmahnd

hills wns shketehesl by Walter

Sherwill in the eurly 18504,

The villnge appears o by peacelal,

colim and idyilie. Life seems

unaflvcted by Lhe oulside worlil

e T e e
Santhal viltage with Fig. 9.12;
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2.2 The Santhals: Pioneer settlers
At the end of 1810, Buchanan crossed Ganjuria Pahar,
which was parl of the Eajmahal ranges, passed
through the rocky country bevond. and reached a
village. 1t was an old village but the lamd around had
been recently cleared to extend cultivation. Looking
at the landscape, Buchanan found evidence of the
reglon having been transformed through “proper
application of human labour™. He wrote: "Gunjuriya
is just sufficlently cultivated to show what a glorious
country this might be made. | think its beauty and
riches might be made equal to almast any in the
universe.” The soil here was rocky butl “uncommonly
fire”, and nowhere had Buchanan séen finer tobacto
and muslard, On enquiry he discovered that the
frontiers of cultivation here had been extended by
the Santhals, They had moved mto this area around
1800, displared the hill folk who lived on these lower
slopes, cleared the forests and settled the land.
How did the Santhals reach the Rajmahal hills?
The Santhals had begun to come into Bengal around
the 17808, Zamindars hired them to reclaim land
and expand cultivation, and British officials invited
them lo seitle in the Jangal Mahals., Having fniled
fa subdue the Paharias and transform them into
seitled agriculturists, the British turned to the
Santhals, The Paharias refused to cut forests,
resisted touching the plough, and continued to be
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turbulent. The Santhals, by contrast, appeared o
be ideéal seitlers, clearing forests and ploughing the
land with vigour.

The Santhdls were given land and persuaded to
settle In the foothills of Rajmahal. By 1832 a large
area of land was demarcated as Damin-1-Koh. This
was declared to be the kind of the Santhals. They
were to live within it. practise plough agriculture,
and become settled peasants. The land grant to the
Santhals stipulated that at least one-tenth of the area
was (0 be cleared and cultivated within the first ten
vears. The lerritory was surveyed and mapped.
Entlosed with boundary pillars. It was separated from
both the world of the seitled agriculturists of the
plains and the Paharias of the hills.

Afier the demarcation of Damin-i-Koh. Santhal
settlements expanded rapidly. From 40 Santhal villages
in the area In 1838, as many as 1,473 villages had
come up by 1851, Over the same period. the Santhal
population increased from a mere 3,000 to over 82,000,
As cultivation expanded. an increased volume of
revenue flowed into the Company's coffers.

Santhal myths and songs of the nincteetith centary
refer very frequently to a long history of travel: they
represent the Santhal past as one of continiious
mobility, a treless search for a plare to settle. Here
in the Damin-1-Koh thelr joumey seemed to have come
to an enid.

When the Santhals settled on the peripheries of
the Rajmahal hills, the Paharias resisted but were
ultimately forced to withdraw decper into the hills
Restricted from moving down to the lower hills and
valleys, they were confined to the dry imterior a@mnd
to the more Barren and rocky upper hills, This
severely affected thelf lives, lmpoverishing them
in the long term. Shiftlng agriculture depended on
the ability to move o newer and newer land and
uttlisation of the natural fertility of the soll. When
the most fertile soils became inaccessible to them,
being part of the Damin, the Paharias could not
effectively sustain their mode of enltivation. When
the forests of the region were cleared for cultivation
the hunters amongst them also faced problems. The
Santhals, by contrast, gave up their earller 1le of
mobility and settled down, cultivaling a range of
commercial crops for the market. and dealing with
traders and monevienders.

241



242 Txemes 14 Inotan History — PagT 1

The Santhals. however, soon found that the land
they had brought under cultivallon was slipping
away from thelr hands, The state was levving heavy
taxes on the land that the Santhals had cleared,
moneylenders (dikus) were charging them high rates
of Interest and taking over the land when debts
remalned unpatd, and zamindars were asserting
control over the Damin area.

