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representation added to the woes of the victims. The perceptions, discourse and

responses of famine victims have been detailed.

At the same time the use of power and political accessibility to derive important
gains- political, economic and religious is emphasized. The activities of beneficiary
groups extended famines in space and time. Their perception and responses to
famine have been highlighted, and the varying fortunes of victims and beneficiaries

compared and contrasted.

Relief policy largely failed to alleviate even immediate famine distress. A generous
and liberal relief policy taking into account the needs and cultural susceptibilities of
the affected people was required. But such a policy was not evolved even till the end
of the nineteenth century as strategic, bureaucratic, cultural and ideological priorities
took precedence over the sufferings of the needy. Officials largely ignored or failed
to take into account that relief was being exploited for important economic, political

and religious gains.

The issues and problems discussed in the present thesis are relevant for modern times,
especially in the case of India. If modern- day relief policies remedy these
shortcomings and adopt realistic long-term measures to redress socio- economic and
political imbalances that afflict society in India, then the negative impact of famines

can be contained.
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Abstract

This study focuses on four famines (1837-8,1860-1,1868-9,1896-7) that afflicted the
North Western Provinces and Awadh, the present day Uttar Pradesh inclusive of the

hill districts which have recently been formed into a separate state of Uttaranchal.

This study has moved away from the established discourse in which famines are
largely perceived as ‘disasters’ or sudden events with starvation and mortality as their
defining features. Such studies centred on production patterns and their relationship
with population growth. The work of Amartya Sen changed that to the extent that
studies began to focus on the factors affecting an individual’s ability to command
food wherever food might exist. The primary emphasis was on the way trends in the
market could affect this ability to command food. This was an important advance on
studies attributing famines solely to climatic, demographic, impersonal market forces,

and cultural factors.

This thesis argues that famines had a mixed impact. It situates the impact in long-
term political, social, and economic imbalances and the uneven pattern of
development that caused the impact to fall forcefully on already vulnerable sections of

society, further dispossessing and pauperizing them. The inducement to grow cash
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crops and market them in order to pay high land revenue in cash was a particular
source of rising indebtedness and consequent impoverishment. This was reinforced by
the near non- existence access of poorer sections of society to political authority. At
the same time superior power groups like landlords, moneylenders, merchants, and
petty bureaucrats used their power position for direct expropriation of coveted assets
like land, implements, and cattle. The paltry and restricted relief and the mal-
functioning of traditional support structures further added to the woes of the victims.
The vulnerable sections tried to hold on to their income generating assets, while the
superior power groups exploited their vulnerability and need for subsistence to control
these assets and ultimately deprive them of the assets. This generated widespread
tension and conflict in society that further intensified the impact of famine temporally
and spatially. This struggle over scarce resources was most visible in the steep rise of

crime, lawlessness, landlessness and the fragmentation of the ‘moral economy’.

This thesis draws attention to an important aspect that has not been emphasized so far.
It investigates the perceptions, response and discourse of famines, not only of the
powerful and beneficiary groups of society but also those of the victims. It looks at
the economic, political and also the religious agendas of those who were in a position
to influence the course of famine and in turn relief operations; in detailing these, this
thesis brings to light a wealth of data that has till now remained virtually untapped. In
demonstrating that famines were actively manipulated for a variety of purposes, an

argument has been advanced which has important implications for relief policy.

In addition this thesis goes into a detailed investigation of victim strategies and

understandings of famine countering the argument that victims remained passive and
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fatalistic during famines. This would be specially true of women whose perceptions
and responses to famines has been highlighted. Moreover, it emphasizes the ways in
which relief operations assisted or impeded these strategies. It has been argued that,
had the government-central and state, paid adequate attention to the victims
perceptions and responses to famine and moulded relief policy accordingly, relief
would have served at least to protect the immediate entitlement loss of the victims and
moreover, won their much needed appreciation and gratitude, widening and

strengthening the support base of Britsh rule.

Relief policy in effect remained subservient to unrealistic notions and ideologies-
economic, political, cultural and moral- prevailing in nineteenth century Victorian
England and also India. Bureaucratic and institutional pressures, personal leanings
and influences of officials and missionaries, were other important factors that

moulded relief. These pressures have been discussed.

The crux of the argument is that important religious, economic, political and social
benefits were extracted by beneficiary groups from the four famines examined; the
study investigates the processes by which these benefits were extracted and the
processes by which entitlements of the poor were corroded and lost altogether,

reflecting the varying fortunes of the rich and poor.

Methodology

This study of famines is socio- historical in approach and not statistical. It combines

socio-economic-historical analysis and highlights the perceptions, responses and
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discourse of significant groups in society to subsistence crisis. It highlights the
reasons why certain sections of NWP&O society benefited and at whose cost. In the
process it attempts to provide important insights into the dynamics of famine and
relief. This combined analysis highlights the impact of economic processes and
changes, which influenced political decisions. Political changes in turn influenced
approaches to famine and relief. No less significant were social factors like class,

caste and religion in shaping official and popular attitudes to famine and relief.

Contents of the thesis

Chapter one situates famines in the context of the salient characteristics of NWP&O-
its geographic features, demography, and the broad socio-economic framework.
Without some understanding of this, it would be difficult to understand why certain
groups suffered, and others benefited, and who were they. Chapter two discusses the
impact of socio- economic policies on NWP&O society, especially in the context of
famines. It discusses the factors that influenced socio-economic policies, and political
decisions which largely buffered the interests of the well off widening the already
existing cleavages in society. Chapter three examines the ideological influences,
which shaped the relief policy and determined its aims and outcome. It focuses
particularly on laissez-faire and its tremendous influence on relief policy. Chapter
four looks at the actual implementation of relief policy, the lacunae between ideology
and practice of relief, changes in the pattern of relief, and aims and co-ordination of
relief, at various levels of administrative hierarchy. Chapter five highlights the nexus
of interests of the Ilandlords, petty bureaucrats and the government, the
interdependence of interests of these groups and how they aided and manipulated

famine crisis and relief for consolidating their power, social, moral, economic and
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political. The Indian National Congress, for instance, used famines for political
mobilization rallying and nurturing nationalist sentiments around them. Chapters six
and seven analyze the perceptions of, responses to, and discourse on famines,
amongst religious groupings, mainly Christian missionaries. The nature and
consequences of mission activities especially during famines in NWP&O are
highlighted. Chapters eight and nine, examine the indigenous-popular understanding
and perceptions of famine and hunger, and the complex, but rational, strategies
famine victims forged for their survival. Strategies involved calculated, rational and
skilful management choices for preserving their resources, land, implements, cattle
and home and hearth, on which their future well being depended. The thesis that the
people of India did very little to help themselves during famines, being ‘fatalistic’ and
‘lazy,’ is put under critical scrutiny. These chapters examine and detail the responses
of the ‘victims.’” to famine. Their constitutional and unconstitutional responses have
been detailed and their expectations and demands of their patrons, community and
government, is discussed in Chapter nine. Particular attention has been focused on
women-their plight, their perceptions of self, and their responses to prolonged
subsistence crisis has been highlighted in sub-section of this chapter. Chapter ten,
analyzes the differential and positive impact of the four famines, on the richer sections
of society, that is, landlords, moneylenders, banias and other merchant groups, how
they exploited famines to consolidate their interests, economic, social and political,

often at the cost of those dependent on them for moral and material support.

Sources:

The sources for this study are rich and diverse. Official documents have constituted
the main basis. Scattered references on famines may be found in revenue, judicial,

general and political proceedings, (Uttar Pradesh State Archives, Lucknow and Uttar



Pradesh Regional Archives, Allahabad ) records, memoirs of district officers, and
travel literature pertaining to the period. These records are easily available but are
virtually untapped; they reflect the official mind and convey official biases,
perceptions and discourse on famine, but also Indian society. Famine reports like
those of Baird Smith, Girdlestone, Henvey, Roberts, Bennett, and Pitcher and the
1880 Famine Code and later the Indian Famine commission Report 1898, recorded
the general condition of the people in NWP&O, the socio- economic and
infrastructural conditions prevailing. These record the difficulties and dislocation of
normal life with the onset of famine and the activities of the affected people, their
requirements and the nature of relief. These reports are heavily impressionistic, and
statistical information regarding the numbers who migrated, the extent of mortality,
and other matters is, at best, sketchy. Yet if this material, imperfect though it is, is
carefully collated, analyzed and supplemented with other data, it is possible to present
a comprehensive picture of the four famines in NWP&O. Such information which is
of immense value to the present study can be obtained from various Decennial
Enquiry Reports that the Government conducted from time to time. Most important of

these being,

The Board of Revenue proceedings (Uttar Pradesh State Archives, Lucknow) give a
fairly accurate picture of famines in the province, detailing the extent of area afflicted,
duration of different famines, need for revenue suspension and remission, prices of
food grains, impact of free trade, suggestions for governmental action, and responses
thereto. Judicial proceedings, (Uttar Pradesh.State Archives, Lucknow) focusing on
the law and order situation, contain correspondence between the Sudder Board of

Revenue and district officials, who highlighted the effects of famine at the local level,
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the vulnerability of the majority of people, their expectations, responses, as well and
contain suggestions for appropriate administrative measures to deal with the crisis.
Some statistical data can be obtained in regard to crime, mortality and migration. and
conveys an impression of the suffering of the people. Police and Criminal reports give
comprehensive accounts of the suffering and dislocation caused by famine and the
resultant deterioration in the law and order situation, which the administration
sometimes found difficult to contain. These also provide view of the official mind-
why they considered certain categories of people as dangerous and criminal, and the

ways to contain them.

The accounts of Jesuits and other missionaries from sixteenth century onwards, are
worth considering as they give insights into inherited traditions of attitudes to famine.
Missionary sources such as Church Missionary Society (located at Birmingham
University Main Library) and Society for the Propagation of Gospel (located at
Rhodes house library, Oxford) give elaborate accounts of the social, economic and
religious, cultural conditions prevailing in the NWP&O society; famines and the
degree of their impact, the resulting condition of the people, their reactions, the
inadequacy of official response and importantly their own efforts at relief. Though
missionary comments and observations need to be treated with caution and reserve yet

these source are of immense value.

Then there are literary sources, in which famines find prominent and significant
mention. Even ancient and medieval chronicles such as the Arthashastra,
Rajtarangini, writings of Ferishta, Badauni discuss the impact of famines and relief

rendered. Bankim Chandra Chatterjis’s influential novel Ananda Math,is based in a
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famine setting. and give a graphic account of the death, dislocation and devastation it
brought. It particularly highlights the greater suffering, pargmatism. adaptive
capacity and resilience of women in comparison to men during famines. is a unique
contribution of this work. This novel is particularly significant as it gave a
tremendous impetus to nationalism. The call of ‘Vande Matram’ ( Hail motherland)
became the rallying call of the national movement. The song ‘Vande Matram’ is the

national song of independent India.

Travel literature is a valuable source material for famine studies. Eye witness
accounts of famines such as those of Emily Eden, William Sleeman, William Crook,
Vaughan Nash and Francis Merewhether have been extensively referred to in the
present study. These highlight the migration. Mortality and overall devastation of
famines; the strategies the affected people devised to tide the crisis, the activities of
officials and importantly of powerful constituents of NWP&O society such as banias,
moneylenders, merchants, landlords. The value of these sources primarily lies in the
fact that they are unofficial and therefore unbiased sources and pay attention to
aspects which officials would not; However, account has to be taken of cultural
misperceptions and perpetuation of inherited myths. Finally, there are the oral
traditions- sayings, folklore, myths and even songs- in which the memories of famine
are incorporated in legendary references to the event, a notable example being the
‘Ath Sera’ (grain being sold at eight sers for a rupee). These oral sources are of great
value as they reveal the unvarnished realities of famine: who suffered most, who

gained and how diverse segments of society, responded.
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Introduction

Section:1
The closing decades of the twentieth century witnessed famines that ravaged the lives of

millions in many parts of the world. The study of famines has, therefore, historical and

contemporary relevance.

The study of famines acquired a place within the framework of social and agrarian
studies in Europe, where excellent studies on demography, climate, migration, mortality,
market control, gender and cultural biases, and socio- economic responses provided fresh
insights, leading to changes in official as well as popular perceptions of food supply and
control. However, in the case of India famines were, until recently, studied mainly within
the paradigm of agrarian history though independent studies have since been undertaken
with famines as their central theme. Studies focusing on the relationship between scarce
food resources, social structure and adjustment and population characteristics have been
few, as in the case of the North Western Provinces and Awadh.! However these aspects
have been examined in anthropological studies in some regions of India, notably

Rajasthan, Bengal and southern India.’

Famines left a lasting effect on the socio-economic structure of India, and even came to
be regarded as having the potential to destabilize British rule. Their contemporary
relevance and importance and the existence of rich untapped empirical data motivated me

to undertake the present study.

: S.K.Sharma, Famine, State and Society (London University, Ph.D thesis, 1997).

2 N.S.Jodha, ‘Famine and Famine Policies: Some Empirical Evidence,” Economic and Political Weekly,X, 2
(11 October 1975), pp.1609-23; P.R. Greenough, Prosperity and Misery in Modern Bengal: The Famine of
1943-44 (Oxford, 1982),pp.215-36; S.S.Epstein, ‘Productive Efficiency and Customary Systems of Rewards
in Rural South India,” in R. Firth (ed), Themes in Economic Anthropology (London, 1967), pp. 229-52.



The focus of this study is the area that constituted the North Western Provinces and
Awadh, renamed the United Provinces in 1901, and the present day Uttar Pradesh, and
four major famines that afflicted the province: those of 1837-8, 1860-1,1868-9 and 1896-
7. The study takes a socio-historical approach. The objective is to provide an insight into
perceptions of, and responses to the four famines and analyze the discourse relating to
them among social groups in the NWP&O. Closer attention to the differential impact of
famine on diverse groups and their varying responses will contribute to an improved
understanding of the famines of that period, as well as offer material to facilitate

comparison with similar phenomena in other regions.

Comments on famines and related analysis, both in nineteenth-century India and in
subsequent scholarship, have concentrated on the nature and causes of famine rather than
‘responses’ and ‘perceptions.” Thus past analysis of famines cited unfavourable weather
as the main cause of such phenomena. This was probably because, to officials, Indian
agrarian life was a gamble dependent on the monsoon; besides, climatic vagaries could be
more easily presented to, and accepted by, people than the more complex forces at work.
C.E.R. Girdlestone, who compiled the 1868 famine report, recorded: “The famine of
1860-1 was the natural result of the dry weather which the North West had experienced

since the middle of 1858.”* In a similar vein, the Famine Commission of 1880 stated:

3 In 1775, Banaras division and, in 1801, the whole of the Awadh dominions in the lower Doab, together
with Rohilkhund, were ceded to the British. In 1803 Upper Doab and Bundelkhund were annexed. In
1815 Kumaun was annexed as a result of the Anglo-Nepalese war. Together these constituted the Ceded
and Conquered Provinces and remained for thirty years after their annexation, part of the Bengal
government. In 1835 the Lieutenant Governorship of the North Western Provinces was established.
Awadh, was annexed in 1856, but remained a separate administrative unit until 1876, when it was
amalgamated with the NWP and brought under a common government. In 1901, they were renamed the
United Provinces of Agra and Awadh. See D. Bhanu, History and Administration of the North Western
Provinces, 1803-1858 (Agra, 1957), p.2;The districts of Kumaun, Gharwal, Moradabad, Bareilly,
Deharadoon,Hardwar were reconstituted into the separate state of Uttaranchal which formally came into
existence on 9 November 2000, Times Of India, 9 November 2000, p. 1.

* C.E.R.Girdlestone, Report on the Past Famines in the North Western Provinces, 1868 (Allahabad,1868),



The devastating famines to which the provinces of India
have from time to time been liable are in all cases to be
traced directly to the occurrence of drought, the failure of
customary rainfall, leading to the failure of food on which
the subsistence of the population depends.’

Social scientists like Cox and Dando, continue to give primary importance to climatic

factors in famine causation.®

This is reflected in Dando’s warning of the probability of

climate- induced famine in the twenty-first century.

For the past 50 or 60 years, the inhabitants of the earth have
experienced a period of benevolent weather. Unfortunately
many climatologists contend that the earth is entering a
period of climatic change. Ramifications of such a change
may produce the greatest single challenge humans will face
in the coming years...massive food shortages as a result of
climatic change would have a grim effect on the world
economy, world politics, and the chance of world war and
peace. ’

A large body of famine literature, however, distinguishes between long-term, structural,

socio and economic causes of famine and the immediate precipitating cause which most

often is unfavourable weather arguing that there are many instances of drought in several

countries which are not followed by famine. For example, in 1976, California was hit by

a severe drought and suffered agricultural losses amounting to $450 million, but there was

no famine, no suffering and

no mortality due to starvation.® Britain, France and other

Western countries have suffered famines in the past, but no longer do so, even though

climatic and meteorological conditions in the West have remained more or less the same.

In contrast, whenever drought afflicts some part of Africa, it often leads to famines and

p.71. Henceforth, Girdlestone, Report.
5 Indian Famine Commission Report, 1880, i, pp. 34-5. Henceforth IFC, Report.
6 G.Cox, ‘The Ecology of Famine; An Overview;’ in Robson (ed), Famine, Its Causes, Effects and

Management (London, 1981), p. 7.

" W.A.Dando, The Geography of Famine (London, 1980), p.104.
8 G.Cox & W. Atkins, Agricultural Ecology: An Analysis of the World Food Production System

(London, 1979), p.186.



there is immense suffering and mortality. This, some authors have argued, is consequent
on the manner in which society exercises control over natural resources and food supplies
thus discounting the effects of drought;’ they contend that unless the Food Availability
Decline (FAD) theory holds true, drought itself cannot result in famine. '’ Nigel Twose,
for instance, points out that during the Sahel famine in the 1970s there was seldom a
shortage of food; the problem was one of distribution not production. Similarly,
according to Meillassoux the Sahel famine was the result of a policy of agricultural

exploitation, pursued for the benefit of the great powers.”

Another important and influential strand in the older literature on famine stresses the
causal link between demographic growth and the demand for and production of food.
Thomas Malthus (1766-1834) tied the phenomenon of famine to the incidence of rising
population outstripping supply of food, hence the inevitability of mass death through
starvation. Malthus thus saw increasing population as the cause of all economic
retardation. Famines, therefore, became useful mechanisms of control and natural

population checks.'

This explanation of the causes of famine appears to have exercized a particularly strong

hold on the official mind in nineteenth-century India. Thus, Couper’s memorandum on

’R. Bush, ‘Drought and Famines,” A4 Review of the African Political Economy (August 1985), pp. 59-63.
5. Devereux and R. Hay, Origins of Famine: A Review of Literature,i (Queen Elizabeth House, Oxford,
unpubl monograph, 1986), pp. 30-1.

"' Devereux and Hay, The Origins of Famine, ii, pp. 202-3; C.C.Meillassoux, ‘Development or
Exploitation: Is the Sahel Famine Good Business,” Review of African Political Economy, 1 ( August-
November 1974), pp. 27-33.

2§, Commander, ‘Malthus and the Theory of Unequal Powers: Population and the Food Production in
India, 1800- 1947, Modern Asian Studies, 20, 4 (1986), p. 661-701.



famine expenses explicitly viewed famines in the Malthusian context.”> W.H.Moreland,
an influential economic historian with considerable experience as a district officer,
asserted that scourges occurred as a ‘cure’ to restore the natural balance. More recently
Seavoy interpreted famines in peasant societies, including India, within the Malthusian
framework. " Similarly Greenough analyzed the 1943 Bengal famine along Malthusian
lines and described it as:
The most intense phase of decade-long periods of food
scarcity and rural distress reaching back to the middle of the
nineteenth century. While the nineteenth century population
growth was to a certain extent, a sign of underlying
prosperity ... subsequently a classic Malthusian situation of
population outstripping food production resources
developed leading to scarcities of food and land, but
without any abrupt diminution of population."’
However, no famine in India was officially attributed to rising population. Between 1872
and 1921, the population of the NWP&O grew at the annual compound rate of 0.4 per
cent, and the population growth rate from the late eighteenth century to 1872 was no
higher than that registered between 1872 and 1921, which meant a gentle upward
movement.'® The Malthusian argument was officially used to justify the immense
mortality that characterized the first three famines examined in this thesis rather than

being cited as the reason for famine occurrence. Simon Commander says that nowhere in

the world has there been an instance of famine being caused by overpopulation.

Another important aspect of colonial discourse on famine was its preconceptions of

cultural values. This approach explained the persistence and frequent occurrence of

" See below pp. 108-9.
" R.E.Seavoy, ‘The Indian Famine of 1876-9: An Analysis of the Causes of Periodic Peace Time Famine’,

in Famine in Peasant Societies (Connecticut, 1986), p.261.
l5Greenough, Prosperity and Misery,p. 62.
'8 Commander, ‘Malthus and the Theory of Unequal Powers,” MAS, 20, 4 (1986), p. 676.



famines, including high mortality rates, within a framework, which emphasized the
historic poverty of India, an abiding tradition of famines, illiteracy, superstition, a
crippling caste system, and, above all, the slothful and indolent nature of the majority of
Indians; these were presented as being responsible for the limited social, economic and
cultural reserves available to combat famines. Moreland argued that India had an abiding
tradition of famines and for him, therefore, the crucial question was not the frequent
occurrence of famines under British rule, which he considered an exceptional
circumstance of secondary importance. Instead he highlighted the crippling poverty and
exploitation of the medieval Indian peasant under Mughal ‘misrule,’ in terms of high land
revenue, which left the peasant without resources to cope with famines. This explains
Moreland’s bold and sweeping comment that, in the seventeenth century, famines were
essentially food famines, while under British rule famines denoted lack of work not food.
Implicit in this argument was the belief that the risky system of agriculture based on

unstable monsoons made famines inevitable.!”