By the 1850s, the Santhals felt that the time had
come to rebel against zamindars. moneylenders and
the colonial siate. In order to create an ideal world
or themselves where they would rule. It was after
ithe Santhal Revolt [1B55-56] that the Sarithal
Pargana was created, carving oul 5,500 square miles
from the districts of Bhagalpur and Bfrbhum. The

Fg. 9.11 colonial state hoped that by creating a new territory
Sidhu Manjhi. the leader of the for the Santhals and Imposing some special laws
Santhal rebellion within Il the Santhals could be conciliated.

Fig. 9.12
Santhals fight the sepoys of the British Raj, Hlusdrnied London News, 23 Febymary 1856

The rebellion chonged the Brilish perveption of Lthe Santhals, Villoges (sl hod earlier seemed
calm mmet peocebinl [Fig: 9.10) now appeared (o hnve beeome ploces of violm) and savngie deeds,
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Burning of Santhol vitlages, Husiruied London Newes, 23 February 1856

After the rebellion was crushed, the mgon wes sesrched. suspects were picked up, and
villigg= set om fire. Images of the aming vilkiges were shown 1o Uie pubilke i England -
once agitn as a demonstration of the might af the Britlsh and thelr sbility 1o crush
rebellion and impose colonial order, ‘

Fig. 2.14

Santhal priscrers being folen away, Hostrmted London News, 1856

Notice how impges like this one seck to comvey political messages. At ihe contre you
can see Brilish officiols triumphontly fdding on aneclephant. One offfcer ona horse (s
smnking a hookal: a pleture that emphosises that the (me of frouble was over, e
rebellion had been crushel The rebdls sre now in choins, belng lhlen awoy Lo jall
egeoried and surrounded by saldiers of the Compamy,
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2.3 The accounts of Buchanan

We have Desn drawing on Buchanan's accounl,
but while reading his reports we should not forget
that he was an emploves of the Britlsh East India
Company. His journeys were not simply inspired
by the love of landscape and the desire to discover
the unknown. He marched everywhere with a
large army of people — draughtsmen, surveyors,
palanquin bearers. coglies. The costs of the
travels were bome by the East India Company
since it needed the information thal Buchanan
was cxpected to collecl. Buchanan had spectlic
instriuctions about what he had to look for-and
what he had to record, When he arrived at a
village with his army of people. he was
immediately perceived as an agent of the sarkar

As the Company consalidated Its power and
expanded fs commerce. it looked for natural
resolrees 1t could control and explolt, It surveyed
landsecapes and revenue sources, arganised
voyages of discovery, and sent its gi:ulngists and
gengraphers, its botanists and medical men to
collect Information. Buchanan, undoubtedly an
exiraordinary observer, was ane such Individual.
Everywhere Buchanan went, he obsessively
observed the stones amd rocks and the different
strata and layers of soil. He searched for
minerals and stones that were commercially
valuable. he recorded all stgns of fron ore and
mica. granite and saltpetre. He carefully
observed local practices of salt-making and tron-
ore-mining.

When Buchanan wrote aboul a landscape, he
most oflen described net just what he saw, what
the landscape was like, but also how it cotld be
transformed and made more productive — what
crops could be cullivated, which frees eut down,

which ones grown. And we must remember
that his viston and his priorities were different
from those of the Iloeal Inhabitants: his
assgssment of what was necessary was shaped
by the commercial concerns of the Company and
modern Western notions of what constituted
progress. He was Inevitably eritieal of the
lifestyles of [orest dwellers and felt that (orests
had to be turmned into agricultural lands.