Seavoy has argued that famines occurred with greater frequency and ferocity in certain
parts of the world because of the slothful and improvident nature of the majority of
inhabitants in these parts. The main thrust of his thesis is that, due to the unwillingness
and the inability of the Indian peasant to work hard, he is only able to produce a bare
subsistence, even in normal years. “The low social value of physical labour that is needed
to produce food, is one of the principal reasons, Indian peasant societies have marginal
levels of food safety.”'® This laziness of the Indian peasants was legitimized by the

religious cultural values of Indian society. Torry, reinforcing such cultural misperceptions,

'7W. H. Moreland, The Revenue Administration of the United Provinces (Allahabad, 1911), pp. 156- 7.
"®Seavoy, ‘The Indian Famine of 1876-79,” in Famine in Peasant Societies, p. 261.



argues that the adjustment and response of the peasants in India was conditioned by the

moral framework of the philosophy karma (deed) which provides a rationale for accepting
suffering passively. Such fatalism and passivity are interpreted as active responses, which
ensure the continuance of the existing hierarchical order.'” Implicit in this notion is the

reasoning that the Indian peasant is deprived because he is depraved.

Greenough, examined the 1943 famine in Bengal from an anthropological perspective,
gave a crucial place to the functioning of the moral economy in his evaluation of famine.
He emphasized that suffering and victimization during famines proceed in accordance
with the socio-cultural priorities of societies. He argued that suffering during the 1943
Bengal famine depended on the degree of access different social groups had to paddy, at
the level of family and community, as also to the response of landlords, moneylenders,
and other prosperous members of the community. Wherever the patrons (korta)
abandoned their duty of feeding and sustaining their dependents (posiyas), or where male
members of the family deserted their women, children and the elderly, destitution,
starvation and death prevailed. Greenough viewed the famine essentially as the collapse
of the moral economy, of socio-cultural arrangements, and in this context dealt with the
response of the abandoned people. He, too, emphasized the fatalism and passivity of the
Indian peasant in contrast to the European example, citing the great upheavals and food
riots that characterized situations of hunger and dearth in England and France. Recent
studies have, however, exposed the ‘myth of the lazy native; notably, David Amold’s

findings have contested the view of the powerless and incapable poor peasant, unable to

" I.W. Torry, ‘Mortality and Harm: Hindu Peasant Adjustments to Famine,” Social Sciences Information,
25, 1(March 1986a), pp. 125-53.



secure his own survival during famines.*

In contrast, contemporary observers, British and Indian, related the poverty of the masses
and the frequent occurrence of famines to high land revenue and the exploitative
economic policies of the colonial state; monsoon failure was seen only as the precipitating

cause of famines.”!

Earlier, Warren Hastings had been one of the first to attribute the
occurrence of famines to misrule and oppression by the ruling agencies. Many provincial
district officials as well as famine administrators, like Baird Smith and Girdlestone,
emphasized that the areas most afflicted by famines were those suffering from
overassessment of revenue.””* Baird Smith recorded that the drought was most severely

felt in Bundelkhund, here as elsewhere overassessment had its share in impoverishing the

people.”

This argument was central to the critique of the later nationalist writers and was an
important aspect of the overall colonial critique. Dadabhai Nauroji, the proponent of the
drain theory, argued that due to the massive ‘drain’ of resources from India, a steadily
increasing number of people were being pauperized, and the ruin of indigenous
industries was leaving craftsmen without employment or subsistence. According to
R.C.Dutt this, “...reduced India to a land of famines, more frequent, more widespread,

more fatal than any other known before in the history of India, or in the world.”**

20D, Arnold, Famine: Social Crisis and Historical Change (Oxford, 1988), pp. 58-9, 83-5.

2w, Digby, The Famine Campaign in South India, ii (London, 1878); W. W. Hunter, Annals of Rural
Bengal (London, 1868), pp. 37-64.

2 R.B. Smith, Report On The Famine Of 1860-1,1A, 25 May 1861, pp.18-21;Girdlestone, Report, pp.32,
40 -1,

» B. Smith Report, 1A,pp. 23-5

%RC. Dutt, Economic History of India in the Victorian Age,i (London, 1904, reprinted N.York,1970), p.
420; Famines and Land Assessment in India (London, 1900), pp. X-VI. The proponents of drain theory
were both British and Indian. Cornwallis in his minute of 1790 specifically referred to the ¢ heavy drain of
wealth,” as had Sir John Shore in his testimony of the fifth report (1787). Saville Marriot, a commissioner



Similarly Loveday argued: “ It is not the lack of skill upon the part of the cultivator, but
the smallness of his holdings, the scarcity of capital, the decay of domestic industries,
which have caused his incapacity to withstand the strain of famine, and which have
hampered the one great industry in India.””” This change in the perception and discussions
of famines gradually led to acknowledgement that famines were preventable. It was with
this in mind that official famine inquiries were instituted from 1860 onwards, to
investigate the causes of famines, compile agrarian statistics, liberalize revenue policies,

and formulate famine codes and a scientific relief policy.

More recently Bipan Chandra, Raychauduri, Matasui and the German economic historian,
Dietmar Rothermund, have similarly emphasized, that long-term economic or structural
changes could be linked to long-term changes in entitlements which were associated with
monetization of the economy, cash cropping, expansion of markets, high taxes, high rents
and interest payments; this, coupled with the ruin of indigenous industries and the
immense drain of wealth, brought about adverse changes in the resource base and
entitlement command of the majority of people, increasing their impoverishment and
making them vulnerable to starvation and famines, leading to further destitution.”® The
worst effected were the poor cultivators, landless labourers, artisans, craftsmen and
weavers during an era when the tax burden fell heaviest on them. Bhatia, in an important

contribution to the debate, indicted the policy of free trade, especially the continuance of

of revenue in the Deccan, said in 1857, “most of the evils of our rule in India arise directly from and may be
traced to the heavy tribute which, the country pays to England: quoted by B.N.Ganguli, ‘Dadbhai Nauroji
and the Mechanism of External Drain.” Indian Economic and Social History Review, 11,2 (April 1865), pp.
85-102.

BA. Loveday,The History and Economics of Indian Famines (London, 1914), p.8.

% T Matasui, * On the Nineteenth Century Indian Economic History,A Review Of A"Reinterpretation,”
IESHR,V.no.1 (March 1968),pp. 17-34; B.Chandra, 'Reinterpretation Of Nineteenth Century Indian
Economic History,' IESHR,V,1, 1968, pp.35-76; T.Ray Chaudhuri, ‘A Reinterpretation Of Nineteenth
Century Indian Economic History,' /ESHR, V,1 (1968), pp. 77-100; B. Chandra, The Rise and Growth of
Economic Nationalism in India (New Delhi, 1966), pp. 736-53; D. Rothermund,’Government, Landlords



exports from famine afflicted areas. This changed the character of famines from localized
food shortages to great inter-provincial famines, characterized by high food prices and the
consequent collapse of already fragile purchasing power of the majority.”’ This shift in
modes of explanation, from climate and demography to the very structure of society is
important, as it tells the story of how the uneven impact of capitalism on Indian society
brought into question the authority systems, production and distribution of food resources,
who commanded what resources and who and what determined distribution and
production patterns. The relevance of this shift will become apparent, in this study of

famines in the NWP&O.

The contention that British economic policies of the period were responsible for both the
increasing impoverishment and the frequency of famines in India is disputed.”® McAlpin’s
influential study of famines in western India, between 1860 and 1920, argues that the
latter half of the nineteenth century saw improvement in the economic life of India and
defends British economic policies. According to her, land taxes fell, food prices rose, and
the extension of irrigation and railway networks helped to create access to an expanded
market, which reduced the dependence on agriculture providing cultivators alternate
avenues of employment.” Indeed both McAlpin and Dreze have argued that famines at
end of the nineteenth century, were qualitatively different from earlier ones, having lost

much of their fatal character.>”

And Tenants, 1875-1900,’/ESHR,i part 4,(1969),pp.352-3.

¥ B.M.Bhatia, Famine in India. A Study in Some Aspects of the Economic History of India, 1860-1865
(N.Delhi, 1967), pp. 103-110,182-4, 208, 288.

2 M.D.Morris, 'Towards A Reinterpretation of Nineteenth Century Indian Economic History,' IESHR, V,
no.l (March 1968),pp.1-16

®M.B. McAlpin, Subject to Famine: Food Crisis and Economic Change in Western India, 1860 -1920
(Princeton, 1983), ch.4,pp. 84-143.

0y, Dreze, ‘Famine Prevention in India,” in Dreze and A. Sen (eds), The Political Economy of Hunger

(Oxford,1990),pp. 24 -5.
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Klein attributes this change primarily to the development of infratructure, the
modernization of Indian life, and a planned relief policy. They [famines] despoiled human
life less because modernizing policies provided some means for reducing famine
ravages.”3 ! Klein observes that many of these facilities were available well before the last
quarter of the nineteenth century, but the political will to contain famine suffering and
evolve comprehensive measures of relief was lacking at all times, conditioned as it was by
Malthusianism, Darwinism, and laissez-faire ideologies which frowned on financial

liberty and direct interference by the state. Famine conditions could thus be exacerbated

or contained by the actions, policies and political will of the rulers.*

This apart, critics of the modernization theory argued that the benefits accruing from
modernization were loaded in favour of the already rich and privileged, and against poor
peasants, labourers, artisans and weavers, who were the first to fall below the subsistence

level with any fluctuation in the agrarian cycle.

Despite these variations in approach most have accepted that the primary variable was
unfavourable weather, which leads to scarcity of food and eventually famines. At its
simplest, the food availability decline (FAD) theory argues that people face starvation and
death when food is not available to them at the aggregate level, be it local, regional,
national or global. The most vocal exponent of the FAD theory is Browbick who,

endorsing the views of the Famine Inquiry Commission of 1945, argues that the Great

311, Klein, ‘When the Rains Failed: Famine, Relief and Mortality in British India’ Indian Social and

Economic Review, 21, 2 (1984), p.188.
2liffe argued that political will is crucial in explaining the failure of relief policies, even when methods to
contain famine are available. J.1liffe, Famine in Zimbabwe, 1890 -1960 (Harare,1990 ), p. 9.
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Bengal famine of 1943 occurred because of overall food shortage resulting from two main
causes: firstly, Japanese forces occupied Rangoon in 1942 and cut off export of rice from
Burma to India; and, secondly, a cyclone accompanied by tidal waves and torrential rains
hit west Bengal destroying thirty per cent of the crops, further compounding the scarcity.
Acute food shortages prevailed and starvation followed.” Similarly Firth concludes that
the famine in Tikopia, resulted from the population outstripping their food supplies, a
Malthusian argument. The immediate cause was a hurricane that destroyed the already
scarce crops. Firth, therefore, supported the FAD explanation of famine in Tikopia.”* His

evaluation has been refuted by Amrita Rangasmi.”

Amartya Sen argues on the basis of evidence from four recent famines- the Great Bengal
famine of 1943, the Ethiopian famine of 1972-4, the Bangladesh famine of 1971, and the
Sahelian famine of 1973-that famines can occur without any sharp fall in food output or
availability. In all the famines cited availability of food was not the determining variable
as, wherever affected people had purchasing power, food was always forthcoming but,
wherever purchasing power collapsed, destitution, starvation and mortality followed.
Accordingly, Sen argues that famines were caused not by a fall in production of food, but
rather by deficiencies in its distribution. He expounds the exchange entitlement theory,
which envisages that individuals are endowed with a set of entitlements or rights-moral,
social, economic and legal-to command, exchange, acquire, and lose the use of resources
and other material benefits. The loss of the ability to command and exchange resources,

including the ability to labour for food, over a period of time results in famine. These

3 P, Browbick,The Causes of Famine: A Refutation of Professor Sen’s Theory,” Food Policy (May 1986),

pp. 105-9.
3 R. Firth, Social Change in Tikopia: A Re - Study of a Polynesian Community After a Generation (London,

1959), p.105
35A.Rangasami,‘Famine: the Antropological Account: An Evaluation of the Work of Raymond Firth,’
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entitlements, Sen emphasized, were determined by an individual’s position within the
larger framework of society, of food production, distribution and control. His essential
point of departure from the FAD thesis lies in the distinction between the aggregate

availability of food supply and individual access to and ownership of food.*®

In this context, he also examines why certain social groups suffer and others do not, and
the reasons for the varying swings in fortunes. This class analysis of famines is of
particular relevance to the NWP& O, because of its highly differentiated and stratified

agrarian society; and will be of central concern to this study.

Sen has greatly enriched famine theorizing. Even so, critics argue that his work
concentrates mainly on the development of famine once the process has been set in
motion, and on who is worst affected and why. They do not agree that starvation and
mortality are the necessary and defining characteristics of famine, for there are famines
that kill and others that do not. Still others criticize Sen’s approach for its over-emphasis
on purely legal entitlements, which tends to somewhat skew perspective. Others point
out that the essence of entitlement reasoning is to be found in the reports of famine
administrators like Baird Smith, Girdlestone, Henvey, and Etheridge, and the Famine
Code of 1880. These argue that the famines were famines of work rather than of food;
that wherever work was available, food could be obtained. It was in keeping with this
perception that the government sought to restore people’s entitlement to purchase food
by creating avenues of employment, usually on large public works. These reports also

recognized why certain sections of society suffered the deprivation of entitlements during

Economic and Political Weekly,xxi (6 September 1986), pp.1591-1600.
% A. K. Sen, Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation (Oxford, 1981).
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the famines, while others gained from the crisis.

Recent scholarship has extended the entitlement argument to the realm of age and gender
relations. Megan Vaughan examined the differing fortunes and entitlement variation of
various segments of society including gender relations during the 1949 Nyasaland famine,
and concluded that women suffered more than men.’’ Greenough, Epstein and
Whitcombe have likewise emphasized the greater suffering of women during famines,
who were malnourished, starved, abandoned, deserted or sold into prostitution, and have
identified them as the ‘chief victims.’*® The literature on four famines in NWP& O, also
highlights the greater adaptiveness and resilience of women, and their lesser mortality,

and will be examined in what follows.

Reflecting the entitlement debate, most recent discussions argue that famines can be
viewed as a collapse of social and moral values of trust and obligation that ordinarily
characterize societies, giving rise to epidemic starvation and excess mortality.”’ Here
again, age and gender bias emerges as central to analysis, relating to the class character
and discriminating impact of famines. Once the moral nature of entitlements was lost, or
eroded, there was what could be termed famine. In the context of this cultural discourse
the question is: how did affected people during famines in NWP&O perceive and respond

to famines? Was there a complete breakdown in social and moral values?

" M.Vaughan, The Story of an African Famine. Gender and Famine in Twentieth Century Malawi
(Cambridge, 1987), pp.119-47.

®Greenough, Prosperity and Misery, pp. 215-36; Whitcombe, ‘Famine Mortality,” Economic and Political
Weekly,xxviii, 23 (5 June 1993), pp. 1169- 1179; Epstein, ‘Productive Efficiency’ in Firth (ed), Themes in
Economic Anthropology, pp. 229-51.

% P.Sorokin, Hunger as a Factor in Human Affairs (Gainsville,1975),pp.135-50; M. Alamgir, Famines in
South Asia. Political Economy of Mass Starvation (Harvard,1980), pp. 177-89; J.C. Scott, The Moral
Economy of the Peasant (Yale,1976); M. Watts, ‘Heart of Darkness: Reflections On Famine and Starvation
in Africa,” in R.E.Downs, Donna O’ Kerner and Stephen P. Reyna, The Political Economy of African
Famine (Amsterdam, 1991), p. 36.
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Increasingly, the argument is that no single variable explanation can be cited for the
occurrence of famine. Some social scientists have argued for the processual nature of
famine, as opposed to it being an ‘event.”*” They view famines as a complex socio-
economic process of deprivation and dispossession of assets, especially land, which
cannot be defined by death and starvation alone. “Famine [is] a process, during which
pressure or force [economic, military, political, social and psychological] is exerted upon
the victim community, gradually increasing in intensity, until the stricken are deprived of
all their assets, including the ability to labour. This, as the Akamba tribe of Kenya has
noted is famine: the “pressing down”, (mayua).*' Here famines are termed ‘Nagambu,’
meaning thieving, stealing, or more specifically land grabbing. This argument is
particularly relevant to the NWP&O will be discussed later. Before the occurrence of any
famine, there was widespread transfer and acquisition of land, which only accelerated
during and in the aftermath of famines. Famine reports and the Famine Commission took
serious note of this. Baird Smith suggested that the occurrence of the famines and the
resulting suffering was clearly linked to land. His report deals with the movement of
proprietary rights from 1802 to 1861, and concludes that the areas most severely afflicted
were those which, as a result of overassessment, saw large-scale displacement of
proprietors, such as Bundelkhund, where ‘bhaichara’ communities were displaced by
commercial classes.*? Thus, the structural context for the processual argument of famine

is rooted in the problem of poverty and marginalization, is shaped by the processes of

* Arnold, Famine: Social Crisis, pp. 6-8; Rangasami, ‘Failure of Exchange Entitlements. Theory of
Famine: A Response’, EPW, 20, xx, 41(12 October 1985), pp.1747-52; A.De Waal, Famine that Kills:
Darfur, Sudan 1984 -5 (Oxford, 1989), pp.9-32.

4 Rangasami, ‘Failure of Exchange Entitlements,” EPW (1985), pp.1747-52.

2B, Smith, Report, 1A, pp. 20-2; 33-6.
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development and underdevelopment, and is linked to the development of capitalism,
through monetization, commercialization, and development of markets and to taxation by

the state which set in motion, long-term patterns of entitlements change.

Recent literature is based on the premise that famines are the culmination of processes,
not only of deprivation and dispossession, but also of gain and consolidation of interests,
and that power groups benefited because they had the ear of the government of the time.
Political access and entitlement, therefore, are of central importance in the game of
benefits and interest consolidation. This argument, in its most comprehensive form, has

been presented by Keen, on the basis of a study of the 1988 famine in Sudan.*

My study, while taking famine to be the culmination of a process in which there are
victims and beneficiaries, identifies and examines the perception of, discourse on, and
response to famine, of diverse social groups in the NWP&O. It seeks to underline who

gained and why in various significant ways during the four famines studied.

® D Keen, Benefits of Famine: A Political Economy of Famine and Relief in South -West Sudan, 1983 - 89.
(Oxford Univ. D.Phil, 1991).
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Section:ll The Incidence of Four Famines in the NWP& O

Before indicating the approach adopted in this thesis towards examining responses to
famine, it 1s necessary to clarify precisely both the locations of four famines, and their
relative severity. Leaving detailed analysis to the body of the thesis, some basic
geographical and statistical characteristics of the four famines on which the study focuses,

are briefly discussed here.

Several eyewitness accounts exist of the 1837-8 famine, later considered to be the worst
of that century. Ofﬁciél explanation was that scanty precipitation during successive
monsoons from 1832 onwards resulted in drought conditions in the Bundelkhund region.
Initially, the resultant distress was confined to this tract, but the almost total failure of the
monsoon in 1836 led to famine through most of the province.** This famine affected an
area of 113,000 sq. miles, of which 56,000 sq miles were in British territory, with a
population of twenty-eight million.*” The population affected was estimated between
eight and nine million, and the population of the districts where the intensity of suffering
was the greatest and mortality highest, was about five million.*® The regions severely
affected were the southern tracts of the province lying astride the Yamuna tfibutary of the
Ganga from Allahabad in the east to the Doab in the west, and including the lower and the
middle Doab (the tract lying between the Ganga and Yamuna). The southern extension of
the province known as Bundelkhund, was particularly severely hit.*” (See Map 4). In

Kanpur, “not a vestige of cultivation was to be seen within twenty miles of the Yamuna

Y“IFC. Report, 1880, i, p. 14; F.Henvey, A Narrative Of The Drought And Famine Which Prevailed In The
NWP During The years 1868-1869 and beginning of 1870, p.1. Henceforth, Henvey Report.

®IFC. Report,1880, i, p. 14.

*B.Smith, Report, 1A, p.28.

“"Girdlestone, Report, pp. 44-5; Gazetteers Hamirpur,xxii (Allahabad, 1909), p. 47.
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and whole villages became depopulated by famine and emigration.”*® The northern part of
the province, notably the upper Doab, the Rohilla lands to the east and also the kingdom
of Awadh, which was subsequently annexed by the British in 1856, suffered relatively
lightly compared to the south. Differences in topography and social structure between

these regions will be clarified in subsequent chapters.

Significantly, although the pattern of famine differed considerably in 1860-1, during
subsequent famines, notably during 1896-7, the same sub-regions again suffered most
heavily, particularly Bundelkhund, and the city and hinterland of Agra.(See Map 7). In
1860-1, however, the pattern had been reversed, with the regions which had got off lightly
in 1837-8, namely the Upper Doab, and the adjoining districts to the east (in Rohilkhund),
and to the west (spilling into the neighbouring province of the Punjab), suffering heavily
along with the riverine tract between Agra and Delhi.* Yet Bundelkhund, the black spot
during the other three famines, was relatively famine-free in1860-1 (Map 5). In 1868-9,

the pattern was more even across the province, with all districts suffering heavily.(Map 6).

The discussion of responses in this thesis concentrates particularly on those sub-regions of
the province, among them Bundelkhund and Agra, where famine was very severe, though
data will be drawn, for comparative purposes, from regions less affected. As there was no
census in this province until 1863, statistics relating famine incidence to district and total
provincial population are at best impressionistic. Government officials, however,

frequently made estimates about the population of their districts and, in times of famine,

BGazetteers Kanpur xix, p. 62.
“H.S Srivastava, History Of Indian Famine And Development Of Famine Policy, 1858-1918(Agra,1968),
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about mortality and migration rates and about various forms of relief. On the basis of
such sources, compilers of reports, while reiterating the ‘defectiveness’ of such statistics,
later attempted to assess the comparative ‘severity’ of particular famines. Mortality rates,
though acknowledged to be difficult to ascertain at any time and impossible at the height
of famine, were considered the chief indicator of the severity of a famine. Colonel.
R.Baird Smith, the first of a line of analysts appointed by the NWP&O, government to
investigate and report on famines of the second half of the nineteenth century, for
example, estimated that 800,000 out of a population of approximately eight million in the
affected tract had died in the famine of 1837-8.>° Girdlestone, following in Baird Smith’s
footsteps after severe famine had hit the province in 1860-1, estimated the mortality
caused by starvation as at least 200,000, significantly lower than 1837-8.>' This figure of
200,000 was repeated in an estimate for starvation mortality in the famine of 1868-9,> but
was regarded as a considerable underestimate by the Famine Commission Report of
1880.> Mortality figures for the famine of 1896-7, in a period when the colonial
government was in much firmer control of statistical information yet more conscious of
the confrontational uses to which it could be put, have varied wildly from an implausible
twenty-five deaths from starvation to hundreds of thousands. Clearly, ‘improved’ methods
of data collection did not necessarily lead to more reliable conclusions. Attempts to

estimate migration rates were similarly flawed.

However, some other types of statistics can be used with more confidence. Efforts were

made in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, particularly in the provincial and

p.30; B.Smith, Report, 1A, p.28.
B .Smith, Report, 1A,p.31.
*IGirdlestone, Report, pp. 86-7.
2 Henvey, Report, pp.125-6.

3 JFC, Report, 1880,p.88.
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district gazetteers, to compare statistics drawn from earlier government returns, which
reflected the social impact of the four major famines. In 1908, for example, the Imperial
Gazetteers for the ‘United Provinces of Agra and Oudh’recorded the sums spent on relief
and the amount of land revenue remitted during 1837-8, 1860-1, 1868-9 and 1896-7
indicating that overall expenditure on relief, initiated for the first time as a matter of
government policy in 1837-8, actually decreased from a total of Rs 23.5 lakhs that year to
14.5 lakhs in 1860-1, before moving up again to Rs. 29.2 lakhs in 1868-9, and finally
soaring to Rs. 167 lakhs in 1896-7. Such statistics will prove useful in this thesis in
relating the changing ideology of ‘famine relief,” to actual practice in sub-regions of the
province studied. Parallel sets of figures can be obtained from the same sources, and in
detail from the revenue records for remission of land revenue during each of the famines.
Even so, as a number of studies, such as that of Barrier,”* have recently warned, that
statistics compiled and published under the aegis of the empire, including the decennial
censuses, must be treated with caution. The object of this thesis is not to make more
reliable estimates but rather to put flesh on the bones of otherwise unreliable and
meaningless official reporting, by attempting to unravel the repercussions on, and
responses of various social groups in a number of contrasting sub-regions during the
course of each of these famines.

Table: 1 the total area and numbers of people affected during the four case study famines:

*N.G.Barrier, The Census In British India, A New Perspective (New Delhi, 1981), pp-V-XIv.
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Table.1

Total area in sq. | Area  in  the | Total Population. | Population in the
miles.” NWP& O NWP& O.

1837 -8 1,13,000 56,000 28,000,000. 9,000,000

1860 -1 48,000 10,000 19,000,000 . 5,500,000

1868 9. 300,000 44,3000 45,000,000 1,67,00,000

1896 —7. 2,24,828 50,813 62,4,00,000 21,9.81000

Source: Baird Smith, Report, 1A, pp.28,31; Girdlestone, Report, pp.44-5,86-7;IFC,
Report, 1, 1880-5, p. 14; Srivastava, History Of Famines,p.30; Henvey , Report,pp.1,125-
6.

Contents of the thesis

Chapter one situates famines in the context of the salient characterstics of NWP&O- its
geographic features, demography, and the broad socio-economic framework. Without
some understanding of this, it would be difficult to understand why certain groups
suffered, and others benefited, and who were they. Chapter two discusses the impact of
socio- economic policies on NWP&O society, especially in the context of famines. It
shows that government buffered the interests of the well off widening the already existing
cleavages in society. Chapter three examines the ideological influences, which shaped the
relief policy and determined its aims and outcome. Chapter four looks at the actual
implementation of relief policy, the lacunae between ideology and practice of relief’s
changing nature, and aims and co-ordination of relief, at various levels of administrative
hierarchy. Chapter five highlights the nexus of interests of the landlords, petty bureaucrats
and the government, the interdependence of interests of these groups and how they aided

and manipulated famine crisis for consolidating their power moral, economic and

55 Area in British India. It excludes the area and population of native states.
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political. The Indian National Congress, for instance, used famines for political
mobilization rallying and nurturing nationalist sentiments around them. Chapters six and
seven analyze the perceptions of, responses to, and discourse on famines, amongst
religious groupings, mainly Christian missionaries. The nature and consequences of
missionary activity in NWP&O are highlighted. Chapters eight and nine, examine the
indigenous understanding and perceptions of famine and hunger, and the complex, but
rational, strategies famine victims forged for their survival. Strategies involved calculated,
rational and skilful management choices for preserving their resources, land, implements,
cattle and home and hearth, on which their future well being depended. The thesis that the
people of India did very little to help themselves during famines, being ‘fatalistic’ and
‘lazy,’ 1s put under critical scrutiny. These chapters examine the responses of the affected
people-the ‘victims’ to famine. Their constitutional and unconstitutional responses have
been detailed and their expectations and demands of their patrons, community and
government, are discussed in Chapter nine. Particular attention has been focused on
women-their plight, their perceptions of self, and their responses to prolonged subsistence
crisis have been highlighted. Chapter ten, analyzes the differential and positive impact of
the four famines, on the richer sections of society, that is, landlords, moneylenders, banias
and other merchant groups, how they exploited famines as opportunities to consolidate
their interests, economic, social and political, often at the cost of the poor who were

dependent on them or moral and material support.

Sources:

The sources for this study are rich and diverse. Official documents have constituted the

main basis. Scattered references on famines may be found in revenue, judicial, general
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and political proceedings, (Uttar Pradesh State Archives, Lucknow and Uttar Pradesh
Regional Archives, Allahabad ) records, memoirs of district officers, and travel literature
pertaining to the period. These records are easily available but are virtually untapped; they
reflect the official mind and convey official biases, perceptions and discourse not only on
famines, but also Indian society. Famine reports like those of Baird Smith, Girdlestone,
Henvey, Roberts, Bennett, and Pitcher and the 1880 Famine Code and later the Indian
Famine commission Report 1898, recorded the general condition of the people in
NWP&O, the socio- economic and infrastructural conditions prevailing. These record the
difficulties and dislocation of normal life with the onset of famine and the activities of the
affected people, their requirements and the nature of relief offered. These reports are
heavily impressionistic, and statistical information regarding the numbers who migrated,
the extent of mortality, and other matters is, at best, sketchy. Yet if this material,
imperfect though it is, is carefully collated, analyzed and supplemented with other data, it
is possible to present a comprehensive picture of the four famines in NWP&O. Such
information which is of immense value to the present study can be obtained from various
Decennial Enquiry Reports which the government central and State, commissioned.
Notably, A Collection of Papers Connected with An Inquiry made Into the Condition Of
The Lower Classes Of The Population, NWP&O, 1887, Knox Report On Bundelkhund,
Deccenial Report On The Material Condition Of the People of the United Provinces Of
Agra and Oudh, 1901-2 and several others. These analyze the patterns of continuity and
change in the socio- economic scenario, the ailments and the solutions, the regional

imbalances and correctives required to socio- economic policies.

The Board of Revenue proceedings (Uttar Pradesh State Archives, Lucknow) give a fairly

accurate picture of famines in the province, detailing the extent of area afflicted, duration
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of different famines, need for revenue suspension and remission, prices of food grains,
impact of free trade, suggestions for governmental action, and responses thereto. Judicial
proceedings, (Uttar Pradesh State Archives, Lucknow) focusing on the law and order
situation, contain correspondence between the Sudder Board of Revenue and district
officials, who highlighted the effects of famine at the local level, the vulnerability of the
majority of people, their expectations, responses, as well and contain suggestions for
appropriate administrative measures to deal with the crisis. Some statistical data can be
obtained in regard to crime, mortality and migration, and conveys an impression of the
suffering of the people. Police and Criminal reports give comprehensive accounts of the
suffering and dislocation caused by famine and the resultant deterioration in the law and
order situation, which the administration sometimes found difficult to contain. These
underline the perceptions of the officials- why they considered certain categories of

people as dangerous and criminal, and the ways to contain them.

The accounts of Jesuits and other missionaries from sixteenth century onwards, are worth
considering as they give insights into inherited traditions of attitudes to famine.
Missionary sources such as Church Missionary Society (located at Birmingham
University Main Library) and Society for the Propagation of Gospel (located at Rhodes
house library, Oxford) give elaborate accounts of the social, economic and religious,
cultural conditions prevailing in the NWP&O society; famines and the degree of their
impact, the resulting condition of the people, their reactions, the inadequacy of official
response and importantly their own efforts at relief. Though missionary comments and

observations need to be treated with caution and reserve yet these source are of immense

value.
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Then there are literary sources, in which famines find prominent and significant mention.
Even ancient and medieval chronicles such as the Arthashastra, Rajtarangini, writings of
Ferishta, Badauni discuss the impact of famines and relief rendered. Bankim Chandra
Chatterjis’s influential novel Ananda Math,is based in a famine setting and, give a graphic
account of the death, dislocation and devastation it brought. It particularly highlights the
greater suffering, pragmatism, adaptive capacity and resilience of women in comparison
to men during famines, is a unique contribution of this work. This novel is particularly
significant as it gave a tremendous impetus to nationalism and demonstrates how famines
were used for nationalist mobilization. The call of ‘Vande Matram’ ( Hail motherland)
became the rallying call of the national movement. The song ‘Vande Matram’ is the

national song of independent India.*

Travel literature is a valuable source material for famine studies. Eye witness accounts of
famines such as those of Emily Eden, William Sleeman, William Crook, Vaughan Nash
and Francis Merewhether have been extensively referred to in the present study. These
highlight the migration, mortality and overall devastation of famines; the strategies the
affected people devised to tide the crisis, the activities of officials and importantly of
powerful constituents of NWP&O society such as banias, moneylenders, merchants,
landlords. The value of these sources primarily lies in the fact that they are unofficial and
therefore unbiased sources and pay attention to aspects which officials would not;
However, account has to be taken of cultural misperceptions and perpetuation of inherited
myths. Finally, there are the oral traditions- sayings, folklore, myths and even songs- in
which the memories of famine are incorporated in legendary references to the event, a

notable example being the ‘Ath Sera’ (grain being sold at eight sers for a rupee). These

56 B.C.Chatterjee, Anand Math, (1882),English Translation,B.K.Roy (3ed.New Delhi,2003).
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oral sources are of great value as they reveal the unvarnished realities of famine: who

suffered most, who gained and how diverse segments of society, responded.
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Chapterl: The Agrarian Setting

This chapter provides an overview of aspects of the monsoon-dependent agricultural
economy which lay at the roots of famines, in the NWP&O. It acquaints the reader
with a range of variables that contributed towards poverty and hunger, determining

who suffered and who benefited, which parts of the province suffered more and why.

Climate and Soils

The NWP&O, comprising an area of about 113, 000 sq. miles, was one of the largest
provinces in India, and part of the Hindi heartland of the sub-continent.' For
administration, this vast province was under a Lt.-Gov; he was aided by the Sudder
Board of Revenue, which dealt with matters relating to revenue and land.> The
province was broken into nine divisions, each headed by a commissioner, which were
further divided into forty-nine districts each under a district magistrate. The districts
were further subdivided into parganas, tehsils and villages. This administrative
framework constituted the basis for the administration of famine relief. Each
collector had charge of an area as large as Norfolk and population as large as New
Zealand.) The district and the district officer remained the key unit of relief
administration and the memoirs of several officers record the insufficiency of this

administrative unit to cope with prolonged and recurrent famines.

'Census of India, 1891, The North Western Provinces and Oudh. xvi, i, p.74. In extent of territory the
NWP. nearly equalled England, Wales, and Ireland, put together: C.H.T Crosthwaite, Notes On the
North Western Provinces, by a District Officer (London, 1870), p. 2; W.C. Bennett (ed.),Gazetteer of
the Province of Oudh (Lucknow, 1877), p. i.

2 Crosthwaite, Notes, pp. 2-3.

3 E.H.Blunt, The Indian Civil Service (London, 1939), pp.91-2.
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Famines, and the intensity of their impact on various classes and regions may be
linked to the varying ecology, immense disparities in soil fertility, agricultural
tenures, population density, communication, and irrigation facilities. Conditions of the
peasantry varied in different regions and their vulnerability and immunity to famines
were largely determined by these crucial variables. There was, for instance,
considerable contrast between Doab, and Bundelkhund, Awadh and the eastern parts
of the NWP&O. On the basis of these variations the province may broadly be divided

into four distinct physical divisions.

In the extreme north of the province, lay the Himalayan tract, comprising the districts

> Below this was the sub-Himalayan

of Almora, Dehradun, Nainital, and Mussoorie.
tract, between the rivers Ganga and Sarda, comprising the area called
‘bhabhar, (porus) and ‘ferai’ (swampy). Saharanpur, Rampur State, Bijnor, Bareilly,
and Pilibhit are in the terai, and Kheri, Bahraich, Gonda, Basti, and Gorakhpur, in the
bhabhar.® Rainfall varied between fifty and hundred inches, and the soils were poor.
Barley and some assortment of garden crops grew on the forest edges. For the kharif
(autumn crops) sowing took place June-July and harvested in September-October. On
the hillside, millets and rice were grown, while wheat and barley for rabi (Spring

crops; sown in October-November, harvested between April- May);’ in the valley,

wheat, barley and lentils were grown for kharif.

* A Collection of Papers Connected With An Inquiry Into The Condition Of The Lower Classes of The
Population Especially In the Agricultural Tracts in North Western Provinces And Oudh, Instituted In

1877-8, p 6. UPSAL.
> Imperial Gazeeteers, United Provinces,i (1908), p.2.
® ibid.pp. 2-3

7 W.H.Moreland, The Agriculture of the United Provinces (Allahabad, 1912),pp.22-3.
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The area between the river Yamuna in the north and north-east, and the Vindhya hills
to the south, covering 10,400 sq. miles, was the famine-prone Bundelkhund tract. It
comprised the districts of Banda, Hamirpur, Jalaun, Jhansi, and Lalitpur.® It was more
intimately connected with Dhar, Malwa, and Gwalior than with the Doab, from which
it had marked differences. This tract remained mainly agricultural throughout the
nineteenth century, despite inferior ecology, soils, irrigation and communication

facilities, and was considered to be the poorest part of the province.’

The climate of Budelkhund was exceedingly hot and dry; rainfall was erratic and
varied from twenty-five and thirty inches in Jalaun to thirty-forty inches in Lalitpur
and Jhansi, with the subsoil water lying generally at great depth.' The population,
which, was scattered and sparse, suffered acutely during famines. Within
Bundelkhund, the soils differed widely in composition. In the north, the soils included
the black, cotton-growing ‘mar,’comparatively infertile, usually sandy, with large
amounts of minute kankar nodules and a high proportion of organic matter.'" The
inherent weakness of the black soil was that excessive rains led to over- saturation. It
was liable to be overrun by the pestilent weed called ‘kans,” which put extensive
tracts of land out of cultivation for long periods.|2 Though the soil was retentive of
moisture, a deficiency of rain led to rapid drying up of the surface, which was then,
liable to crack up. The soils lighter variant was the ‘kabar,” containing exceptional
quantities of lime and sulphuric acid. It was a stiff impracticable soil, drying up and

caking quickly on the surface, heavy and difficult to cultivate. It was also very

8 Imperial Gazetteers,i (1908),p.4

® Census of NWP&O,1891,xvi, p.76.

% ibid. p. 76.

" ibid,p.76.

2\ Raw,Final SR, Hamirpur (1908), p.2.
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susceptible to kans, rust and blight. In seasons of drought, this soil was the first to fall
out of cultivation, and the last to be ploughed. It was considered inferior to ‘mar.’
Another variety of soil found in the region was ‘parwa,’ a light loam, fertile when
manured, worked and irrigated. It was much less susceptible to the weather than ‘mar’
and ‘kabar.’ In the ravines was ‘nankar’ or ‘rakar,” a gravelly soil, affected by
erosion, with large kankar nodules. This particular soil had two sub-varieties, ‘moti’
and ‘patli;’ the former being broken down by ‘mar’ and ‘kabar’, and the latter by light

13 . o S
1. Both were considered inferior.'* Heavy soils like mar and kabar covered one-

soi
third of the cultivated area in Banda; in Hamirpur, nearly half; in Jalaun, three-fifths;
in Jhansi proper, more than half, and in Lalitpur about a third. Lalitpur and Jhansi
also possessed a red moram soil, sometimes classified as ‘rakar,” or ‘patli.’ This was
an infertile soil, which in its natural condition yielded a few rain crops, but when

irrigated grew rabi; it was estimated that this red soil covered fifty-six per cent of the

cultivated area in Lalitpur and twenty-eight per cent in Jhansi."

Bundelkhund, with its inferior soils and deficient irrigation, remained predominantly
under subsistence crops, cash cropping being minimal. Kharif was the main staple
comprising millets, pulses, oilseeds; cotton was the only cash crop cultivated in
regions, with the black mar soil. Due to lack of irrigation and communication
facilities well upto 1890’s, Bundelkhund was particularly dependent on periodical
rains and hence sensitive to famines.'® This was the region where suffering was acute

and symptoms of famine first became manifest, during three of the famines, under

13 K. N.Knox, Notes On Bundelkhund, serial no. 3, fno.22 (37-38),31 August 1934, p.13. UPRAA.
" Imperial Gazetteers,i (1908), p. 52.

'S Konx, Notes, p. 14.

'6 W.H. Sleeman, Rambles and Recollections of an Indian Official, i (London, 1844), p. 193.
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study. 17

The Indo-Gangetic plain, lying between the Ganga and the Yamuna and the outer
Himalayas, is alluvial plain. It comprises an area of about 53,776 sq. miles."® In
contrast to Bundelkhund, the Doab, along with Awadh, and Rohilkhund was
uniformly fertile. It was referred to by British observers as the Mesopotamia of the
East.”” It was formed from the alluvium of the rivers Ganga and Yamuna, and could
be divided into kahadar lowlands, lying alongside the rivers, and bangar uplands,
lying between the rivers, comprising ‘bhur’ or sandy soil and ‘matiyar’ or clay on

20 1n the west of the Doab wheat was the dominant

which rice was usually grown.
crop, although subsidiary crops like millets, pulses, and oilseeds were also grown. In
the eastern region, rice predominated along with barley, pulses, oilseeds and millets,
and some wheat was also grown. Sugarcane was cultivated all over, but was
dominant in the eastern region and Rohilkhund.

Of the three segments of the Doab, eastern,’! central®? and Western,23 the western and
central Doab were more developed and prosperous, ten of the thirteen districts being

protected by canals. The standard of living was distinctly higher than elsewhere in

the province.** The fertility of soil, and crop diversity made this region’s economy

"7 District Gazetteers, Jhansi, xxiv, p. 61.

" Imperial Gazetteers,i (1908), p.3.

Yw. Crooke, The Native Races of the British Empire: Northern India (London, 1907), p. 10.

% Moreland, The Agriculture,p. 30.

! Includes Ballia, Jaunpur, Benaras, Azamgarh, and Ghazipur, all lying between the rivers Gogra and
the Ganga:Imperial Gazeeteers, i (1908), p.4.

2 Comprising Kanpur, Allahabad, and Fatehpur. Imperial Gazetteers,i (1908), p.3.

3 Comprised 13 districts Muzzafurnagar, Bulandshahar, Aligarh, Mathura, Agra, Farrukhabad,
Mainpuri, Etawah, Etah, Badaun, Moradabad and Shahjehanpur. See Imperial Gazeeteers,1(1908),

p. 3.
“ Imperial Gazetteers,i (1908),p.3.
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naturally buoyant. Differences in the growth of commerce and industry, cash crops
cultivation, wage rates, and the proportion of people dependent on agriculture were
not as great as in the east of the province. Some observers attributed its relative
prosperity, to the developed infrastructural facilities such as railways, roads, irrigation
especially, canals. This facilitated expansion of agriculture, especially cash crops
cultivation, which led to greater commercialization and industrialization which, in
turn, varied the avenues of employment, thereby reducing dependence on agriculture,
and therefore vulnerability to famine.”> This, however, is a controversial subject,
which will be discussed in Chapter two. Another factor, exaggerated by British
observers, was the superior energy and capacity for hard work of the ‘sturdy’ Jar
peasant, who, it was considered, exploited better material and natural conditions to
their best advantage.?® Such views reflect the stereotyping of the peasantry into ‘lazy’

and ‘energetic’ categories, which has been criticized in the introduction.

Awadh in the north-east of the province,”’ a semi-autonomous ‘princely state’ until
annexation in 1856, had a predominantly (two-thirds) loamy soil, a mixture of sand
and clay, known in vernacular as ‘domat’ or ‘doras.” Much of the remaining soil was

28 However, although endowed with a

stiff clay ‘matiyar’ and a light sand, ‘bhur.
relatively favourable climate, fertile soil and infrastructure, Awadh was not as

prosperous as the western Doab, but was better off than the eastern Doab and

Bundelkhund. Nonetheless, Awadh was never seriously afflicted by any of the

B 1. Stone, Canal Irrigation in British India. Perspectives on Technological Change in a Peasant
Economy (Cambridge,1984), pp. 213-27;1.D.Derbyshire, ‘Economic Change and the Railways in North
India, 1860-1914° MAS, 21:3 (1987), p. 537.