2gzdzE



CorontaLiss ano THE CouNTaYsIDE
Bnurme 5

On clearance and settled cultivation
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3. A REVOLT IN THE COUNTRYSIDE

THE BoMBAY DECCAN
You have read about how the Hves of peasants and
zamindars of colonial Bengal and the Paharias
and Santhals of the Rajmahal hills were changing.
Now let us move acress to western India. and to &
later period, and explore what was happening in the
countryside in the Bombay Decean,

One way of exploring such changes is by focusing
on a peasant revolt. In such climactic Umes rebels
express thelr anger and fury: they rise against what
they perceive to be Injusiice and the causes of their
suffering, If we try to nndersiand the premises of
their resentment. and peel the layers of thelr anger.
we gef a glimpse of thar life and experience thatf is
otherwise hidden from us. Revolis also produce
records that liistorians can Jook at. Alarmed by the
actlons of rebels and keen on restoring order, state
authorities do not simply repress a rebelllon. They
try and understand il. enquire lnto lts causes so
that policles can be formulated and peace
established. These enquiries produee evidence that
historians can explore.

Through the nineteenth century. peasantis in
various parts of India rose in revolt against
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= Discuss...

What does Buchanan’'s
deseription tell us about his
ideas of development?
Hustrate your dArgument by
guoting from it excerpts.
If you were a Faharia forest
dweller how would vou have
reacled o these ldeas?
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moneylenders and grain dealers. One such revolt
occurred in IB75 In the Deccan.

3.1 Account books are burnt

The movement began at Supa. a large villdge in Poona
[present-day Pune) district. It was a markel centre
where many shopkeepers and moneylenders lved.
On 12 May1875, ryots from surrounding rural areas
gathered and attacked the shopkeepers. demanding
their bahi khatas [account books] and debt bonds,
They burnt the khatas, looted graln shops, and in
some cases sci fire to the houses of sahukars,

From Poona the revoll spread to Ahmednagar.
Then over the next two moriths it spread even further,
aver an area of 6.500 square km. More than thirty
villages were affected. Everywhere the paticrn was
the same: sahukars were attacked, actount books
burnt and debt bonds destroyed. Terrified of peasant
attacks, the sahukars fled the villages, very often
leaving thelr property and helmlgmgs behind.

As the revaolt spread, British officials saw the
spectre of 1857 (see Chapier 11]. Police posts were
established in villages to frighten rebellious peasants
into submission. Troops were quickly called in: 951
people were arrested, ‘and many convicted. But
it took several months to bring the countryside
under control.

Sowarpe T
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Why the burning of bonds and deeds? Why this
revoll? What does It Lell us about the Deccan
countryside and about agrarian changes under
colonial rile? Let us look at this longer history of
changes over the nineteenth century.

3.2 A new revenue system

As British rule expanded lrom Bengal to other parts
of Indls, new systems of revenue were imposed. The
Permanent Setilemeni was rarely extended to any
region beyond Bengal

Why was this so? One reason was that after 1810,
agricultural prices rose. increasing the value of
harvest produce, and enlarging the income of the
Bengal zamindars. Sinee the revenue demand was
fixed under the Permanent Settlement. the colonlal
state could not clalm any share of this enhanced
income. Keen on expanding its financial resourres,
the colontal government had to think of ways fo
maximise its land revenue. So in territories annexed
in the nineteenth century, temporary Tevenue
settlements weres made

There were other reasons too. When officials devise
policles, their thinking Is deeply shaped by economic
theories they are fumiliar with, By the 1820s; the
economist David Ricardo was a celebrated figure in
England. Colonial officials had learnt Ricardian ideas
during their college years. In Maharashtra when
British officlals set about formulating the terms of
the early seitlement n the 1820s, they operated with
some of these ideas,

According to Ricardian ideas, a landowner should
have a claim only to the “average rent” thal prevatled
at a given time. When the land yielded more than
this “average rent”, the landowner had a surplus
that the state needed to tax. [T tax was not levied.
ciiltivators were likely to turn into rentiers, and their
surplus income was unlikely to be productively
invested In the Improvement of the land. Many
British officlals in India thought that the history of
Bengal confirmed Ricardo’s theory. There the
zamindars scemed to have turned into rentiers,
leasing out land and living on the rental incomes. It
was therelore necessary, the British officials now
felt, to have a different system,

The revenue system that was introduced in the
Bombay Deccan came to be known as the ryoluwari
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Reniter Is a l:em q.-tm to

designate people who live on
rental fncome from property.