% W. Crooke, The North Western Provinces of India, Their History, Ethnology, And Administration
(London ,1897), pp.289-90..

271t included Lucknow, Unnao, Rae Bareli, Hardoi, Fyzabad, Sitapur, Sultanpur, Pratapgarh,
Barabanki. See Imperial Gazeeteers, 1(1908), p. 3.

2 H.C. Irwin , Garden of India; or Chapters on Oudh History and Affairs (London, 1880), p. 20.
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famines under study.

In the NWP&O, the kharif crops generally comprised millets, pulses, bajra, jwar, and
maize, and constituted the staple food of the bulk of the population. Rice and wheat
was consumed only by the rich; indeed, as much as sixty per cent of the wheat was
consumed by the richest ten per cent of the population, leading some district officers
to remark that wheat was grown “mainly for the bania and revenue collector.”” The
pattern of diet reflected the comparative degrees of poverty, as also ecological
conditions. If monsoons failed and kharif crops were destroyed, the great mass of
poor peasants were reduced to starvation. The chief rabi crops were wheat, sugarcane,
barley, gram, linseed, sarson (mustard), goji, and peas. The most valuable cash crops
were wheat, cotton, indigo, sugarcane, and tobacco. The cultivation and expansion of
these received a boost around the mid-nineteenth century with the development of
irrigation system and communication facilities, which made possible a significant
increment in the multiplicity of crops and facilitated their marketing. However, the
kind and number of crops raised differed according to the class and resource-base of
the cultivator, the area under plough, accessibility to agricultural implements, nature

of animal wealth, and other variables.

Commercialization of Agriculture

The process of commercialization was well under way from the Mughal era. The

works of Bayly and Siddiqui have stressed the expansion in production and export of

cash crops like cotton, indigo, sugarcane and opium, and the linkage of regional

®'S. Bose (ed.), Credit Markets, and the Agrarian Economy of Colonial India (Oxford, 1994), p. 15.
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production to an expanding home as well as overseas market in the first-half of the
nineteenth c:entury.30 The pattern shows that from the 1820s, in the fertile and
irrigated central and western districts of the Doab, cultivators showed a preference for
remunerative cash crops like cotton, indigo, sugarcane, wheat and poppy, in place of
subsistence crops like jwar, bajra, millets, moong, urd and mothi, on which the
majority of the ryots were dependent. District officers interpreted this to be a sign of
agricultural progress, even though the profits went to those with surplus resources.
Such a tendency, by 1833, can be illustrated by examples of districts like Aligarh,
Kanpur, Meerut and Farrukhabad; here, increasingly, cash crops such as cotton,
indigo, sugarcane, and wheat were grown and subsistence crops were imported from

upland districts like Agra.®!

Till 1826, there was a boom in production and export of indigo and cotton, after
which there was a slump. The province experienced an agrarian depression, the
effects of which were further aggravated by the two famines of 1833-4 and 1837-8.
Kanpur, Farrukhabad, Bareilly, and Allahabad flourished because of their position as
wholesale markets for cotton and indigo. Bundelkhund, which thrived on cotton
production and exports till this time, was badly hit. An indication is that, till the
1820s, the East India Company’s investment in Bundelkhund in cotton, was Rs four
million annually and private investment was Rs.1.8 million. By 1842, private

investment had dwindled to Rs 700,000, a decline in income of Rs five million

VA Siddiqui, Agrarian Change in Uttar Pradesh (Oxford, 1973 ), pp. 158-67; C.A. Bayly, ‘ The Age
of Hiatus; The North Indian Economy and Society 1830-58,” in C.H.Phillips and M.D.Wainwright
(eds), Indian Society and Modernisation, 1830-50 (London, 1976), pp. 90-4.

Siddiqui, Agrarian Change, pp. 159-67.
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annually. Factors responsible included the sharp fall in cotton prices, the expansion
of cotton cultivation and production especially in the Agra and Meerut division which
were much better connected by railways than Bundelkund, the customs barrier of
1861, took away the advantage from Bundelkhund as the cotton growing mart.
“ Kalpi was replaced by Kanpur, the trade of Samthar Gwalior and Dattia no longer
comes to Koonch; ... Rath is left high and dry, and Mahoba and Banda have to

compete with half a dozen small stations on the railway line.”?

Indigo production and export was expanding considerably, from the turn of the
century, and peaked between 1802-27; it was concentrated mainly in the Doab. In
1826-7, indigo production reached twenty-nine thousand maunds in the districts of
Agra, Allahabad, Bareilly, Farrukhabad and Kanpur, in contrast to the 1825-6, figure
of twenty thousand maunds.”> Remittances to Britain from indigo cultivation were
substantial. Mercer and Co, owning two companies in Aligarh in 1810, extended its
trading operations by the 1820s to most of the Doab districts. By the 1890s, there was
a decline in indigo cultivation by twenty-seven per cent, compared to the 1880s,
attributed to a fall in prices. Poppy production increased by as much as forty per cent,
indicating that, enormous benefits accrued to those cultivating it. 7il (gingelly), also

increased substantially.3 4

A flourishing market for sugarcane products from the NWP existed till 1802.

Sugarcane cultivation and export of its final products was concentrated in places in

*2 Knox, Notes, p.10.
¥ Siddiqui, Agrarian Change, pp. 159-67.
3 Scarcity deptt, f. 488, August, 1902, Decennial Report On the Material Condition of the People of
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Rohilkhund, such as at Shahjehanpur.®> Azamgarh, Ballia and Gorakhpur emerged as
centres of sugar production, and benefited from sugar exports to England. However,
there was a fall in production and exports of finished products from the late 1820s.
But, unlike other cash crops, the slump in overseas demand did not effect domestic
markets which remained steady, and cultivation registered an increase by eight per

cent over 1880s.3®

Double cropping

The spurt in cash cropping tempted agriculturists to take recourse to double cropping.
By 1850, Sleeman reported extensive double cropping in the Doab; and by the end of
the nineteenth century had spurted to thirty-seven per cent of the total cultivated
area.’’ This, led to deterioration in soil fertility.®® In Aligarh, in 1870, 165, 569
acres were double cropped; by 1890, this had risen to about 215, 424 acres- a 23.26
per cent rise.’ In Kanpur in 1840, double cropping was non-existent but, by 1880,
79,707 acres were double-cropped.*’ In Agra, 9.5 per cent of the cultivated area was
double cropped in 1885-95, by 1899, it was seventeen per cent.*' In Meerut, double

cropping increased from 4.5 per cent in 1865-70 to twenty-two per cent in 1895.** In

places like Rai Bareli, the area under double cropping increased six-fold within a few

the United Provinces of Agra and Awadh, pp. 13-14.
3 L.Brenan, ‘Social Change in Rohilkhund, 1801-1833; The Formation of a Zamindari Class,” IESHR,
vi, 4 (December,1970), pp. 461-2.
3 Scarcity deptt, f. no. 488, August1902, Decennial Report, pp. 13-14.
;; Returns of the Agricultural Statistics for British India, 1884 - 85(Calcutta,1886), pp. 24 - 5.
E. Whitcombe, Agrarian Conditions in Northern India, The United Provinces Under British Rule,
1860 -1900 ( California, 1972),i, pp. 67-79.
PNevill, Gazetteers, Aligarh, vi, p. 34.
“ibid. Kanpur, xix, p. 34.
“libid. Agra, p. 30.
“Zibid, Meerut, iv, p.39.
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years.43 The 1891 Census Report noted, that in the NWP, two Crops were grown, on
twenty per cent of the cultivated land, while in richly fertile areas like the Doab, three
crops were grown year after year without respite.** In Awadh, the proportion of
double-cropped land was still higher, exceeding forty per cent of the total cropped
area in some districts.* The rise in double cropping was attributed to population
pressure and enhanced irrigation facilities, which increased cultivation, range of crops
cultivated, though benfits accrued to the rich cultivators.*

Table 2 shows the main kharif crops, and the number of sowings, hoeings and

waterings required .

Table. 2
KHARIF
No. of | No. of | No of hand When
Kind of | ploughings | waterings hoeings when sown | reaped
crop
Sugarcane 14 tol15 16 to 25 4106 Phagun Maghar
Cotton 4106 Uncertain 4 15th H’ar to | Assarh  to
16th Sawan | end of
Maghar
Maize 6 or 7 in|2 Assarh  or
3or4 Chahilands H’ar Kartik
Jwar Jor4 3or4 For Com | Har Kartik
once

s Nevill,Gazetteers, Rai Bareli,,xxxix, p.28.
“ Census of NWP&O,1891,xvi, i, p.82.
45 . .
ibid. p.82.
* ibid.
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Bajra 2 2or3 1 Sawan Assarh  or
Kartik
Moth 1 None None Sawan and | Maghar
Bhadon
Mu’ng. 2 Ditto Ditto H’ar Maghar
Til 2 Ditto Ditto Sawan Maghar
Mash 3 Ditto Ditto Sawan Kartik and
Maghar
Rawan 3 Ditto Ditto H’ar  and | Kartik
later
Rice Vide details | Of In the | Under
cultivation | sequel ‘rice’.
Saw’ank 2 3or4 None H’ar  and | Bhadon,
later Assarh and
Kartik
Mustard 50r6 S50r6 1or2 Bhadon Kartik

Source: Eliott, H.M. Memoirs of the History, Folklore And Distribution Of The Races
Of The North Western Provinces Of India( London,1869),pp.204-5.

Table 3 shows the main rabi crops,and the number of waterings, sowings and hoeing

required.
Table. 3

RABI
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Kind of | No. of |No. of|No. of| When When
Crop Ploughin | Watering | hand Sown Reaped
gs. S hoeings
Wheat 4t08 4t08 None Rabi, Baisakh
Kartik,
and
Maghar
Barley 4to8 4108 Ditto Ditto Chaitra
Goji 4t08 4to08 Ditto Ditto Baisakh
Gram 2 None Ditto Bhadon | Baisakh
Flax or |2 Sown in | Ditto Assarh Baisakh
Linseed Sail’abi
Mustard | 8 3or4 1 Assarh Chaitra
China 6 rabi, 4 | 10to 16 | None Phagan | Baisakh,
kharif and kartik or
Sawan Maghar
Kangni |5, 6, or|S5o0r6 1 Chaitra, | Bhadon,
7 Sawan Assarh
and
Bhadon.
Tobacco | 4 or5 15 3to 5 Kartik, Jeth and
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transplan | Ha’r
ted in
Magh or
Phagun
Onion 4t08 16 3 Planted | Ditto
out in
Magh
Carrot 4t06 Jor4 None Assarh Chet
Turnip |5 3t05 Ditto 20" Maghar
Bhadon | to Magh
to 10™ of
Assarh
Methi | ........ 2or3 Ditto Kartik
and Sinji
Poppy 10to 12 | Every 10 or 12 | Assarh Chaitra
4th  or
5th day

Source: Eliott, H.M. Memoirs of the History, Folklore And Distribution Of The Races

Of The North Western Provinces Of India( London,1869),pp.204-5.

These tables show the resources, labour and the time required for cash crops
cultivation. Use of canal irrigation, which was not always within reach additionally,
involved payment of a heavy cess which, ordinary cultivators were not usually in a
position to pay. Further additional labour was required for persistent ploughings and
hoeings for the remunerative crops such as sugarcane, cotton, wheat and, indigo.
Another pre-requisite was ready availability of bullocks, ploughs and implements,

which were not always owned by ordinary ryots.
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expenditure. Therefore the cultivation of cash crops would not have been easy or

remunerative for majority of the cultivators.

Traditional irrigation systems

Rain was the most crucial factor in crop cultivation and production, as its fluctuation
and variation effectively undermined agricultural output. Its failure was the officially
cited reason for the occurrence of the four famines studied. The average rainfall of
the province was thirty-six inches,*’ with areas proximate to the Himalayas getting
heavy rainfall, and those furthest from it low rainfall. Annual precipitation was 30-36
inches in the western Gangetic districts, thirty-six -forty inches in districts lying to the
east, Rohilkhund and Awadh, and thirty-forty inches in Bundelkhund.*® But it was not
simply the amount of rainfall, which made the difference, but also its regularity and
effectiveness in providing adequate moisture to the soil. Failure of rains could turn
even fertile and lush areas into forlorn and dreary tracts with stunted and scanty crops,
while plentiful and well-dispersed rainfall ensured rich vegetation and lush crops, as
noticed by Baird Smith, during the 1860 famine.” In Banda, in 1860, rainfall
averaged only sixteen inches, but it was so well distributed in most parganas that “in
marked contrast to the districts of the upper Doab, the year was one of prosperity in
the district.”®® Excessive rainfall was a more insidious enemy than lack or early
cessation of rainfall in places like Bundelkhund where heavy clayey soils

predominated. Keeping in mind the vagaries of monsoon, and its vital bearing on

*" Bhanu, North Western Provinces, p.77; Census of India NWP&O,1891,xvi,p.77.
Henvey,Report pp- 28, 59, 65; Imperial Gazetteers, i (1908),p.4.
B Smith, Report, i, pp.4-6; Whitcombe, Agrarian Conditions,i, p. 5.
YKnox, Notes, p. 12.
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agrarian life, administrators stressed the development of irrigation facilities.

Recurring famines further underlined its necessity.

Despite the official emphasis on development of irrigation works, especially canals,
traditional irrigation systems like wells and tanks predominated well into the 1850s.”!
Habib’s work highlights the centrality of irrigation, especially by wells and tanks, in
the agrarian economy of the Mughals.’®> Canal irrigation was not significantly
developed, apart from the Western Yamuna Canal, dug by Firuz Shah Tughluk, and
later excavated by Shahjehan.> The two canals drawn from it irrigated between them
about 400,000 acres, which though locally of great value, was of limited influence.”
In Rohilkhund, ground water was quite near the surface, so wells and tanks had
always been dug without much effort or expenditure. Notwithstanding the emphasis
on irrigation development, even as late as 1880, out of an area of 4.5 million acres,
850,000 or about twenty per cent was irrigated, by traditional means, like ponds, wells
and streams.” Even in the 1890s, the province was pre-dominantly under well
irrigation, as reflected by the fact that in dry years three acres were irrigated by wells
for every acre irrigated by canals.’® Wells were the preferred mode of irrigation as
these could be speedily sunk at little cost. By October 1896 as famine conditions
loomed MacDonnell urged the sinking of kuccha well with government aid to meet

the situation. He proposed to advance ten lakhs as loans for the purpose, advising that

interest on loans be totally waived. Further, the commissioners, district officers,

°! Stone Canal Irrigation, pp. 13-15.
*2 1 Habib, The Agrarian System of Mughal India,1556-1707 (London, 1963), pp.26-36.
1b1d pp. 32 &42.
* B .Smith, Report, 1860-1,i,p.21.
lF C Report, 1880-5, ii, ‘Measures of Protection and Prevention,” p.72.
Scarcnty deptt, August 1902, f. no. 488, Decennial Report, p.14.
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talugdars, and zamindars be enlisted to dispense the loan and oversee the making of
kuccha wells. With ten lakhs of rupees and assistance of landlords MacDonnell hoped

7 Canal

to sink 100,000 wells by mid- November 1896 to circumvent famine.
irrigation in Bundelkhund remained almost non-existent until 1878, when the Sarda

canal project was proposed.

The Doab, from Mughal times had, been better served by irrigation, than any other
part of India. Here water was found at depths ranging from 15 ft. to about 40 ft.
Wells were easily dug at little cost. A kaccha well could water four to five acres,
while a large, pukka, bountifully supplied well could irrigate fifteen to twenty acres,
and were good as supplementary watering mechanisms, when rains were erratic.”® In
1860, there were approximately 70, 000 masonry wells and about 280, 000 kaccha
wells.”® In Meerut district the best tract for wells was the level portion of Hindun-
Yamuna-Doab, as well as the tract between the Hindun and Kalee nudee.®® The
cultivated area in the Doab, in 1880, was about nine million acres, of which 2,
220,000 acres were irrigated by wells, 272,000 acres from streams and ponds, and
augmented since the mid- nineteenth century by 1,500,000 acres from the Ganga, and
the Eastern-Yamuna canal. Thus a total of 3,712,000 acres, or more than forty per
cent of cultivated area had access to irrigation. In Awadh, out of a cultivable area of
8.25 million acres, 3.25 was or nearly forty per cent, could be irrigated in good years,

the primary irrigation source for half the area being wells.®'

2; MacDonnell to Cadell,3 October 1896,pp. 1-2. (Ms.Eng.Hist.C 352. Bodleian library,Oxford)
”B. Smith, Report, 1A, p.51.

ibid, p.53.
Z?Forbes, Meerut SR (1865-70), p. 7.

IFC. Report, 1880-5, ii, p. 7.
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In Bundelkhund, where water was found at depths of fifty to sixty feet, wells and
tanks were expensive, and consequently, were neither widespread nor popular. Until
1868-9, the area watered by tanks in Hamirpur barely exceeded 1,000 acres,
predominantly in Mahoba; and out of 752,532 cultivated acres here, 738,791 acres,
were recorded as “dry,” in the statistical returns of the NWP. Here, even by the end
of the nineteenth century, the area protected by irrigation was less than 3.1 per cent of
the cultivated area.®® It was noted that “in times of severe drought, Hamirpur, or at
least a part of it must collapse, because the country is without irrigation.”®® Benaras
and Gorakhpur divisions also appear to have been entirely without canals, and here
irrigation was mainly from wells, rivers, swamps and lakes.®* Baird Smith estimated
that, by 1860-1, out of a total cultivated area of some 24 million acres in the
NWP&O, about three -four million acres were watered by wells.®> By 1891-2, 29.3
per cent of the total cultivated area of the province was under irrigation.®® By 1900, of
the total cultivated area of 33,026,912 acres, as many as 10,929,875 acres were
irrigated, of which canals served 1, 987,065 acres, tanks

2,192,077 and wells 6,121, 685 acres.®’

Communications

Right from the 1830s, official discussions, famine reports and the 1880 Famine Code

itself emphasized the development of roads, railways and irrigation networks, as these

Hamzrpur Final SR (1908), p.1.
Henvey,Report p. 52.

% Census of NWP&O, 1901, xvi, i, pp.12-13.
B Smith, Report, p.81.

*B. Chandra, ‘Reinterpretation of the Nineteenth Century Indian History ,” IESHR , v, 1( March 1968),
p. 50.

“"Census Of India, NWP&O,xvi (1901),i,p.13.
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were considered necessary not only for military purposes and expansion of trade but
also as the best preventive of famine. %8 1t was with this in view that in 1854 a Public
Works Department was created. The department was to look after and construct
roads, canals, jails, treasuries, court-houses, and other public buildings, and also aid in
laying of railways and telegraph lines.* The 1857 Mutiny further underlined the need
for infrastrucutral development, which came to constitute a valuable area of

investment.

A major hindrance to the development of private trade and prevention of famines was
underdeveloped means of communications, especially roads. Till the 1840s, roads and
bridges were few, and railways not even contemplated, as is reflected in Fane’s
complaint in 1836 of having nearly every bone in one’s body broken by the jolting of
the palanquin over execrable roads.”’ Contemporary officials noted during 1837-8
“The great navigable rivers...were the only lines of communication with the lower
and between many parts of the upper provinces...the Grand Trunk road was in its
infancy..the district roads now existing are the result of a special appropriation which

»" It was pointed out that in districts

formed part of the new system of settlement.
with well-developed communications, especially roads and later railways, export and
import were affected by prices ruling in distant grain depots. For example, the

commissioner of Agra, pointing out the inadequacy of existing communications,

suggested improving existing roads and building new ones:

SIFC Report, 1880, Appendix, iv, ch. iii, note of Col. A. Fraser, Chief engineer, NWP&O, p. 92;
girdlestone, Report,p.109.
70Bhanu , North Western Provinces, p.328.

H.E.Fane, Five Years in India,i (London, 1944), p. 99; J.Strachey, India: Its Administration and
Progress (London, 1911), p. 9.
"' B.Smith, Report, 1860-1, i, ,p.21.
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Had good and open communication existed for wheeled
carriage between Agra and Malwah, the grains which is
abundant there, and is selling at fifty and sixty sers of
the rupee might have reached its market.”
Lord Lake faced problems in mobility during his visit to Aligarh and this spurred the
government to take steps for repairing existing roads, the responsibility for its upkeep
being on the local zamindars who from 1839 had to pay a special cess for its
maintenance; By 1850 there were 141 miles of metalled roads, which had by 1875

" The main highway

increased to 191 miles, and all roads included 520 miles.
remained the Grand Trunk road, which traversed Aligarh from south-east to north-
west, passing through Sikandra Rao, Akrabad,Aligarh and Somna.”* The Mutiny
further underlined the need for these. Work on the first railway line connecting
Calcutta and Raniganj commenced in 1852, and opened to traffic in 1854. By 1891,
the total length of railway line in India was 2,699, miles.”” One of the foremost
achievements of the Public Works Department was the construction of the Grand
Trunk Road that connected Calcutta to Benaras, then to Allahabad and Kanpur, and
through the Doab, to Delhi.”® The work on the Grand Trunk road connecting Calcutta
to Peshawar, commenced in 1836, followed by construction of the Bombay-Agra road
in 1840, a total length of 734 miles. Construction of roads connecting Mirzapur with
Jabalpur and the Doab, with Sagar via Kalinjar, also commenced during this time.”’
Road construction, as with canals and railways, was concentrated in districts that were

commercially and agriculturally viable or had military importance. McAlpin has

argued that expansion of the railroad networks lowered transportation costs, thereby

Glrdlestone Report, p. 53.

Nev1ll Gazetteers, Aligarh, vi (1909) p.66.

1b1d pp.66-7.

Census of India, NWP&O,1891, xvi, i, p. 84.

Whltcombe Agrarian Conditions , i. p. 92.

" Calcutta Review, 1882, xxi, p. 494, as cited by Bhanu, North Western Provinces, p. 324.
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improving the terms of trade; it led to expansion and penetration of markets in rural
areas, creating greater avenues for employment and flow of cash and grain, which
strengthened the ability of the peasants to withstand famine.”® This theory
conveniently fits with the overall thesis that the British rightly achieved famine

containment by technological development.

Population and literacy

The NWP&O, was a thickly populated region with a steadily rising population. The
first official census in the province was undertaken in 1865. It showed the population
as 30, 110,615 by 1891, it increased to 47,69,576. The female population was
persistently much below the male: in 1865, there were 86.49 females to every 100
males,*® and the disparity in the sex ratio was well marked during the 1891 and 1901
censuses. Population density varied, and was steadily on the rise; from 373 persons
per sq. mile in 1872 it went up to 420 per sq. mile in 1891, but this was in the entire
province with wide regional variations.®’ The hill districts of Kumaun and Gharwal
were scantily populated (56-72 persons per sq. mile), as also was Bundelkhund, where
population ranged from 128 persons to the sq. mile in Lalitpur, to 200 per sq. mile at
Hamirpur.®* The bulk of the people lived in the Gangetic plain, where the density was
as high as 913 persons per sq. mile as in Benaras district, and 441 and 457 persons per

sq. mile in the districts of Saharanpur and Muzzfurnagar respectively.83 Obviously,

McAlpin ‘Railroads, Cultivation Patterns, and Foodgrain Availability: India 1860-1900,” JESHR, xii
(January March, 1975), pp.53-8.

Census of NWP,1865, i.General Report and Appendices, A,B,C,& D, p.8.

Census of the NWP,i, 1865, p.37.

Census of the NWP&O,xvi,1,1901, p.14.

Hamzrpur SR (1908), p. 1.

¥ Census of the NWP&O, 1901, xvi, p.14.
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the landholdings were larger where the density was less, and vice versa; for example,
at Jaunpur, the average cultivable holding was 3.5 acres, as against 7.8 in Meerut. In
Deoria sub-division, in the east, the density of population was 1,100 to the sq. mile,
the average cultivable holding was 0.65 acres only.*® The thickly populated regions
felt the impact of famine more severely as resources were less, for example, during
1837-8, and 1896-7, Agra, Kanpur, Farrukhabd, and Bundelkhund districts were most

> The backwardness,

severely affected by emigration, mortality and disease.”
impoverishment and consequent proneness of the eastern parts of the province to

famines was frequently attributed to overpopulation; here the severity of suffering

from famine was pronounced.

The increasing population pressure on arable land, together with increasing
indebtedness of cultivators, and a growing tendency among them to assert individual
rights, led to fragmenting of land. This gained momentum in the later decades of the
nineteenth century. This meant that the per capita output was consistently falling. In
Aligarh, as early as 1852, the subdivision of property had been carried to extreme
lengths, so that in most villages there were numerous small proprietors whose
possessions were inadequate to maintain them in the rank to which they aspired to
belong.*® In Bijnor, the number of estates trebled between 1872 and 1939.
Muzzafarnagar recorded an eight-fold increase in the number of proprietors, between

1860 and 1921. The collector of Azamgarh observed in 1854 that due to the great

* J.K Mathur, ‘The Pressure of Population:Its Effects on Rural Economy in Gorakhpur district,’
U.P.Agricultural Bulletin , no. 50 (Allahabad, 1931), as quoted by Stokes, The Peasant and the Raj;
p. 235.

:5 See Introduction, section II, pp. 17-19.

86 Aligarh Gazeteers,vi, p. 135.

7 Stokes, ‘The Structure of Landholding,’JESHR, xii, 2(April-June 1975), p. 116.
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subdivision of landed property, “ the number of sharers is enormous, the complication

of rights great.”®

Of particular significance was illiteracy. In 1872, the total number of literate men was
1,332,683; by 1891, the figure had only increased to 1,495,590.89 Female literacy was
even lower: in 1891, there were approximately 47,000 women who could read and
write, as against 15,500 in 1872, an increase of 0.21 per cent.”® Before 1900, the
benefits of education were mostly confined to the rich, who could move into avenues

of employment other than agriculture, thereby creating diverse sources of
entitlements. This would cushion them against the adverse implications of famines,
and indeed add to their economic, political, and social resources during famines.”’
Education could have helped public action during famines; to put pressure on
government not only to protect their basic entitlements to food, but also demand easy
access to medical facilities, clean drinking water, living space, and sanitation.
Illiteracy also left the masses open to exploitation in market transactions, and in their
interactions with moneylenders and bureaucrats. It ill-equipped them to voice their

everyday grievances and sense of exploitation.

Agrarian structure and tenurial arrangements

The NWP&O remained overwhelmingly agrarian throughout the nineteenth century.

Land ownership was of central importance, being an income-bearing asset and

8 G.Campbell, offg. Collector, Azamgarh, 29 November 1854, Selection Records. Govt NWP,
;\9/ (Allahabad, 1868), p. 350.
N Census of NWP&O, 1891, xvi, p. 257.
ibid. p.261.
*'The creation of diverse occupations and employment opportunities was specified as one of the
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signifying power over people, crops and credit. The material well being of ryots, and
their ability to withstand famines was dependent on land ownership, and their rights
and relationship with the land-owning elite, be they talugdars, pattidars or zamindars.
Often these were also the moneylending segment, and thus the crucial determinants of
the ryot’s well being. The structure of society was shaped by the inter-relationship
among these major constituents. The politco-social status and power of these
constituents, depended on their economic resources, derived mainly from land,

Therefore, a brief discussion of tenurial arrangements is essential.

The province had three distinct tenurial arrangements, - zamindari, mahalwari, and
talugdari. In the eastern parts of the NWP, mainly Benaras and its adjacent areas,
permanent settlement was made with individual landowners, called zamindars, similar
to the system in Bengal. A key factor of this system was that, once determined, the
land revenue assessment was fixed forever, thus preventing the government from
raising the demand. There were intermittent proposals that the ‘permanent settlement’
should be extended to the NWP&O, but these were resisted. Instead, most of the
province was under various forms of temporary (usually thirty years) settlement. In
Agra division, the mahalwari system prevailed. Under this system, tenurial
arrangements were made with co-sharing zamindari groups, rather than with any
single individual. The mahal or estate, was taken as the unit of settlement, and was
jointly held by the co-sharers. Sometimes tenurial arrangements were made with
landed magnates of the region. In Bundelkhund, the system of bhaichara largely

prevailed:”* The proprietary community who were also the cultivators were related to

Ezrincipal preventives to famine. /FC,Report, 1880-5, ii, p.175.
Stokes, The Peasant and the Raj (Cambridge,1978), pp. 82-3; at Hamirpur of the total cultivated area
13.8 per cent was held in single and 23.4 per cent in joint. zamindari, 14 per cent in perfect and 33.6
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each other by blood, being descendants from a common ancestor. There was thus a

caste homogeneity. Sleeman noted,
The Rajput landholders of the Bundelkhund, are linked

to the soil, in all their grades from the prince to the

peasants, as the highlanders of Scotland were not long

9
ago.”

In Awadh, tenurial arrangements after the Mutiny were made with the landed
magnates of the region, the taluqdars.”® About 272 talugdars were granted sanads,
which conferred on them the right of land ownership and revenue collection. They
held estates varying in area from 50,000 to 500,000 acres. Two-thirds of the soil of
Awadh, was held by 300 talugdars.”” Many of them held minor jurisdiction over
criminal, civil and revenue suits. These talugdars were considered more powerful
than the zamindars of NWP and were, as a matter of policy, favoured politically,
socially and economically by the government which viewed them as its allies and the
“natural leaders of the people.” Indeed such was the patronage of the government that,
through the Talugdar Relief Act of 1870, it even undertook to rescue any taluqgdari

estate that had fallen into debt or arrears.

A rough categorization of landowners and peasants is discussed on the basis of land
revenue, which reflected the size of landholding throughout the province. Evidence
suggests that the pattern was very uneven. Whatever the nature of settlement, at the

apex of the landholding hierarchy were a handful of landlords- zamindars, talugdars

per cent in imperfect pattidari, and 15.2 per cent in bhaichara tenure;Raw, Final SR.. Hamirpur (1908),
p.S.
:j Sleeman, Rambles i, p. 239.

After the annexation of Awadh in 1856, Dalhousie wanted tenurial arrangements be made directly
with the ryors. This would free the cultivators from the tyranny of the talugdars, whose power the
administration wanted to curb. See J. Raj, The Mutiny and British Land Policy in North India (London,
;5965), pp. 12 -19.

Crooke, The North Western Provinces of India, p. 288; he described Awadh as “The land of great
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and pattidars, in possession of vast tracts of land; they constituted the aristocracy, and
controlled society socially, politically and economically.”® They belonged to the upper
castes and were Brahmins, Kayasthas, Rajputs, Thakurs, and Ashraf (if Muslim).
They usually paid land revenue of above Rs 10,000, and earned their fortunes from
their extensive lands, the numerous cesses they were entitled to, and, often, through
usury. For example, Raja Rampal Singh, talugdar of Kurri Sidhauli estate, in Rae
Bareli district, paid an annual revenue of about Rs 35, 000, and earned almost Rs 500,
000 annually from moneylending alone.”” Rai Manik Chand, the landlord of Phulpur,
acquired notoriety as one of the hardest usurers ever known, and the worst of
landlords.”® Tt has been observed that the relationship of the rich landlords with their

tenants was primarily that of creditor and debtor.

Next came a more sizeable class of upper caste landowners, paying land revenue
ranging between Rs 5,000 and Rs 10,000. They seldom worked on their fields
personally, because of their social and political prominence and the restrictions on
upper castes touching the plough, and therefore employed labour. Some of them,
such as the mukkudums, quanungoes, chauduris, tehsildars and patwaris, were
customary holders of superior rights, and were incorporated into the revenue

collecting machine. They often engaged in money lending and usury as well.

The peasants were divided into many segments, their social and economic

landlords and depressed peasantry.” p.288.
% JR. Mclane, * Peasants ,Moneylenders, and the Nationalists At the End of the Nineteenth Century,’
IESHR 1, no. i (July - September 1963), pp. 66-73.

Nev1ll Rae Bareli Gazeeteer,.xxxix (Allahabad, 1905), Appendlx XXXVI.

®pJ. Musgrave, ‘Landlords and Lords of the Land’, MAS, vi (1972), p. 266.
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differentiation arising primarily from differences in size of holdings, their nature
(whether occupancy, fixed rate tenants, special tenants or expropriator tenants),

agricultural produce obtained, and the level of their resources.

The intermediary, or middle-ranking peasants, paid land revenue ranging between
Rs1,000 and Rs 5,000, worked on their fields, and occasionally employed labour.
They usually owned their own bullocks and ploughs, and often engaged in petty
moneylending. They usually had enough resources to tide them over famines.
Government did not target them as requiring relief and hence did not take steps to
strengthen their existing entitlements. However, evidence suggests that it was from
this group that large-scale mortgaging and transfer of assets, especially land, took

place, leaving them indebted, impoverished and more vulnerable to future famines.

A larger body of lower category peasants paid land revenue of Rs 250 to Rs 1,000.
They worked on their fields, and relied on family labour; most often they did not own
bullocks and ploughs and had to hire them. Usually Ahirs, Kurmis, Gujars,
Gureriyas.” They suffered during famines due to erosion of their fragile economic,

social and moral entitlements.

Then came the more numerous body of the poor peasants, possessing meagre
resources in terms of land, agricultural equipment and cattle, paying revenue ranging

between Rs 25 and Rs 250 and nearly always hiring bullocks and ploughs to cultivate

5100

their fields. They were officially categorized as ‘yeoman farmers,” " and were Ahirs,

?Zgrwin,Garden Of India, pp.53-4.
This category of yeomen farmer’ was officially proposed in 1896. Stokes ,‘The Structure of
Landholding,” IESHR, xii, 2 (April- June 1975), p. 114, fn. 3.
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%' Their resources from their lands were not enough

Kacchis, Kurmis, and Gujars.'
for survival even in normal times. They, therefore, worked as field labourers and
domestic help for rich landlords to generate additional income. During famine their

services were dispensed with, thus eroding their resources and ability to gain a

subsistence livelihood. The impact of famines was often disastrous on them.

Then came the vast majority of poorer peasants, paying revenue under Rs twenty-five.
They formed 85.5 per cent, of the total cultivators and accounted for 17.6 per cent of
the land revenue.'%? Usually Kurmis, Chamars, and Pasis, most of them were tenants
at will, and nearly always worked as field labourers and domestic help. Their
crippling poverty was such that in 1919, about half a million of them paid land

revenue of Re one or less.'” They were the first to need relief during famines.

Then came the landless, unskilled labourers who earned their living by hiring out their

physical labour, usually for agriculture related work. In 1887-8, they formed eighteen

104

per cent of the agricultural classes. They were also at the bottom of the social

scale, being Chamars, Pasis, and Koris.

For them it appears certain, that two full meals a day is
a luxury enjoyed only in years of prosperity. They are
those who become most promptly dependent on the
government for a bare livelihood in times of famine.'®®

"'This discussion of the classification of the zamindars (proprietors) in the United Provinces, is taken

from the Report of the United Provinces Zamindari Abolition Committee,ii (Allahabad, 1948), pp.12-
17.
13;’- Stokes, ‘The Structure of Landholding,”JESHR ,xii, 2 (April -June 1975), p. 114.

ibid p.115.
"“4 Collection of Papers Connected with an Inquiry into the Condition of the Lower Classes of the
Population especially in the Agricultural Tracts of the North Western Provinces and Awadh, Instituted
in 1887 -8, p. 9.
"SCensus of NWP&O, 1891, xvi, p. 334.
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According to Famine reports and more recently Amartya Sen, “ The majority of
famine victims in this century and the last has come from this group.”'” Yet Crook
observed that the position of the field day labourer was much better than that of a
cultivator with a small piece of land.'”” This point of view was endorsed by some
district officers such as Rose of Ghazipur district, who agreed:
In a great many cases these people (field labourers)
have a small holding of land .. there is very largely no
actual want of food, and passing through the village the
general condition of this class, strikes one as being on
the whole satisfactory.. I am disposed to negative in its
entirety the assumption that this class of the community
either wholly or partially suffers from an insufficiency
of food.'®
Although there may not have been marked material difference between the landless
labourer and the small landholders, the possession of the plot of land gave a sense of
independence and helped the owner tide over famine crises, as land was the much-
needed guarantee that got subsistence loans. It was, therefore, a valuable resource,
which the proprietor fought till the last to hold on to, and the moneylender/ landlord
used every possible means to acquire. This is reflected in Benette’s assertion that

there were few deaths from hunger amongst even amongst the poorest landholders.'®

The gazetteers and settlement reports, emphasized the caste and class-nexus. This
approximation acquires significance as NWP&O which, remained overwhelmingly

agricultural; ninety-three per cent of its population lived in rural areas. In 1891, the

'%].Dreze and A.Sen, Hunger And Public Action (Oxford, 1989), p. 6.
107 .
A Collection of Papers, p.16.
108 . .
ibid. p. 17.
ngeport On The Scarcity And Relief Conditions In The NWP&QO, During The Years 1877-78&1879 (
Allahabad, 1880),Report by W.C. Benette, p. 348.
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sole occupation of 74.2 per cent of the population was agriculture. The rich
landholders belonged to the higher castes, holding the bulk of the land; whereas, the
more numerical inferior castes had very little land. This exposed them to great
suffering and risk during famines.!'® For example, in Bijnor, nearly eighty-six per
cent of cultivable land was owned by the influential upper caste zamindari families of
Sherkot, Tajpur, Haldaur, Saharanpur, Seohara, and Kiratpur, the bulk of the
population was compressed into fourteen per cent of the land which was divided in

"1 Here, while the large zamindars were generally

various forms of pattidari tenure.
prosperous, the condition of the smaller proprietors was one of constant struggle for
bare subsistence. Most of them supplemented their income by various kinds of
services.''? Such a trend is reinforced by table 4 showing the area held by each of the
principal castes in the Banda district.at the inception of the twentieth century.
Brahmins and Thakurs, though numerically insignificant, were economically
dominant and formed the bulk of the proprietary body; the area held by the Kurmis
was less than three percent, of the cultivable land;113 while the Chamars, who in 1901
constituted sixteen per cent, of the population, held even less.'' Caste and class-
nexus may be gauged from the fact that Chamars were usually agricultural labourers,
and, in 1881, comprised fifteen per cent of the population; agricultural labourers, too
115

were cited at fifteen per cent.

Table 4 shows the area held by principal castes at the turn of the twentieth century.

"% Census of the NWP&O, 1891,xvi,i, p. 331.
"YF.J Pert,Final SR, Bijnor (1899), p.13.
12 o
ibid. p.14;
' E.de. M. Humphries, Banda SR (1909), p.11.
" Ibid, p.11.
'S, Commander ‘The Demographic and Economic Growth in Uttar Pradesh; 1800-1900,in T.Dyson
(ed), India’s Historical Demography, Studies In Famine, Disease and Society (London,1989), p.55.
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Table. 4

Principal castes Total area Cultivated area %o0f the total area
of the district

Brahmins 798,305 356,902 18.32

Thakurs 488,978 288,973 13.72

Musalmans 173,084 88,281 4.67

Kayastha 123,244 55,508 2.94

Kurmi 101,064 53,485 2.83

Bania 88,226 46,45 2.46

Bairagi 36,099 16,536 .88

Goshain 15,814 6,252 .33

Khattri 6,630 3,796 .20

Lodha 5,470 3,694 19

Source : E.de. M. Humpbhries. Final Settlement report on the revision of the

settlement of the Banda district, 1909. p. 11.

The objective of approximating caste in terms of class is to show that even if
traditional vocations were resumed once famine was officially declared over, the
services of the majority of lower cultivating castes, poor farmers, agricultural
labourers, artisans, did not pick up; and they continued to lack purchasing power.
About 11.4 per cent, of the population was engaged in manufacturing and selling
goods;'® 7.9 per cent, in commercial occupations serving, as shopkeepers, bankers
and merchants. ''" About 5.5 per cent, were dependent on ‘community services’-

barbers, washermen, sweepers, water carriers, domestic servants, and scavengers.

"% Census of NWP&O,1891,xvi, i, p. 332.
"7 ibid. p. 333.
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They frequently worked as field labourers too, and were as dependent on good
harvests as the cultivators. They were usually paid in kind with foodgrains.''® During
famines their services were usually dispensed with and they were the first to fallback

on state relief.

From the latter half of the nineteenth century, there was some progress in commercial
enterprise, most notably in Meerut, Agra, Aligarh, Kanpur, Benaras, Fatehgarh, and
Bijnor. Industries of glass, leather, metals, textiles, sugar, and paper expanded. The
benefits were largely confined to traditional commercial castes and classes like
Agarwals, Khatris and Marwaris, as the majority of the entrepreneurs belonged to
them.'"” The 1891 census noted:

Trade beyond doubt is greatly increasing, and whilst it
may be believed that pressure of population and the
sub-division of land is injuriously affecting the
circumstances of the landholders and cultivators, there
can be no hesitation in believing that the trader is in the
provinces yearly advancing in wealth and importance,
and while the Thakur, may be falling into the
background the bania, steadily increases his wealth and
importance. 120

Even during famines there was augmentation of their resources. In Meerut, the
proportion of agriculturists fell, thanks to urbanization, diversity of occupations, and
the growth of a service sector, which also retained its links with the agricultural

121

sector. © Here in 1901, forty-two per cent of the people were agriculturists, twenty-

one per cent, were supported by industry, and six percent by commerce.'” In

118
119

ibid. p.332.
o Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen, p.445.
121_C.ensus of NWP&O,1891 ,xvi,1, p.333.
ibid. p. 331. In 1901, it was found that in Jaunpur 75.7 per cent of its population was classified as
agricultural land in Meerut only 52.2 per cent. By 1932 this gap widened. 76 per cent of the Jaunpur
Pzgpulation was agricultural, 10 per cent was supported by industry, and 5 per cent by commerce.
Stokes, Peasant and the Raj,pp. 230 -1.
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comparison, Kumaun and the eastern divisions of Gorakhpur, Awadh, and Benaras,

were almost exclusively agricultural.

Conclusion

The objective of this chapter was to identify the geographical and climatic
characteristics of this province, to distinguish between resources and organization of
the agrarian economy from the 1830’s, before the impact of colonization became
intensive. This chapter identifies the areas most prone to famines and details the
reasons for this. It has been demonstrated that distinctions based on geography,
physical attributes, climate, demography, and fertility of soils are important influences

affecting the frequency, impact, and duration of famine.

We must resist over—simplified suggestions that famine and hunger, arise solely from
declines in food output and supply. While undoubtedly these are important
determinants of food entitlements, other factors such as development of infra-
structure, irrigation facilities, development of non-agricultural industries, expansion
of education, accessibility to medical facilities, and easy accessibility to food by
importing from non-affected areas, which could be facilitated only by developed
means of communications are equally significant. This is illustrated by comparing the
experience of famines in Bundelkhund and the Meerut region. The western region too
experienced sharp reduction in food crops output and came in the grip of famine, but
without experiencing acute starvation, mortality, and migration as Bundelkhund and
the east of the province. Importantly, subsistence agriculture was not the only source

of entitlements here. There was development of industries, leading to non-agricultural
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economic opportunities, and better educational facilities. The population density here
was less. It was because of these factors that the fortunes of families broadly
belonging to the same class, but living in different regions of the province may move

in divergent directions.