248

THeEMES 1N Inoeax Histoay — Paar

settlement. Unlike the Bengal system, the revenue
was directly ‘settled with the ryot. The average
income from different tvpes of soll was éstimated,
the revenue-paving capacity of the ryot was assessed
and a proportion of It fixed as the share of the state.
The lands were resurveyed every 30 vears and
the revenue rates Increased. Therefore the revenue
demand was no longer permament.

3.3 Revenue demand and peasant debt

The first revenue settlement in the Bombay Deccan
was made in the 1820s. The revenue that was
demanded was so high that in many places peasants
deserted their villages and migrated to new reglons.
In areas of poor soll and fluctuating rainfall the
problem was particularly acute. When rains fatled
and harvests were poor, peasants found It impossible
to pay the revenue. However, the collectors i charge
of revenue colleotion were keen on demonstrating
their efficiency and pleasing their superiors. So they
went aboul extracting paymernit with utmost severity.
When someone failel to pay, his crops were selzed
and a fine was imposed on the whadle village.

By the 1830s the priblem became more severe.
Prices of agricultural products fell sharply after 1832
and did not recover for over a decade and a half.
This meant a further dercline in peasants’ income.
At the same time the countryside was devastated by
a famine that struck in the vears 1832-34. One-
third of the cattle of the Deccan were Killed, and
half the human population died. Those who survived
haid no agricultural stocks to see them through the
crists, Unpald balances of revenue mounted.

How did eunltivators Hve through such years?
How did they pay the revenue. procure their
consumplion needs, purchase their ploughs and
cattle, or get their clilldrén married?

Inevitably, they bomowed. Revenue could rarely
be pald withoul a loan from a moneylender, But
once a loan was taken, the ryol found it difficult to
pay It back. As debt mounted. and loans remained
unpaid. peasants’ dependence on moneylenders
increased. They now needed loans even to buy their
evervday needs and meet their production
expendlture: By the 15840s, officlals were [inding
evidence of alarming levels of peasam indebtedness
everywhere. -
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By the mid- 1840s there were signs of an economic
recovery ol serts. Many British oflicials had begun
to realise that the settlements of the 18205 had been
harsh. The revenue demanded was exorbitant. the
system rigid, and the peasant economy on the verge
of collapse. So the revenue demand was moderated
o encourage peasants to expand cultivation.
After 1845 égrictlh‘uml prices recovered steadily.
Cultivators were now extending their acreage, moving
into new areas. and ransforming pastureland into
cultivated felds. Bul to expand cualtivation peasants
needed more ploughs and cattle: They needed money
to buy seeds and land. For all this they had to tum
once again to moneylenders for loans,

3.4 Then came the cotton boom
Belore the 1860s, three-fourths ol aw cotton imports
into Britain came from America. British eotton
manufacturers had for long been worried about
this dependence on American supplles. What wonld
happen if this source was cut off? Troubled by this
guestion, they eagerly looked for altermative sources
of supply.