However, the most important factor determining the level of suffering during famines
was undoubtedly land ownership, and diversity of entitlements. Those owning
substantial land and also involved in money lending and other commercial activities
benefited during famines, because they could loan surplus resources to the needy at
exploitative terms.'” They not only controlled affected people’s resources, but also
their industry, even when normal conditions resumed. These substantial landowners
usually belonged to upper castes. The social and economic degradation and
dependency of the lower castes/ classes became more pronounced during and in the

aftermath of famines.

In the next chapter, some aspects of the colonial impact are examined to ascertain the
relationship between the consequent commercialization and monetization of
agriculture and attendant changes in land ownership, access to assets, and the impact

of the four famines under study.

'3 See chs. 11, X.
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ChapterlI: Colonial Impact on the Agrarian Classes

Government policy and its impact: The issue of inequality and famine

The persistence of famines in the NWP&O was related to the extreme socio-economic
inequalities discussed in the previous chapter. This link between inequality and
hunger is significant especially in the Post-Mutiny era, when the recurrence of
famines was viewed as politically, morally, and socially reprehensible. Analysis
shows that structural causes like the nature and degree of stratification in land
ownership, incidence of taxation, and changes in trends of production, as well as
manipulations and interference in market mechanisms, withdrawal of credit, and
artificial price rises played an important role in altering the implications of famine.
With the development of infrastructure, especially communications, economic
relations throughout the NWP&O and the country became linked and interdependent.
Relief as well as the actions of the dominant and poorer groups were conditioned by

these factors.

Changing British attitudes towards landlords and peasants

Pre-Mutiny British policy towards landlords was complex and ambivalent in NWP.
Some like Henery Welsly aware of the necessity of having the goodwill of the
landlords, rightly perceived as the controlling authority in the countryside, instructed
his subordinates “In all possible cases the settlement is to be made with the
zamindars... provided that they offer a fair and equitable jumma.” ' However, many
others like Holt Mackenzie and R.M. Bird were anti-aristocratic and hostile to

perpetuating the interests of landlords, whom they perceived to be over-privileged

' Proclamation of 14 July 1802, Home Miscellaneous,box 582:2464. UPRAA.
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parasitic rent receivers, appropriating more than their fair share of resources. a burden
on the state and society.2 In many instances, under the influence of the Ricardian
theory of rent, revenue settlements were made with village communities, instead of

the local landlord.>

The reverse, however, was true in princely Awadh, where the weakening of the
Nawabi power created conditions for the enhancement and strengthening of taluqdars,
who were known to be refractory. Dalhousie, after the annexation of Awadh, was
keen to curb their power and preparing to make revenue settlements with village
proprietors, rather than with local landlords.” But the Mutiny changed the situation, in
that it demonstrated the unquestionable authority-moral, social and material-which the
landlords wielded. Post-Mutiny, it became a matter of policy to befriend and
strengthen the interests of the aristocratic classes, who were seen as influential and

therefore potential threats.’

Accordingly, revenue settlements were made with landlords, and proprietory rights
conferred on them. This political policy became almost institutionalized, finding its
clearest expression in Harcourt Butler and his ‘Awadh Policy.” The arming of the
landed aristocracy with magisterial powers, and utilizing their services and advice in

relief policy, was a tangible proof of the government’s concern to strengthen their

’E, Stokes, English Utilitarians and India (Oxford,1959), pp. 115-16; P.D. Reeves, Landlords and the
Governments in Uttar Pradesh; A Study of Their Relations Until Zamindari Abolition (Oxford,1991),
pp.10-17.

3 T.E.Metcalf, ‘Laissez Faire and Tenant Right In Mid - Nineteenth Century India,” JESHR, no.i.i (July
; September 1963),pp.76-7.

) Reeves, Landlords and the Government, pp. 9-11.

Metcalf, Land, Landlords And The British Raj:North India In the Nineteenth (California,1979),
pp.186-99; S.H.Butler, Oudh Policy Considered Historically and With Reference to the Present
Political Situation (Allahabad, 1896), pp. 46-9; S.Gopal, British Policy In India
(Cambridge,1965),pp.7-8.
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interests. Mutual sympathy and benefit were the key to this policy. The Englishman

and the talugdar were to stand ‘as brothers before the altar of the Empire.®

This policy paid dividends. During famines, the services and advice of the landlords
was widely utilized in relief delivery, controlling the countryside. Landlord support,
contributed towards strengthening imperial interests in NWP&O. The concern of the
British authorities in protecting the interests of the landlords is reflected in the
inconsistent policy followed Post-Mutiny. In keeping with the notions of a
paternalistic state, they never ceased to profess that the welfare of the peasantry was
their prime object, but failed to take any concrete steps to strengthen the position of
the weak and oppressed peasantry. In keeping with the spirit of free enterprise, they
felt that any intervention on their behalf was “ ..an invasion of the right of property

and a clog to enterprise and improvement.”’

By the 1860s, the position of the landlords was very strong and “the landholders were
able to mount a successful attack upon the traditional tenant rights.”® Increasing
indebtedness, consequent land alienation and forced eviction of resourceless peasants
assumed endemic proportions by the 1870s. Officials sympathetic to peasants argued
for remedial measures, forcing the government to pass tenancy legislation to stem
arbitrary enhancement of rent and forced ejection of the ryots from their holdings. In
NWP&O, Act X of 1859 was passed which made a distinction between tenants on the
basis of whether they had, or had not, cultivated lands continuously for twelve years,

and for the enhancement of rents of occupancy tenants on certain specified grounds

% Butler,Oudh Policy; The Policy of Sympathy (Lucknow,1906), p.40.
ZMetcalf, “ Laissez Faire,"JESHR, i,i (1963), p. 79.

ibid. pp.75-7,;B.B.Mishra, The Central Administration of the East India Company (Manchester,
1959), pp. 191-6.
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by a rent court.” In 1873 an amended Rent Act prescribed stricter rules for
enhancement of rent and ejection of tenants.'” Tenancy legislations were passed in
Awadh in 1886 and Agra in 1873, 1881, and 1901. But such measures were half-
hearted, offering meagre palliatives to the poorer peasants.'’ The measures initially
aimed to give substantial relief to such peasants but, under organized opposition from
landlord groups, as well as, officials espousing a staunchly pro-landlord policy, such
relief was filtered down so as not to compromise landlord interests.'” A good example
is the Awadh Rent Act of 1886 which awarded occupancy rights to a few ex-
proprietory tenants but left the authority of the talugdars unimpaired over the bulk of
the peasantry.”> The primary intention was to avert any major agrarian and social
upheaval.'* The measures took place in a context of the shift to commercial
agriculture, and the demand for payment of high land revenue in cash, increasing
pressure on scarce land and increasing indebtedness. The landlords and moneylenders
got legal support for eviction of resourceless peasants, generating results that proved

1."° During the 1896-7 famine Lt.-Gov. MacDonnell cautioned

controversia
[ think it will be our fault if most of the Hindu population is
alienated from us; and this should certainly not occur if the
landlords are on our side....our policy in this regard must be
considerate and lenient, and we must so far as possible avoid
interference between landlord and tenant.'®

> IFC,Report, 1880-5,ii,p.116.

"ibid, p.116.

" The Act passed in 1886 provided that all ordinary tenants were entitled to remain in possession of
their land for a period of seven years, on a fixed rental. At the end of this period the landlord could
eject him or enhance rent by not more than 6 1/4 per cent. Metcalf, 'Laissez-Faire,'[ESHR,i (1963),
p.79.

" W.C.Neale, ‘Economic Change in Rural India. Land Tenure and Reform in U.P.” as quoted by
lSstokes, Peasant and the Raj, p. 274.

l4ibid.p.288; Metcalf, ' Laissez-Faire', [ESHR,i (1963),pp.77-9.

F.C.R. Robinson, ‘Consultation and Control in the United Provinces; Government and its Allies,
l15860-1906,’]\/IAAS’, 5,4 (1971), p.315; Metcalf,' Laissez faire', IESHR, pp.77-9.

M.D.Morris, ‘Towards a Reinterpretation,” /ESHR, v, i (March 1968),pp.1-16; Matasui, 'On the
Nineteenth-Century,”/ESHR,v,i ( March 1968), pp.17-34; Chandra, 'Reinterpretation of Nineteenth
Century,' IESHR,v,i(March 1968), pp.35-76; Ray Chaudhuri, ‘A Reinterpretation of,” JESHR,v,i
(March,1968), pp.77-100.

'* MacDonnell to Elgin, 16 July 1897, pp.171-2. (Eng.Hist.C.353,New Bodleian Library,Oxford).
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Some scholars argue that these changes did not affect the basic structure of society,
leading in fact, to improvements in the material condition of the masses. This is
refuted by other scholars who argue that changes in the social structure which were
pre-colonial but were accentuated during the course of the nineteenth century, served
largely to strengthen the position of landlords, moneylenders, or anyone with surplus
resources and undermined the position of the poor peasants. As an index of this, they
cite the increased inter-class transfer of assets, especially land from poor and middling
peasants to the rich, the increased eviction of tenants from their landholdings and the
sale of land for arrears, this being facilitated by the law courts. These developments

were hardly compatible with the rights and interests of the lower peasantry.

In pursuance of this argument, it is worth noting that in medieval times, poor peasants
could bring cultivable wasteland under use and also had free access to fuel, pasturage,
forest produce, and other subsistence resources, which were communally owned or
freely supplied.'” As the nineteenth century progressed, colonial restrictions on land
and forest produce, increasing emphasis on private ownership and growing population
pressure contributed towards the narrowing and near elimination, of these privileges.
For instance, in 1839, Tyler, the magistrate of Mathura, wrote to Hamilton, the
commissioner of his division, highlighting the deteriorating position of scavengers in
the district. He pointed out that at the time of the cession of Mathura to the British,
scavengers claimed the filth taken from private houses, converted it to manure, and
made some income out of selling it. Tyler found that this privilege had been taken

away by zamindars who claimed it as a perquisite appertaining to their zamindari and

''S.Chandra, Society, Jagirdari Crisis and the Village (New Delhi,1982),p. 65.
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appropriated the proceeds for their own benefit. Tyler argued that, as the zamindars
had no legitimate right to do so. But, instead of restoring this right to the scavengers,
he felt that the government should step in as “The proceeds of the sale of manure may
with great advantage be appropriated to municipal purposes.”'® Elite groups. backed
by the government and the law courts, were able to ignore local and communal norms

and the traditional rights and privileges of the poor ryots.

By the 1870s, exploitative conditions of indebtedness and dependency compelled the
administration to institute an enquiry into the economic conditions of the lower
peasantry. Despite minor variations, reports from all over the provinces, especially
central and eastern, emphasized their poor condition,'’ their chronic servitude and
their dependence on superior landlords, moneylenders and petty bureaucrats, like the
qanungo, patwari and tehsildar, for agrarian and subsistence loans, even in normal
years; these power groups were able to extract an increasing social and economic
price for less reciprocal obligations.?® The collectors of Allahabad, Banda and Bijnor
reported that the majority of the poor peasants were habitually ill fed.?' The greater
part of the lives of these ryofs was spent in contracting loans, paying them and the
interest and, since the majority could never repay their debts, their liability passed on
to their sons after their death. Reports from Meerut division struck a more optimistic

note. Here the cultivators had the means of satisfying their bare wants; labourers

18 Pre-Mutiny, Agra div, Mathura, judicial, 129, S. no.3,list1;from Tyler, magistrate of Mathura, to
Hamllton offg. commissioner, Agra div, 15 March 1839.

* The use of the term lower peasantry includes in its category yeomanry farmers, occupancy tenants as
well as tenants at will, land owners possessing below twenty-five acres or less, and field labourers. See
pp 52-4.

A Collection Of Papers, 1887-88 pp.6-19 especially 18-19.

! Precis of the Reports Received on the Enquiry made Into The Condition of the Lower Classes of the
Population; Revenue Scarcity deptt, 1888,f.16, Appendix A,pp. 16,18; Similar were the views of
Harrington of Fyzabad, and Irwin of Rai Bareli; North Western Provinces Gazetteers,v,p.331.
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were occasionally hard-pressed.”? The Famine Commission report showed the
universality of the situation, noting that
from evidence collected from all parts of India, about
one-third of the land holding class are deeply and
inextricably in debt, and that at least an equal proportion

are in debt, though not beyond the power of recovering
themselves.”

Taxation and its impact

The state’s dependence on landlords and moneylenders/traders led them to continue
the pre-colonial taxation policy even though this discriminated amongst cultivators on
the basis of economic position, caste, and nature of crops grown. The pargana
variations notwithstanding, what stands out is the low payment of land revenue by
rich upper caste cultivators, the tax being most regressive and heavy on lower-castes,
poor peasants. Here again, caste reinforced class. Not only state revenue and salaries
of officials, but also the luxurious ways of the aristocracy, and the concessions
enjoyed by superior peasants, accrued from the surplus taxes appropriated from the
lower-caste poor peasants. In Moradabad, Mathura, Agra and RaiBareli, Rajputs and
Brahmans paid much less rent than the general average of the lower-castes tenants
and, in Lucknow, they were exempt from taxes like Sawai, Gaon Kharach and
Mokuddum Malik.** In Rai Bareli district itself, Thakurs paid a rate 21.4 per cent
lower than the low-caste rate, and 16.6 per cent lower than the general rate, while in
the Tiloi estate (in Rai Bareli) Brahmins and Rajputs paid rents nearly one-fourth of

what was paid by tenants in general. >

2 precis, p.16.

IFC Report, 1880-5,ii, p.131.

Brockman Gazetteers, Mathura,vii (1911),p.131;Gazetteers, Agra,viii (1905) p. 97; H. Buitts,
Lucknow SR (1904), pp.74 -5; H.J.Boas, Moradabad SR (1909), p.7.

BSH. Freemantle,Rai Bareli SR,, Oudh (1897), pp. 56-7.
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The following table shows the different rates for Rai Bareli district:

Table. 5

Thakur All high castes All low castes General
RsA.P. Rs A. P. Rs A. P. Rs. A.P.
3, 5, 5. 3, 8,10. 4.4, 2. 4, 0, 1

Source: Report on the Second Settlement of the Rai Bareli District, 1897, p. 57.

Besides this discrimination, there were other cesses and commissions that landlords
could extort as their right or ‘hagq,’ such as ‘nazrana’ from the craftsmen and artisans,
in the form of shoes, blankets, utensils, hides, and other articles. They compelled ryots
to render ‘begar’ (forced labour) for purposes not sanctioned by custom or
government, seized their bullocks and ploughs, even extorting a house tax, when it
was being constructed, and a commission, if major alterations were carried out. Even
petty officials like the patwaris, qanungoes, and tehsildars benefited from such
practices. In Rohilkhund, during the years of British rule, petty revenue farmers,
known as thekedars were successful in acquiring extensive tracts of land for
themselves, and in time became a distinct group of landowners by resorting to
malpractices and misusing official position for personal gain.”® All this left very little
for the ordinary cultivator’s subsistence. This generated another form of rural tension,
not only between victims and dominant groups, but also among members of the elite.
The extent of the gap between different peasant groups, resulting from this customary
and officially induced stratification, was most manifest in the size of peasant holdings,

number of crops sown, and cattle possessed.

* Brennan, ‘Social Change,” IESHR, 7, no.4 (1970), pp. 443-65.
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Economic change and its impact

The decision to collect land revenue in cash was not new, as the pre-colonial Indian
gconomy was by no means a natural subsistence economy. From as early as the
thirteenth century, it was not unknown to collect revenue in cash.?’ From Akbar’s
reign under the zabti system of revenue assessment, land revenue was collected in
cash.?® By the turn of the nineteenth century, the cash nexus was well established and
pervasive.?'9 This, and the encouragement and preference given to cash crops, it has
been argued, had a striking impact on the economy of the NWP&O. The spread of
money economy meant the exposure of even the poorest ryots to the uncertainties and
ﬂuqt_uations of often inaccessible markets, driving them into the hands of usurers, or
anyone with surplus resources, for loans. This further perpetuated existing

inequalities.*

Much has been written about the land revenue system in NWP&O, which by the first
quarter of the nineteenth century, had ‘settled’ the districts, comprising the Ceded and
Conquered Provinces. Land surveys and revenue assessments had been carried out, a
secure land-owning class identified, and revenue settlements made with them usually
for a period of thirty years. It is clear that initially this revenue demand was
unrealistically assessed and excessive; officials acknowledged that this was because
“No rights of records existed, no knowledge of prevailing tenures was available ..no

standard of reference possessing any authority that commanded respect could be made

¥ S.Chandra,‘Some Aspects of the Growth of a Money Economy in India During the Seventeenth
Century,”]JESHR (December 1966), iii, no. 4, pp. 322-4.

% ibid.p.326.

®Moradabad SR.(1909), p.5; C.Hope, Final Barabanki SR (1899), p.4; Irwin, The Garden of India, pp.
39-40.

YR.C.Dutt, The Economic History Of India In the Victorian Age (London, 1904),pp.348-50;
Rothermund, ‘Government, Landlords,”/ESHR, 1,4 (1969), p.352;C.A. Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen And
Bazars;North Indian Society In the Age Of British Expansion,1770-1870

(Cambridge,1983),p.48.
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use of 73!

District officials protested that settlements were destructive and therefore be
moderated. They emphasized that subsistence needs be prioritized, and asked for
concessions in accordance with local circumstances. In principle the revenue rates
were to be fixed, according to the fertility of soil and proportion of produce per acre.
In practice, revenue demand was fixed on the basis of average yields, based on
optimistic official forecasts of the impact of cash cropping and commercialization.
Such averages were calculated on the higher side, overlooking the basic reality that,
even if yields were according to assessments, they did not yield high profits, given
that prices would fall, especially in the aftermath of famines. Thus, even in good
years, the ryots were hardly able to make any profits. This would be especially true of

areas where irrigation facilities were scanty and rainfall capricious, as in Bundelkhund

and in the east of the province.

Famine administrators and several officials linked the frequent occurrence of famine
to high revenue assessments rigorously and punctually collected.>® They underlined
that overassessments, reduced the subsistence margin of the ryots, impoverishing
them, increasing their indebtedness, and making them vulnerable to famines. Further,
in order to meet high revenue demands on time, peasants were compelled to resort to
cash cropping, mortgaging and, selling their land, cattle and agricultural implements,
leaving them indebted and resourceless to cope with subsistence crises.> In 1855,
Mayne, the collector of Banda, wrote of the impact of high revenue assessment:

And when the jama is only collected by means of extensive

private transfers and mortgages of the land, by the sale of

agricultural cattle and implements of husbandry, by the cutting

down and sale of village orchards for timber, and by the sale of
tiles on their houses, and in some instances by the sale of their

B Smith, Report, 1860-1, ii, p.19.
Metcalf Land landlords, pp. 55-7.
Brennan 'Social Change,' IESHR, 7,4 (1970), p. 450.
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children, where the people are completely poverty stricken,
their houses deprived of ordinary household furniture, and the
houses falling into ruins, their clothes threadbare, and
themselves weak and emaciated by hunger:  where the
cultivators are reduced to depend for their support on the wild
berries of their jungle, and water, .. an absolute necessary of
life - owing to the non repairs of tanks and wells, is not
procurable within several miles, where land is year by year
falling out of cultivation, and agricultural population
diminishing, it is very good proof that a district is overassessed,
and requires some radical measures of relief.*
Despite these protests, the administrators could not bring themselves to make more
generous revenue settlements even in the 1870s, because of the government’s need for
cash, and the careful application of the principles of political economy, which seemed
to make these settlements appear inherently rational and fair.>> The revenue system

was, thus, not designed, to be considerate of the vulnerability of the ryots. Recent

scholarship including Stokes, has endorsed this view.>¢

Apart from the high revenue assessment, there were other factors which threatened
the fragile subsistence livelihood of the ryots, in ways that fit the conception of
famine as a process. The insistence was on full collection of revenue on time, and the
threat of eviction and sale of land by the court meant that those who were unable to
pay lost their land; this became particularly endemic during famines. Thus, under
pressure to meet their basic revenue obligations, there could hardly be any
accumulation of resources to strengthen their entitlements and cushion them against
calamities even in fertile tracts. This difficult situation was further compounded, when
subjected to prolonged and severe fiscal shocks, such as famines. An example of this

was Aligarh and its adjacent areas like Mursan and Hathras. These were great trading

j: E.de.Humphries, FinalBanda SR, p. 17.
; Brenan,' Social Change', IESHR,7,4 (1970),p.450.
® Stokes, Peasant and the Raj, pp.10-14, 125-9-; Metcalf, Land, landlords, pp.106 —15.
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marts, blessed with a congenial climate, soil fertility, and relatively well-developed
infrastructural facilities; yet this tract was famine prone, and suffered severely during

the 1837-8 and 1860-1, famines. What could be the reason for this?

Here, the revenue settlement made in the period 1833-7, was fixed at an all- time high
of about Rs nineteen lakhs.>’ Ryots unable to meet it sold off their land. Between
1838-52 in all 1,005,269 acres or 83.6 per cent of the land was alienated. As many as
110 estates were sold for arrears of revenue, while 210 were farmed out, or transferred
from similar causes; 352 estates were voluntarily alienated, and 657 auctioned by
decree of the civil court. Between 1838-48 alone, nearly seventy-nine per cent of the
land was alienated because of overassessment.”® Atkinson observed that land lost its

value, because of the severity of the assessment:

Between 1839 and 1852, land fetched only one
and a half times the government demand, and
the percentage of transfers to area show that the
purchasers only held the land for a short time,
and gladly allowed the speculators to come in.”’