in 1857 the Cotton Supply Association was founded
in Britaln. and In 1859 the Manthester Calton
Compdny was formed. Thelr objective was “lo
encourage cotton production (n every part of the world
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suited for its growth”. India was seen as a country
that eould supply cotton (o Lancashire i the American
supply dried up. It possessed sultable soll. a climale

favourable to cotion cultivation, and cheap labour.
When the American Civil War broke out in 1861,
a wave of panle spread through cotion clreles In
Britain, Raw cotton imparts from America fell to less
than three per cent of the normal: from over 2,000,000
bales (of 400 lhs each) in 1861 to 55.000 hales in
1862. Frantic messages were sent to India and
cisewhere 1o increase cotton exports to Britain. In
B L s o T e I Bombay, cotton merchants visited the cotton
| = Thethree panels in | districts to assess supplles and encoutage
| Fig 9.17 depict different | pultivation. As cotton prices scared (see Fig. 10.15),
| macesof ransporiing | export merchants in Bombay were keen to secure
|| Fotto. Hﬂtljl]trlthtuhulwckg-t | as much cotton as possible to meet the British
| mil lhl IcI' t:nl !tng =, ﬂh‘.‘buuli di mglml | demand. So they gave a-dt‘aﬂmfﬁ to urban sahukars
| o1 the road, and thi hige | who in turn eéxtended credit to those rural
| pile ﬂfm on the boat. |  moneylenders who promised to secure the produce.
[ |  When there is 3 ‘hoom in the market credit flows
I |
L

ﬂuu:tl;lt:lh‘;c hn:;i%’ﬂ =g easily, for those who give out loans feel secure about

———— === =—=—a recovering their money.

Ty O,17F
r’fEr.rmpﬂﬂ]n.g collon before Uhe raiivay sa. losirated London Nives, 20 April 1861

Whirn colton supplies freem America were ‘eul ofl during the Chdl War: Britain hoped thid
indin would supply all the cotton thal Brtish indusines noeded: |t bogan assessing the
supply. cxamining the quality of colfon and studying the methods of production and
markeling, This nterest wius refleciod b e pages of e Muestrated London News,
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These developments had a =
profound Impact on the Deccan 5
countryside. The ryots in the
Decean villages suddenly found
access (o seemingly limitless
credit. They were belng given
Rs 100 as advance for every acre
they planted with cotion. Safkors
were more than willing to extend
iong-term loans.

While the American crisis
continued. cotton production In
the Bomibay Deccan expanded. :
Between 1860 and 1864 cotton acreage dnublud Fg 9.18
By 1862 over 90 per cent of cotton lmports into A fleet of boals carmying cotton balis
Britain were coming from India. dow the Ganes fromy Mirzzpur

But these boom years did not hring prospertty to llmﬂﬂg News,
all cottom producers. Some rich peasants did gain, Bofime the millwsy sgie, e o of
but for the large majority, cotton expansion meant  mpmpur was o collection centre
heavier debt. foir colton from the Deocar,

r|||I ;«f.
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Fig. 919

Cotton bales lying at the Bormbayy termnis of the Groal Indian Pesinsulo Reailiooy ready for
shipmuent o Engliand, ustroded London News, 23 Augpist 1862

Omce the ratiways cime up cotton supplies were nol camied ondy on carts wnd boats. River tmdfic
declined over time. Bt older modes of transport were not fully displaced. The Ioaged idlock cart
i the foregrowsd on Whe right is willing o cimy cotfon bales from the mlbway station to Lhe port.
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3.0 Credit dries up

While the boom lasted. collon merchants i India
had visions of capturing the world market in raw
votton, permanently displacing America, The editor
of the Bombay Gazette had asked in 1861, "What can
preven! India from supplanting the Slave States (of
11.S.A) as the feeder of Lancashire”™ By 1865 these
dreams were over. As the Civil War ended. cotton
production In America revived and Indian cotton
exparts to Britatn steadily declined.

Export merchants and salukars in Maharashtra
were no longer keen on extending long-term credit.
They could see the demand for Indian cotton fall
and cotton prices slide downwards. So they decided
to close down their operations, restrict thelr
advances to peasants, and demand repayment of
outstanding dehts.

While credit dried up. the revenue demand
mereased. The first revenue settiement, as we have
seer. was inthe 1820s and 1830s. Now it was time
for the next. And in the new settlement. the demand
was increased dramaticallv: from 50 to 100 per cent.
How could rymts pay this Inflated demand at a tine
when prices were falllng and cotton flelds
disappearing? Yet again they had to turn to the

maneylender. But the moneylender now refused
loans. He no longer had confidence in the ryots”
capacity o repsiy.

3.6 The experience of injustice

The refusal of moneylenders to extend loans enraged
the ryots. What infuriated them was not stmply that
they had got deeper and deecper inte debt. or that
they were utterly dependent on the monevlender
for survival, but that moneylenders were being
insensitive to their plight. The moneyvlenders were
violaling the customary norms of the countryside,

Monevlending was certainly widespread before
colonial rule and moneylenders were often powerful

— ——— S ——— e — — — ——— e ——

< Explain the complaints that the ryol 1s making in the

petitinn. Why was the harvest taken by the
moneyienders not credited to the peasants’ account?

were a moneylender what reasons would you give for

|
|
!
Why were peasants nol given any receipts? I you }
these practices? I
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Agures. A variety of customary norms regulated the
reialionship between the monevlender and the ryot
One general norm was that the interest charged
could not be mare than the principal. This was meant
to lmit the moncylender’'s exactions and defined what
cottld be counted as “falr Interest”. Under colontal
rule this norm broke down. In one of the many cases
investigated by the Deccan Riots Commission, the
maneylender had charged over Rs 2,000 as interest
on a lean of Rs 1040, In petition after petition. ryets
complained of the injustice of such exactions and
the violation of custom.

Sotree 8
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The myois came to see the moneviender as devious
and deceltful. They complained of moneyvlenders
manipulating laws and forging accounts, In 1859
the British passed a Limitation Law thal stated
that the loan bonds signed between moncylenders
and ryets would have validity for only three years.
This law was meant to check the accumulation of
interest over thme. The moneyiender, however, turned

< List all the commitmenits that
the peasant Is making in this
‘deed. What does such a deed
of hire tell us about the
relationship between the

: tand the moneylender?
How would tl change the
relationship between the
:pemantaml th:hul!uckahl:
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the law around. foreing the ryol o sign a new bond
every three years: When a new bond was signed, the
unpald balance - that |s, the original loan and the
accumulated Interest — was entersd as the princlpal
on which a new set of interest charges was calculated.
in petitions that the Deccan Rlots Commission
collected. ryois described how this process worked
[see Source 10) and how moneylenders used a variety
af other means to short-change the ryot: they refused
to give receipts when loans were repaid, entered
fictitions figures In bonds. acquired the peasants’
harvest at low prices, and ultimately took over
peasanls’ property.

Deeids and bonds appearsd as symbals of the new
oppressive system. In the past such deeds had been
rare, The British, however, were susplelous of
transactions based on Informal undersianding, as
was common in the past. The terms of transactions,
they belleved. had fo be clearly. ninambiguously and
categorically stated in coniracts. deeds and bonds,
and regulated by law. Uniess the deed or contract
was legally enforceable. ‘it had no value.

Over tme. peasarits came o associate the niisery
al'their lives with the new regiine of bonds and deeds.
They were made to sign and put thumb Impressions
on documents, but they did not know what they were
actually signing. They had no idea of the clauses
that moneylenders Inserted in the bonds. They feared
the written word. But they had no choice becanse to
sugvive they needed loans, and moneylenders were
unwilling to give loans without legal bonds.