During the 1871-2 settlement, land revenue was further enhanced by 16.2 per cent of
the previous demand, and was fixed at nearly twenty- two lakhs.*® This accelerated
the transfer of land by private agency, as well as the decree of courts.*! In the period
1872-98, 346,118 acres were transferred, 9,29,311 acres sold, and 133,768 acres
mortgaged, comparatively less than the figures cited above. In Mathura, the revenue

demand in 1833 was fixed at a high of approximately fourteen lakhs. This district

j;Gazetteers, Aligarh,vi (1909), p.132.

ibid. p.134.
iz Atkinson, Statistical, Descriptive (1875) p. 560.
N Gazeetteers, Aligarh,vi, (1909), p.136.

ibid, p.136.
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suffered acutely during the 1837-8 famine, and suffering people unable to meet the
high revenue demand migrated in such large numbers that the district could not
recover its prosperity for many years to come. Between 1842-72, a period which saw
two major famines, roughly one-third of Mathura district changed hands; these
transfers, especially in the trans-Yamuna tracts, were attributed to the severity of
revenue demand.** Land lost its value, and was sold between 1837-8 and 1848-50, at
Rs 3.44 per acre. From 1880 to 1900, land paying a revenue of Rs 3,07,207 in the
aggregate changed hands by private sale at Rs 13.98 per acre, and after this the price
of land rose still further.’ In contrast, during the 1896-7 famine, Mathura scarcely
suffered and this was primarily attributed to liberal remissions and suspension of

revenue to the tune of Rs 1,23, 904.%

In British Bundelkhund, overassessment was general before the Mutiny, resulting in
widespread displacement of the bhaichara communities, especially in Banda and
Hamirpur.* In the Doab and in Bundelkhund the revenue assessment in 1805 totalled
Rs thirty-six lakhs, which by 1818 increased to Rs 118 lakhs.* In Hamirpur the
revenue demand was fixed at Rs 14,18,421 in 1815 a steep rise of forty-six per cent in

the eastern parganas and of twenty-one per cent in Rath and Panwari.*’ Despite

43Gazetteers Mathura,vii (1911), p.151.

ibid.p.134.

1b1dp 55.

$Stokes, ‘Peasants, Moneylenders, and Colonial Rule: An Excursion into Central India,” in S. Bose
(ed) Credit, Markets, pp. 60-3.

* Stokes, Peasant and the Raj, p. 89.

YGazerteers JHamirpur,xxii, p.100.
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collector Forde’s protest at the arbitrariness of the demand, it was not revised in the

1821 and 1826 settlements.*® Hamirpur suffered grievously in all the four famines,

and was the worst afflicted, even within Bundelkhund, during the 1833 and 1837-8
famines. Despite this the greater portion of the revenue was exacted, remission and
suspension of taxes being meagre.” Balances increased as a matter of course.
Proprietors resigned their estates, or absconded in large numbers, leaving the tract
desolate and deserted. The government, in sanctioning the 1842 settlement,
considered the distress in the district to arise as much from seasons as from the effects
of overassessment of revenue, and noted that ungrudging and liberal remissions were
urgently called for.”® The settlement officer, Allen, reduced the revenue demand in
parganas Maudha, Sumerpur, Rath, and Panwari by 19.6 per cent. Muir, his
successor, followed suit, reducing the revenue demand in Hamirpur and Jalalpur by

9.5 per cent of the previous demand.’'

In Banda, the revenue demand was fixed at Rs 19, 52, 955 involving an increase of 26
per cent.”> Campbell, the collector, protested that the settlement was “unbearable.”
Estates defaulted but found no purchasers. During the five years of Warring’s
settlement, no less than fifty-four villages were sold annually in the district. Land lost
its value to the extent that of the eighty-four villages assessed at Rs 2,33,862 in Banda
and put up for sale, only fourteen assessed at about twenty-three thousand rupees
found purchasers.”®> This generated a great deal of official concern, and led R.N. Cust

to sum up the position in Banda thus:

*®ibid. p.100.

“ibid. p.102.

Yibid., pp. 102-3.

:;ibid. p.104.

53Gazetteers, Banda,xxi (1909),p.128.
Humpbhries, Final Banda SR (1909), p.16.
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The community love their villages, and cling to their lands, as
before, in the capacity of cultivators. They have taken up new
trades, and can with difficulty be tempted to take up foreign
service; but the ‘power of management’ appears to have gone
from them by the destruction of their credit; and in a tightly
assessed estate, the zamindaree profits are but the profits of
management. Pure rent has been reduced to a cypher. We
cannot wonder than if property had to become valueless.™
Such a state of things came to a head during 1837-8. Like Gujarat, Maharashtra and
Bengal, evidence from NWP&O also, indicates that dispossession of land accelerated
during famines.”® In NWP&O, the 1830s were characterized by widespread land
transfers, linked primarily to prevailing agrarian and commercial depression and
overassessed revenue demand paid in cash and rigidly collected.’® The 1837-8 famine,
was so severe that it left not only most peasants, but even some of the richest
landlords like Begum Sumroo, in debt; they petitioned the government for relief, in
the form of loans, suspension and remission of revenue, which was endorsed by
district officers as the most effective form of relief. Yet the Sudder Board insisted on
full collection of revenue, success in which reflected an officer’s merit and
efficiency.’’ In Hathras and Mursan, the important trading marts in Aligarh, arrears
mounted to Rs 36,000 during 1837-8, and when, by 1841, despite remissions of Rs
twenty-two thousand, these arrears could not be recovered, nine villages were sold.’ 8

In Mainpuri, Hamirpur and Kanpur, many cultivators deserted their lands as they were

unable to meet the high revenue demand which the authorities were bent on

*RN. Cust, Selections from the Records of the government of the NWP,New series,iv (Allahabad,
51868) 26 January 1855, p.346.

 see ch. X.pp. 416-21.

SlddquI Agrarian Change p. 132.

IFC Report, 1880-5,ii,p.127.

Metcalf Land, Landlords, p.109.
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collecting. In 1841, lands assessed at Rs 54,000 were sold for recovery of arrears at
Mainpuri alone.” In Banda, the revenue arrears that accrued during 1837-9 could not

be recovered till the 1840s. Massive transfers of land took place between 1843-60,
the trend accelerated during the famines of 1860-1.%%and 1864-8. leading to a fall of
sixteen per cent in cultivated area in Banda and consequent loss of revenue.®’ Young
found that in Sultanpur much of the debt in 1868 dated back to the failure of harvests

in 1864-5.5

During the 1868-9 famine, Marwari moneylenders gained control over extensive
tracts of land in Bundelkhund, especially Jhansi.** In Hamirpur, the revenue demand
was fully collected (apart from Rs 280) leading to a sharp increase in sale and transfer
of land, both privately and by court orders.®® Officials attributed the depressed
condition of the landowners primarily to the severe enforcement of land revenue in

unfavourable seasons, compelling #yots to sell their land at ruinous prices.®

In the 1830s and 40s, due to defaults in payment of land revenue, forced auctioning of
land to execute court decrees was common. Such sales approximated 2,000 acres per
year, spurring the Board of Revenue to note, “ The entire prostration of the indigent
but powerful debtor, before the weak but wealthy creditor.”®® The districts hardest hit
by such sales were Aligarh, Agra, Mathura, Fatehpur, Azamgarh, Gorakhpur,

Bareilly, Jalaun, Hamirpur, and Banda. In Rohilkhund, during the first fifteen years

Mampurz SR (1906), pp.45-6.

B Smith, Report, 1A, p- 33.

Gazetteers Banda, xxi,p.132.

> Oudh Selections, 1868- 9, pp. 64 -5.

Jhansz SR (1871),p.49.

* Revenue Administration Report, no. 345 of 1868, box 17,serial.12,list19. From C, Grant, collector of
Hamlrpur to M.H. Court, commissioner Allahabad, 10 October 1868.

IFC Report, 1880-5,ii, p.127;

Metcalf Land Landlords, pp. 124 -5.
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of British rule, the sale of land for revenue arrears that had to be paid in cash was very
high.67 Coercive processes were employed to recover arrears, resulting in large-scale
sale of land by decrees of court, apart from what was sold by consent of the parties.®
In Hamirpur, between 1815 and 1818, as many as thirty-nine estates were sold at
public auctions for a price barely exceeding one-third of their yearly demand, and 178
estates had to be farmed out. At Aligarh, between 1833-7, as many as 657 estates
were sold by the decree of civil courts.” In total, between 1839 and 1858. 115,000
acres, or just under ten per cent of the total cultivated area of the district, was
transferred by the revenue process. Another 565,000 acres changed hands privately or
were forcibly auctioned in accordance with court decrees.”’ The acquisition of land
with the aid of the decree of courts was so great that Atkinson dubbed it to be

total revolution in the body proprietory, for which it is difficult to find a parallel in

>

these provinces.” Even till 1896-7 famine, alienation of land was heavy. Total area
transferred by court orders in NWP&O was 185,135 acres and by private contract or

gift as high as 468,626 acres.”'

Morris talks in terms of recovery of lost assets, including land in inter-famine years.
He criticizes the tendency of some scholars to base their conclusions only on evidence

72 .
”'“  However, empirical

from famine years, which he calls, “occasional evidence.
evidence shows that land sold or mortgaged during famine could hardly ever be

recovered during normal times. Thus, each famine left the affected ryots and even

Brennan ,'Social Change,' [ESHR,7,4 (1970), p.449.

% In a short span of four years, (1810-1814), at Aligarh 228 villages with an aggregate jama of Rs.2,
53 942 were sold to recover arrears. See Metcalf, Land, Landlords, pp. 56-7.

Gazetteers Aligarh,vi, p.134.

1b1d p.151.

Admzmstratzon Report, NWP&O, 1895-6,p.27.

?M.D. Morris, ‘Economic Change and Agriculture in the Nineteenth Century India’, JESHR, 111, no.2
(June 1966), pp.190-2.
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some landlords vulnerable to further dispossession and impoverishment. ”Government
instituted Inquries to probe the questions of increasing land alienation. indebtedness
and poverty of ryots well up to thel890’s, shows that the lot of the majority of
cultivators did not improve. What is relevant for our purposes in this controversy, is

that land alienation assumed an endemic form during famine years.

Development of infra- structure

Elimination of famines was an important aim in the scheme of imperial consolidation
and expansion of power. Irrigation development was considered an effective means

for achieving this, though this was not possible even by the turn of twentieth century.

Canals

Canal irrigation, as indicated in chapter one, was most fully developed in the Doab.”
By 1860-1 canals irrigating an area of about 1,000,000 acres.”” By 1901 the system
extended to twenty-two of the forty-eight districts in the province.”® Some of the
outstanding works of canal irrigation were the eastern and western Yamuna canals,
and the Ganga canal. The latter project in 1850 was described by its British eulogizers
“As a work, which stands out unequalled in its class and character among the civilized
nations.” This canal, the first constructed and designed by Sir Proby Cautley, owed its
origin to the 1837-8 famine. Commenced in 1842, it started from Hardwar, and came

up to the central plateau of the Ganga-Yamuna-Doab. From here it bifurcated into

Scarc1ty deptt, 1902, August, 1902, f. 488, Decennial Report, p. 21.
Stone Canal Irrigation, p.2.

B Smith, Report,1A,p. 81.

" Census NWP&O,1901,xvi,i,p.12.
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several branches. Deoband branch to the west was-fifty-two miles long, while the

77 .
1" took a semi-circular

Anupshar branch was 107 miles long; the lower Ganga cana
course, touching Aligarh, Kanpur, Etawah, Fatehgarh, and Bulandshahar. Including
distributaries and branches, the canal’s effective length was 3,800 miles.”® Other
distributaries and canals were Nagina canal in Bijnor, and the Dehradun canal.
Mathura and Agra were irrigated by the Agra canal. Meerut district benefited
immensely from canal irrigation. In 1872-3, 6.5 per cent of its cultivated area was

under canal irrigation, as against the corresponding figures of 15.8 per cent in

Muzuffurnagar,12.8 in Bulandshahar, 9.8 in Aligarh, and 7.2 per cent in Saharanpur.”

In sharp contrast, canal development remained entirely neglected in the famine-prone
Bundelkhund region until 1878, when it was proposed to develop a network of canals
drawing on the Betwa and Ken rivers. The Betwa canal, along with the Paricha
reservoir, was constructed between 1881-5, and, by the end of the century, gave
complete protection to two, and partial protection to the other two of the four tehsils
in the Jalaun district.*® In Banda, the Ken canal gave protection to three of the
district’s five tehsils. The Rath fehsil in Hamirpur was protected by the Dhasan canal
by the turn of the twentieth century.®' By 1896-7 the total area irrigated by canals was
2,000,000 acres.®?

The following shows the area irrigated by wells, canals, ponds in the NWP&O in

1880:

% Crooke, The North Western Provinces Of India- Their History, Ethnology And Administration
(London 1897),pp.142-3.

Cambrzdge History of India, vi, p.85; Bhanu, History, Administration, pp.313-14.

Meerut SR, p.19.

Knox Notes, p.25.

1b1d p.25.

* Decennial Report, p.14.
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Table.6

NWP acres Awadh acres Total acres
Wells 4,480,000 1,314,000 5,794.000
Canals 1,694,000 - 1.694.000
Rivers & Ponds 1,985,000 1,982,000 3,967,000
Total 8,159,000 3,296,000 14,455,000

Source: Report of the Indian Famine Commission, 1880-5, ii, p.85.

In the light of the stark difference between canal provision in the Doab and the
Bundelkhund, it is relevant to question the suppositions behind the emphasis on canal
development, and how effectively protection against famine and drought was thus
increased. Most officials including famine administrators, stressed the development
of canals as one of the principal counter measures to famine, a view endorsed by the
Famine Code of 1880 and the Famine Commission of 1898.% They were agreed that
“Among the means that may be adopted for giving India direct protection from
famine arising from drought, the first place must unquestionably be assigned to
irrigation.”®* Irrigation had the potential to prevent and mitigate the effects of famine,
consequent loss of revenue, and disruption of trade. It would also facilitate the
expansion of agriculture and generate wealth.*” During 1860-1 famine the number of
boats on the Ganga canal increased from 200 to 1,000 between January and June
1861, no doubt facilitating trade especially movement of grains. Besides it also

helped affected people to travel cheaply. This spurred Baird Smith, to strongly

¥ Girdlestone emphasized “ irrigation was the only means of preventing famines.” Girdlestone, Report,
.109.

‘IFC, Report, 1880-5,ii, p.150. On importance for expanding irrigation works see /FC, 1880-
J,ii,pp.150-69.
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recommend that not only should canals be extended. but. importantly canal
ommunications be extended and strengthened in all the commercial marts. He also
recommended modifications of six bridges towards the lower end of the Ganga canal.
Docks for the storage of boats, at Roorkee and Kanpur; sheds for goods at different
landing places, landing platforms, cranes and all minor aid required by traders for
security and convenience be provided.®® Such measures would stimulate trade and
mitigate the effects of famine. It reflects official over-optimism rooted in the notion
that the power of science and technology were powerful enough to successfully
overcome natural scourges. It would, therefore be worthwhile to examine the

scholarly verdict on the impact of canal irrigation.

Proponents of canal irrigation emphasized the productivity gains, especially the
intensification of agriculture, “Untold augmentation that accrued to the agricultural
resources of the people, especially in time of drought.”®’ Stone, attributed the
principal source of prosperity of all groups, in the western part of the NWP&O, to the
development of canal irrigation. He considered, it ensured a steadiness in the outturn,
which contributed to the prosperity, and the comparative immunity of the region to

famines and scarcities.®®

Proponents emphasized that even in the same districts, the impact of famine varied
because of canal irrigation. For example, in the ‘dry’ southern unirrigated parganas
of Kanpur, subsistence crops were entirely destroyed, and the banias refused loans,

while the landlords were not in a position to help; in canal irrigated villages, on the

85B Chandra, IESHR,v, no.1( March 1868),p. 9.
B Smith, Report, 1A,p.84.
R Temple, The Story of My Life,ii (London,1896), p.74.
* Stone, Canal Irrigation, pp. 340-5.
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other hand, there was a substantial area under indigo and sugarcane crops; these
fetched a good price and constituted a certain degree of security for the bania, who
did not withdraw capital assistance, so that distress was contained. In Lalitpur, during
the 1868-9 famine, villages with tanks were comparatively better off than the
unirrigated ones. Sathia rice was grown around the edges of the tank, and no cattle
died of thirst. Also, wherever there were tanks, wells were filled with water. During
all four famines, cultivators having access to irrigation such as at Meerut were able to

produce enough to carry them over to the next harvest, and even sell them to their best
advantage. It was noted “ The end of the famine (1896-7) left them in a state of
prosperity.”89 However, the benefits of canal irrigation would have been considerably
enhanced had the government totally suspended the cesses on the use of canal water

during famines.

In contrast, some scholars have contended that the benefits derived were very
different from the suppositions. First, protection from famines was limited, as was
evident from the severity of the suffering during the 1868-9, 1877-8, and 1896-7
famines, even though irrigation works were by that time, at a mature stage of
development. Canal irrigation was concentrated in areas with plenty of fertile soils,
and where cash cropping dominated, such as Meerut, Muzzfarnagar, Saharanpur,
Aligrah, Kanpur. Cash cropping was largely in the hands of few persons, possessing
capital resources and able to make long term investments; benefits, therefore, accrued

to them.

* Deccennial Report, p. 18.
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In famine prone Bundelkhund, canal irrigation was virtually non-existent till 1880.
One reason could be that the heavy clayey soils mar and kabar, were not suited to
canal irrigation. In the winter irrigation brought rust and blight, not to mention the
ever-present danger of being overrun by kans, which would render land uncultivable
for years. Thus, subsistence crops remained unprotected, and, there was hardly any
positive impact on their output, which meant that, the majority of the ryots dependent
on subsistence cropping, derived virtually no benefits and remained unprotected from
famines.”® Since cultivators preferred to use canal facilities, for which they had to pay
heavy tax, mostly for cultivating and protecting cash crops, the results were
necessarily selective and lopsided, as the benefits largely accrued to the richer
cultivators and the moneylenders. This induced more imbalances in the economy,’’

92 Another

making the “exploitation of the strata of poor peasants more intense.
deleterious effect of canals was the further stimulus they gave to double cropping,

leading to the exhaustion of the soils, and the spread of reh, salinity and swamps

which bred diseases, all of which contributed to a fall in soil fertility.”

Railways

The second-half of the nineteenth century witnessed development of - roads, railways,

telegraph, and steamships; these were crucial given the importance assigned to private

trade in famine relief and prevention. The opening of the Suez

*Report On Scarcity, NWP&O, 1877-8&79, Pitcher Report, p.10; Revenue Administration
ReportNWP 1880-1, p.2.

Whltcombe Agrarian Conditions, i, pp. 64-91

* Whitcombe asserts, “ The canals did not remedy the growing imbalance, still less did it protect the
people from scarcity and famine, contrary to the retrospective assertions of Sir. John Strachey.”
Agrarzan Conditions,i, p.90.

Sleeman Journey Through The Kingdom Of Oude,i(London,1858), pp. 33-4: Whitcombe,
Agrarian Conditions,i, pp. 75-90.
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Canal in 1869 gave a spurt to trade and commerce. The importance attached by
officials to the development of communications, is reflected in the views of John

Strachey:

although the entire prevention of famines..is beyond the
power of any government, we can do much to mitigate
them by removing obstacles which hinder commercial
intercourse, and by means which increase and secure
the production increase of land. The instruments by
which we can do this are roads, railways, works of
irrigation, and wells.”*
Contemporary officials, as well as Famine Commission reports, noted with some
exaggeration the dynamism in private trade and the greater market integration in
terms of uniformity of prices and availability of food attributing this to well-
developed communications, especially railways.” This argument was the excuse of
authorities for not interfering with the functioning of private trade or regulating the
prices of grains. Exports and imports were affected by the prices ruling in distant
grain depots;”® for example, during the 1877-8 famine, prices of grain in Awadh,
fluctuated with prices in Banaras, Calcutta and Bombay. Such views were reiterated
by Lord Elgin, who believed that, railways were the means by which the material
condition of Indians could be improved. Lord Curzon too backed the development of
railways on a priority basis; railways enabled surplus areas to feed the deficit areas
and import grains from external markets, thus mitigating the effects of famines.”

Recent literature has attributed the failure of relief policies before the 1870s largely to

the inadequacy of infrastructure, especially roads and railways, which severely

94 J.Strachey, India,It's Administration & Progress (4 edn.Introduction by T.W.Holderness;
ggondon,191 1),p.230.

{FC,Report, 1880, Appendix 1, pp. 198-9.(UPSALY); IFC, Report, 1898, p.351; McAlpin (1983),
p.156.
: IFC,Report, 1880-5,ii,pp.49-51.

G.N. Curzon, Lord Curzon in India Being A Selection from His Speeches As Vicerov & Governor-
General Of India,1898-1905 (Introduction by Sir Raleigh, London, 1906),pp. 283-4.
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restricted the speedy movement of grains and precipitated steep price hikes. leading to

failure of people’s entitlement.”®

One of the distinguishing features of the Post-Mutiny era was the rapid development,
and extension of railways and, with it, improvements in terms of trade; this was
viewed as the crucial factor in the perceived prosperity of the western part of the
province, especially Meerut division, which got a boost in cash crop production,
marketing, and commerce.”” By 1858 Allahabad and Kanpur were connected by a
railway line, which by 1860 extended to Etawah; by 1864, railway had reached Delhi
covering a distance of 1,020 miles between Calcutta and Delhi.!% During the 1868
famine, high prices gave great impetus to production of food and fodder crops,
especially in Meerut district. Railways facilitated heavy exports from the region,
generating wealth for local producers. Altogether railways brought in four and quarter
million maunds of food grains in first half of 1869 to the famine- afflicted districts. As
much as 50,000 tons of grain was brought from Awadh to Kanpur alone. On the other
hand, one and a half million maunds of grain was exported out of famine-afflicted
districts by road to central India, % million maunds by rail to Punjab.'”’ The same
phenomenon was witnessed during the1896-7 famine.'”” The mileage of railways
open to public traffic had risen by the 1890s to 3,569 miles, an increase of thirty-two
per cent over the previous decade, while the goods traffic had risen to three and a half
million tons, as compared to two million tons over the previous decade.'” The new

lines and increased traffic generated considerable employment not only in the actual

% See Introduction, pp.10-11.