How debts mounted

from the pm&u:fmahnﬂ—w years nﬁar@mmm tims for
o for she prmoipst and interest wgather at the same 7are of intersst
| = Calculate the rate | and attows him (125 days’ nme o guidase tha dobr- After the lapss of
of Interest that the Iyearsend |5 days a third bond 1 passed by the debror . (fhs process
J iy | i repsstad) atthg end of 12 years  his interezt on Rs 1000 emounts
|m*|:rlh=ycm | to Rs 2028 -10 ennss -3 pais.
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4. THE DEccAN RioTs COMMISSION
When the revolt spread in the Deccan, the
Covernment of Bombay was initially unwilling o
see It as anvihing serious. But the Government of
India, worried by the memory of 1857, pressurised
the Government of Bombay 1o set up a commisslon
of enguiry to investigate Into the causes of the rots.
The commission produced a report that was
presented to the British Parllament In 1878,

This report, referred 1o as the Decean Riots Report.
provides historians with a range of sources for the
study of the riot. The commission held enquiries
in the districis where the riots spread. recorded
statements of rgots, sahukars and evewilnesses,
complled statistical data on revenue rates, prices
and Interest rates in different reglims, and collated
the reports sent by district collectors.

In looking at such sources we have to again
remember that they are official spurces and reflect
official concens and interpretations of events, The
Deccan Riots Commission, for instance, was
specifically asked to judge whether the level of
government revenue demand was the cause of the
revolt, And after présenting sll the evidence, the
commission reported that the government demand
was nol the cause of peasani anger. Il was the
maoneylenders who were to blame. This argument is
found very frequently in colonial records. This shows
that there was a persistent reluctance on the part
of the colonial government to admit that popular
discontent was ever on account of government sction.

Official reports. thus, are invaluable sources for
the reconstruction of history. But they have to be
always read with care and juxtaposed wilh evidence
culled from newspapers, imofficial accounts, legal
records and, where possible, oral sources.

20zdzh

-~ Discuss...

Cherk whal mates of Interesl
are charged in the reglon
where you live al present.
Find out whether these males
have changed owver fthe jasi
50 years. Is there g vanation
in the mtes pafd by different
groups of people?, What are
the reasonk lor the
diiferences?



256 Txemes 14 Inotan History — PagT 1

( - )
TIMELINE
1765 English East India Company aequires Diwant of Bengal
1773 Regulating Act passed by the British Parliament to
regulate the activities of the East India Company
1793 Parmmmul Setﬂnmmi}g_&_ngnl
T1800s Santhals begin to come to the Rajmahalhilis and
settle there
1518 First revenue settlement in the Bombay Decean
1820s Agricultural prices begtn to fall
18405-bls A slow process of agrarian expansion in the Bombay Decean
1855-56 Santhal rebellion
1861 Catton boom begins h _ N
1876 Ryots n Dectan villages rebel |
. J

E—-{ﬂ%ﬂ' IN 100-150 WORDS

l.  Why wns the jotedor a powerful flgure tn many areas
of rural Bengal?

b2

How did zamindars manage to retaln control over
thedr mumindars?

3. How did the Paharias respond to the coming of
outsiders?

d. Why did the Santhals rebel against British rule?

5. What explains (he anger of the Decean ryois agaimst
the moneyienders?

2gzdzE
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Why were many zamindaris anctioned after the
Permanent Settlement?

In what way was the livelthood of the Paharias
different from that of the Santhals?

How did the Amencan Civil War affect the lives
of ryots n Indixa?

What are the problems of using official sournces
I writtne aboot the history of peasants?

113

A

Om an outtme map of the subcontiment, mark out
the areas described tn this chapter. Fiad our
whether there were other aréas where the
Permanent Settlement and'the moluarn system
were prevalent and plot theseon the map asweil

L2

Francts Buchanan pubilished seports on several
districts of eastern India. Hend one report and
collate the iformation avallable about rural
society. focusing on the themes discussed in dus
chapter. Highiight the ways in which histortans
can use such texts,

[m the reglon where you live, talk to the older
peoplewithin'a rural commumty and visit the
Melds they now cultivate. Find oul what they
produee, how they eam thetr livellhoods, whil
thélr parents did, whit thelr sons and
daughters do now, aud how their lves have
chanped over the last 75 years, Write 4 report
based on your Andlngs.

o ——
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