Derbyshlre ‘Economic Change and the Railways in North India,” MAS, 21:3 (1987). p.524. 537.
o % Bhanu, The North Western Provinces, pp. 332-3.

IFC Report, 1880-5,iii, p.89.

Gazetteers Meerut, iv, p. 57.

'“Decennial Report, p. 16.
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working of the lines but also in the handling of an immense mass of goods, as also on
railway works especially at Lucknow, Meerut, and Gorakhpur. It was noted “the

extension of railway traffic is the distinguishing industrial feature of the decade.”'™

In contrast, Banda suffered acutely during the 1837-8 and 1860-1 famines. One
reason was that, till 1865, there was no metalled road, and the only railway line that
touched the region was the Jabalpur branch of the East Indian railway.'®
Consequently commercialization of agriculture and expansion of markets remained
backward and cultivators remained predominantly dependent on subsistence
agriculture; when harvests failed the requirement was easy availability of grains at
reasonable prices, but this was hindered by the absence of good roads and railways,
and so prices escalated. Also job opportunities were limited, as it was alongside
railways and metalled roads that commercial and military towns flourished. Better
communication put new wealth in the hands of traders and led to expansion of
industries, thereby creating varied avenues for employment, adding to the resources of

the well- to- do.'%

The major criticism has been that the impact of railways on India was lopsided.
Critics have argued that the shift to cash cropping reduced the availability of
subsistence food considerably, and have stressed the role of railways in exporting
scarce grains thus producing insufficiency of grains even during normal times,
depleting the country of its surplus, making India an easy prey to famines.'”” The

1898 Famine Commission report, too noted:

104

s ibid.p.16.
o6 Gazetteers,Banda,,xxi, p.70.
o Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen, pp. 439-40.
Chandra, The Rise And Growth Of Economic Nationalism, p.184.
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Though they bring grains to tracts liable to famine in

years of drought, they also prevent large accumulation

of grain in these tracts in years of plenty.'*®
The growth of the market economy, cited as the major benefit accruing from infra-
structural development, benefited the already rich, the middling and the poor peasants,
became more vulnerable to famines.'” The dynamism of private trade and uniformity,
or even moderation of grain prices was of little consequence to those who had hardly
any purchasing power.''" These critics point out that the events of 1896-7. and later
of the 1899 famine and the Bengal famine of 1943, were pointers to the inadequate
and limited capacity of railways in mitigating famine distress. Railways increased the
dependence of the country on agriculture while the capital spent on rail construction
would have yielded greater dividend, if it had been utilized for industrialization and

1 According to Whitcombe, one of the most

construction of irrigation projects.’
detrimental effects of railways in NWP&O, was the widespread use of timber as fuel

for locomotives, leading to deforestation on a considerable scale, especially in the

Doab where railway construction was heavily concentrated.

Commercialization of agriculture

Commercialization of agriculture, which was limited till the 1830s. because of poor

communication and transport, flourished by the 1860s, with improvements in rail

connections. Yet the observations of colonial officials as also of recent scholars are

% ibid. fn 36,p.184.
109 Chandra,‘Reinterpretation of Nineteenth Century Indian History,” JESHR,v (1968).p. 47.fn.26;
D.Thorner, Capital Movement and Transportation: Great Britain and India’s ‘Railways.” Journal Of
E(c)’onomic History,xi (1951),pp.400-2.
mIFC, Report, 1880, Appendix, i, p. 112.

Chandra, Rise and Growth of Economic Nationalism in India (New Delhi, 1966), pp. 178-215;
‘Reinterpretation Of Nineteenth Century Indian History,” /JESHR, v (1968),p.47 fn.26; Bhatia, Famines

In India (London, 1967), pp.307-8.
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not consistent on the impact of commercialization. Washbrook, Charlesworth. Morris,
and Stone have argued that the movement from lower to higher value crops was
positive for the income of smaller peasants.112 Siddiqui, Amin, and Whitcombe who
have looked at the specificities of small-scale agriculture in NWP, argue that the
expansion and marketing of wheat, sugarcane, cotton and indigo did not benefit the
majority of middling and poor ryots.'"* They argue that the rigours of a monetized
revenue demand, to be paid in cash on time, impressed the need for maximizing
agricultural output and prices. It forced the small and middling peasants to cultivate
cash crops for the market in addition to subsistence crops, as the value of these crops
was high; for example, sugarcane cultivation covered a mere seven per cent of the
cultivated area in Bijnor, but paid thirty-six per cent of the gross rental. Cash crop
required greater capital inputs, manpower, irrigation, marketing, and communication
facilities, in order to be promptly and profitably marketed.''* These resources were
mainly in the hands of rich landlords and moneylenders. Poor and intermediary
cultivators, lacking these resources, could only cultivate with the help of loans, and
wait for considerable time before the profits actually accrued, as cultivation of some

cash crops was expensive, complex and a long-term process. Thus. their income
became more and more dependent on the sale of their commercial crops and they

came to require regular supplies of credit to tide them over from one financial year to

= D.Washbrook, ‘Economic Development and Social Stratification in Rural Madras: The ‘Dry
Region’1878 -1929,” in Dewey and Hopkins (eds.), The Imperial Impact: Studies in the Economic
History of Africa and India (London,1978), pp.68-82; N.Charlesworth, Agrarian Society and British
Administration in Western India, 1847-1920 (Cambridge, P.hd.1973), pp.145-6,153-4; Morris ,
‘Economic Change and Agriculture in the Nineteenth Century India’, JESHR. iii, no.2 (June 1966), pp.
190-1.
" A Siddiqui, Agrarian Change In A North Indian State; Uttar Pradesh 1819-33(Oxford,1973),
pp.132-3; Amin, ‘Small Peasant Commodity ’ in Bose (ed.), Credit, Markets, pp. 115-23: Whitcombe,
{1Mgrarian Conditions, i, pp. 155-77.

Amin, ‘Small Peasant Commodity ’in Bose (ed.), Credit, Markets, p. 123.
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115 As access to markets was difficult for resourceless cultivators they were

the next.
forced to sell their crops as soon as they were harvested to local creditors at

contracted rates. By 1880, it was seen that poor peasants were abandoning sugarcane

cultivation for a mix of rice, hemp, and millets.''®

Thus, at every point within this process there were opportunities for extortion and
profits went to those with surplus material and financial resources. Settlement reports
note that poor cultivators were crippled not only by the heavy interest they had to pay
on borrowings, but also by the low prices they were compelled to take for their
produce.'!’
When...the loans are not cleared off, and the cultivator gets
deep into the moneylender’s books ...it is then customary for
the creditor to take over the whole of the cultivator’s grains or
cane and dispose of it to the best advantage for himself, giving

the debtor credit for the price always somewhat and sometimes
very much below the current rate.''®

Pandit Ajudhiya Parshad, a zamindar of Indalpur, stressed “the great loss to which the
asamis were put by the pernicious system of selling cane-juice and rab to the
mahajan.”'"’ Sometimes, as low a price as Rs sixteen per hundred kaccha maunds
was entered in the bonds, when the ruling price in the open market was Rs twenty-six

and Rs twenty-seven.”'? Also, these crops were subjected to special zamindari

"*Daniel and Alice Thorner, Land and Labour in India (New.Delhi, 1965), pp.55, 108; For a discussion
of sugarcane and its benefits see, Bijnor SR (1874),pp. 94-5; Moradabad SR (1881), pp.44-8.

Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen, p.435.

Mathura SR (1879), p.90; Bareilly SR (1892), p.95; Azamgarh SR (1881), pp.144-5.

Moradabaa’ SR (1881), p.64;
“© Deptt of Agriculture and Commerce, Report of the North Western Provinces and Oudh, 1881-2; p.

Bareilly SR (1892), p. 95.
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cesses, so that whatever minor profit a small peasant might gain was eaten up in
paying these cesses. The rich landlord was again the beneficiary. '2!' Not being able to
benefit from price rise was a serious problem for the cultivator but more serious was
the exhaustion of reserves as regards family consumption, for which the peasant had
to borrow from the bania/landlord. Thus, not only resources. but also the ryot’s
industry was controlled by his creditors and thus the yor was not a free agent.'”> The
process of commercialization thus involved the peasants in a forced cycle of market
relations, buying and selling under the compulsion of debt, in which an increasingly
large number of peasants were caught.'” Further cash cropping, market economy,
export of commodities including grains, and price rise, created a new landed and
commercial elite in control of capital development, which became a strong basis for
wealth and power, which worsened the economic condition of the majority of
middling peasants, artisans and labourers, and crucially weakening their hold on their
Jands.'?* Critics assert that the prosperity in the west of the province was exaggerated,
and that the condition of poor peasants was more or less the same everywhere. ' In
the context of Pre- Mutiny famines it has been argued that those areas which were not
sufficiently monetized or commercialized and were not cash crop oriented suffered

less as did the well- irrigated tracts of the east.'*°

121 , Bulandshahar SR (1865), pp.5-6.

Slddlqlu Agrarian Change, pp. 132-3; Evidence of Geddes before the Parliamentary Select
Committee, 1871, as quoted in “Una’eveloped Wealth and State Reproductive Works in India. Ways to
Prevent Famine and Increase the Material Progress of India, pp.129-30.

Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen,p. 48.

* Bhatia,*The Entitlement Approach to Famine Analysis: A Critique,’ in J.Floud and A Rangasami
(eds) Famine And Society (N.Delhi, 1993), p. 41.

"% Amin, ‘Small Commodity Production,” in Bose (ed.), Credit, Markets, p. 91; G.Pandey. Ascendancy
Of the Congress in the Uttar Pradesh, 1926-34,;A Study In Imperfect Mobilisation (Oxford, 1978),
Pp-14-17. He argues that the differences in the material and economic well being of the peasants in the
east and west of the provinces has been exaggerated.

Sharma State, Society, p. 57.
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Moreover, it is argued that commercialization led to food shortages. The expansion

and export of grains had implications for the supply and availability of grains in
famine and scarcity-hit areas, as well as the entitlement to purchase it in the context of
famines. It also affected the pattern of crop production, which shows that the balance
was tilted towards producing commercial crops which did not constitute the staple
diet of the majority of the ryots, who in any case did not have the resources to

purchase it or benefit from growing higher-value crops.

However, cultivation and export of wheat picked up from the mid-nineteenth century,
when nearly 5,902,770 acres were cultivated throughout the province. About ten to
twenty per cent of the wheat was exported to Europe, the rest internally marketed.'?’
By 1860, at Meerut, no less than 270,000 acres, constituting twenty-six per cent of the
cultivated area, was under wheat, while seventy-thousand acres had wheat mixed with

other crops like barley and gram.'”® By 1878 this had risen to 1.371.103 acres.

Rohilkhund and Awadh, also reported substantial increases.'”’

Rohilkhund was the chief producer and exporter of sugarcane and its finished
products like jaggery and sugar. At Meerut, sugarcane production rose from seven
per cent in 1865 to 11.5 per cent in 1902.5%% At Azamgarh, by the 1870s. it occupied

131

11.9 per cent of the total cultivated area.”” Overall sugarcane cultivation increased

by eight per cent in the 1890s, over the 1880s. Poppy cultivation increased forty-eight

127 Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen,p.434.

Gazetteers Meerut, iv (1904), pp.44-5..
50 Bayly, Rulers,Townsmen, p. 433.
Gazetteers Meerut, iv,p. 40.
Amm ‘Small Peasant Commodity,” in Bose (eds), Credit, Markets, p. 123.
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per cent indicating the enormous benefits accruing to those who managed to cultivate
it. Til also registered substantial increase in cultivation."”® Rice was also grown and
exported from here to districts in the lower Doab, and other regions of India,
especially Deccan and the Punjab. Cultivation and trade in cotton. which chiefly
centred in Bundelkhund, Kanpur, and Allahabad, and saw a recession in production in
the 1830s, picked up from the mid- nineteenth century. In Meerut, cotton was chiefly
grown in Baghpat, Hasanpur and Ghaziabad tehsil and, by 1860, covered 8.7 per cent

of the cultivated area of the division.'>’

At Aligarh, cotton cultivation covered 13.6

and indigo 3.4 per cent of the total cropped area, leading Atkinson to record “ ...
besides grain, the staple crops are indigo and cotton...”"** By 1850. indigo, was one
of the most important exports of India. There were 171 indigo factories in operation,
producing approximately 3,625 maunds of indigo annually. Farrukhabad was the chief
producer and exporter - here by 1870s, the total cropped area under kharif was

3 In step with

477,578 acres, of which 31,156 acres were under indigo cultivation.
this increase, a number of indigo factories sprang up in Farrukhabad, Bareilly and
Shahjehanpur; by 1860, about 150 factories were operating in Farrukhabad alone and
in Badaun indigo plantation and manufacture were the only industries in existence

before 1880. But because of competition from artificial dye, indigo cultivation

suffered a decline in the 1890s.'%¢

Price rise

Deccemal Report, pp- 13-14.

Gazetteers Meerut, iv, p.42.

Atkmson Statastical, Descriptive, p. 377.

“Final SR, Farrukhabad (1875), p.11. See note on the value of Indigo, in relation to its proportion to
the total cropped area.

* Deccenial Report, pp. 13-14.
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The increase in the area under commercial crops was accompanied by a rise in prices
such produce commanded. The price of indigo rose twenty-five per cent between
1837-73. Cotton prices rose by fifty per cent between 1844-53:"°" and by another
eighty per cent between 1846-73. The beneficiaries of rising prices were those free
from debt obligations with access to markets and ability to negotiate prices for their
produce.

Table 7 shows the average price of cleared cotton, per maund, between 1828-73, in
Aligarh district.

Table. 7

1828-36, 1837-40  1844-53 1854-63  1864-73  1841-57 1858-73
Rs a. p. Rs a.p. Rsa.p. Rsa. p. Rsa.p. Rsa.p. Rsa.p

6. 0.0. 6.8.0. 7.12.4. 11.9.4. 14.0.0. 7.9.5. 14.5.0.

Source: E.T. Atkinson, Statistical, Descriptive and Historical Account of the Aligarh
District, 1875, p. 472.

Between 1860-1900, prices of grains and oilseeds rose by sixty per cent, those of gur
(Jaggery) by twenty-four per cent, poppy by twenty per cent and cotton by ten per
cent. Prices of grain in Awadh rose by ninety per cent compared to a forty-five per
cent rise in eastern parts of the province.® But it was the substantial rise in prices of
bare necessities such as salt, sugar, flour, pulses and firewood in the 1830s that was of
concern.'”” Between 1840-70, the prices of foodgrains rose sharply. as observed by
Boas, the collector of Moradabad

In Moradabad as elsewhere, there has been a substantial rise in

prices...the average price of wheat, during the last settlement

was more than 100 percent, higher than during the preceding

years; gram, sells at 80 per cent, more than it did; barley, more
than twice as much. Bajra, for about 88 per cent more, and

Atkmson Statistical, Descriptive, p. 472.

#1.D. Derbyshire, 'Economic Change and the Railways in North India,1860-1914." in 1.] Kerr( eds.),
Razlways In Northern India (Oxford,1991),p.180.

Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen, p.295.
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common rice, for more than double its former PI‘lCC Gur alone
is not substantially more valuable than it was.'

The spurt food grain prices not only in famine affected areas but also those not

affected was because of heavy and unceasing exports.'*’

As regards wages the chief
difficulty lay in gauging various form of remunerations to a common standard. But,

overall, while prices were rising, the real wages for agricultural labourers and village

artisans remained broadly constant till the mid 1880s.'*

Indebtedness: beneficiaries and losers

The processes which led to the penetration of the money economy into rural areas also
intensified the conditions of moneylending, usury and peasant indebtedness, which
further compounded the vulnerability of the ryots and was a subject of lively debate
amongst officials and scholars specially after the mutiny.'® Not only the poor
peasants but often zamindars and talugdars were dependent on them for monetary
support. While the former landed and commercial class was suffering decline, the
power of the new moneyed was being consolidated. Colonial rule opened up new
possibilities for the creditors with its emphasis on laissez-faire, which loosened
government obligation for extending credit, and acknowledged indebtedness as
customary, and the moneylender as integral to Indian rural life even in normal times.
Some scholars argue that the loans of mahajans and banias constantly helped the
ryots to extend their holdings, replace or purchase their cattle, and to buy manure,

seed and plough. The landlords ensured the continuance of village customs and

“‘°Moradabad SR (1909), p.5.
For details see.pp. 409-411.
2 Decennial Report, p. 17;Commander, Malthus and the Theory of Unequal Powers, MA4S, 20 (1986),
688.
ﬂ ‘M.L. Darling, The Punjab Peasant in Prosperity and Debt (London, 1947), pp.246-8. V. Nash, The
Great Famine and its Causes (London, 1900), pp.78-80.
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traditions and, at their best, reported excess exactions by the local officials.'** This

situation was one of ‘co-operative conflict.” The Indian Famine Commission. noted:

We have found no reason to believe that the agricultural
population of India have at any known period of their history
been generally free from debt, although individuals and
classes may have fallen into deeper embarrassments under
British rule, than was common under native dynasties that
preceded it. It has been usual for the landholders in all times,
habitually to have transactions with the moneylenders of
their villages, with whom they carry on a running account on
friendly terms, taking from him advances for seed and food
in the months preceding the harvest, and handing over to him
the greater part of their produce, from the money proceeds of
which he pays their dues to the state, and places any balances
to their credit.'?’

The vulnerability of the ryots was further accentuated by the exploitative system of
moneylending, which had the backing of the British law courts. However, the
government did not intentionally facilitate the usurious and unfair practices of
moneylenders; infact many district officers, especially from the 1830s emphasized the
increasing indebtedness of the majority of the agriculturists and protested at the
strengthening grip of the moneylender. Indebtedness of the peasantry. though a pre-
colonial phenomenon, assumed serious proportions from the 1830s, and had by the
1870s, become alarming and was being emphasized by district officers.'** In 1869,
Elliot estimated, “that in the entire North Western Provinces, fully ten million sterling
is borrowed by the agriculturists for seed and food grain, rent and revenue, clothing
and other expenses.”'*” A few years later this had increased- nearly fifteen million
rupees were borrowed annually in normal years; in years of distress this was between

twenty and thirty and probably nearer thirty.'*® In the year 1878, the proportion of

144 Dllbagh Singh, State Landlords, and Peasants (New Delhi, 1967), p.177.
IFC Report, 1880-5, ii, p.130.
* Precis, Appendix A, Revenue scarcity deptt, 1888,f.16, p.11;. See the comment of A. Cadell,
lliluzzufurnagar Report, Canal Report, pp. 18 -19, as quoted by Whltcombe Agrarian Conditions, 1, p.
89
17 Harrlngton The Calcutta Review, LXXV1(1883), p.164.
* ibid. p.164.
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peasants indebted ranged from thirty-three to thirty-seven per cent in Gonda and
Pratapgarh, to seventy-five per cent in Sitapur, Kheri and Fyzabad, and eighty per
cent, in Barabanki.'* In many districts such as Mainpuri, peasant indebtedness was
found to be collective and the ryots of the entire village borrowed money from the
bania to buy seeds and manure, and purchase or hire bullocks and plough to cultivate
the villages fallow land."*® The situation was serious enough for the government to
institute enquiries, and the question of rural indebtedness was thoroughly discussed by
famine commissioners. The comprehensive evidence that they provide confirmed that

. . . 1
famines increased indebtedness. '’

The government in its anxiety to reform endeavoured to create a balanced system of
credit relation by introducing written contracts, enforceable in civil courts, by-
passing the earlier system of transactions based on moral grounds. According to some
scholars the reason why the influence of the moneylenders was not so pervasive
before the 1830s was the lack of credit worthiness of the borrower. and the lack of
legal assistance in ousting him from his holdings. '°*> The system of written contract
favoured the literate and resourceful who could fight their battles in the law courts.
They could exploit the ignorance and illiteracy of resourceless peasants to their own
advantage, thus further facilitating the ability of the Marwari moneylenders to hold
the poor ryots in their thrall through unfair calculations and practices. They
increasingly marginalized the local village Brahmin moneylenders, who based their

transactions on personal knowledge of the individual’s liability to default. The moral

149
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basis of debt transactions was more humane, flexible, and less exploitative. This
change from moral and customary to impersonal, legalisitic and contractual has been
described as “a revolutionary change..” '** This new elite of moneylenders was hated
and suspected by the needy populace, and were targets of popular attack during
famines. There were hardly any opportunities for the small and middling, let alone
the poor ryots, to accumulate resources or venture into new economic opportunities
generated by cash cropping and commercialization without loans. The government, in
conformity with the spirit of laissez-faire, did little to redress the problem of
indebtedness, land alienation, or provide alternative sources of credit which would
have encouraged the development of a more equitable and balanced agrarian system

involving reinvestment of profit.

Debts, once incurred, grew rapidly because of high rates of interest and
manipulations of moneylenders, which increased during famines. At many places,
for example, at Gorakhpur, Champaran and surrounding areas, grain was lent at
siwaiyya (twentyfive per cent), at the first harvest, dehoriya (fifty per cent), at the
second harvest, and tinpawaiya (seventyfive per cent<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>