Abolition of Zamindari

System

Rural Poverty at the time of
I ndependence

When India became independent, the
biggest challengefaced by the country was
acute poverty, especialy intherural areas.
Itisestimated that morethan half therural
population (55%) was very poor; that is,
around18.6 crore people. They did not have
access to any resources like land, nor did
they have education which could help them
get some gainful employment. In fact,
opportunities for employment were very
few. The only employment open to them
was the extremely low paid agricultural
labourers. A very large proportion of
peasants were landless. Some of them
leased in lands belonging to landlords to
whom they had to pay rent and do forced
labour. Hunger constantly haunted them and
famines and epidemics were frequent and
devastating.

At the time of independence it was
widely agreed that in order to end rural
poverty, it was most important to give the
poor access to land for cultivation. This
could only bedoneby ending thezamindari
system or landlordism. The agitations
during British rulefocused the attention on
the problems, demands and hopes of the
peasants. It was clear that the peasants
wanted the government to reducetaxesand
free them from the stranglehold of
moneylenders and the terror of the
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zamindars. They aso demanded thet theland
should belong to the peasant who actually
ploughed it. ‘' Land to the Tiller!” was the
dogan.

e Doyouthink therewasany other way
to give gainful employment to the
rural poor?

e How many acres of land does a

family of four persons need to get a

d )'[%Ni nginyour area? (Givethe
figures separately for both irrigated

. andunirrigatedland.)

~e Whilethedogan‘LandtotheTiller’
meant that the tenant will get theland,
what will happen to the landless
agricultural worker, who works for
wages?

Abolition of Zamindari and other
Intermediary Tenures

Thelaw to abolishthe zamindari system
was passed in 1950s by all state
governments. They also abolished all
formsof forced labour like begar and vetti.
This effectively ended one of the most
Important grievances of the rural masses.

Threetypesof control of thelandlords
were identified: firstly, collection of land
revenue; secondly, control over cultivated
land. Thiswasfurther subdivided into those
cultivated by recogni sed tenants and those
lands which were under direct cultivation



of the landlords. Thirdly, control over
forestsand wastelands. L et us see how the
L and Reform Acts addressed these issues.

I. Frgofall, lavswerepassedtoend
the system of revenue collection by
zamindars. All land owners were to pay
taxesdirectly to the government. Sincethe
zamindars would loose this source of
income, the government decided to
compensate them by lumpsum payments.
This compensation was about twenty to
thirty timesmorethan their annual income.

li. Thelandsof zamindarswhichwere
cultivated by recognised tenantswastaken
over by the government and the tenants
were declared the ownersof theland. They
had to pay tax directly to the government
and not through any intermediaries. When
thegovernment found that it had spent alot
of money in paying compensation to
zamindars, it made arule that the tenants
would begiven land only if they paid some
pricefor it. Those peasantswha could pay,
became the owners of the land and were
freed from the burden of-the landlord
system. Inall, about 2to 2.5 croretenants
benefitted and became owners of theland
they tilled. However, hundreds of thousands
of poor peasantscould not pay the priceor
did not have legal recognition as tenants.
S0, they remained landl ess sharecroppers
or labourersand had to keep working inthe
fieldsof big peasantsand former zamindars.

lii. The law also said that the
zamindarswould bethe ownersof their own
khudkasht land which they cultivated
directly either through sharecroppers or
labourers. This provision actualy enabled
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most zamindars to retain control over most
of thelandsasthey declared their tenantsto
be sharecroppers or labourers. They aso
evicted alargenumber of tenantstotakeover
their lands for sdf cultivation. They used
variousloopholesinthelaw to retain control
over largeportion of land. Thiswasbecause
the Land Reform Acts did not set alimit to
theamount of land aperson could own.

Iv. ~ As per the new laws, the
government took over thewaste and forest
lands held by zamindars. At that time, the
zamindars tried to make the most of it by
cutting down all thetreesand selling them.
In this way, large forest tracts were
destroyed. However, the government
gained control of largetracts of wastelands
which it could use for development and
redistribution to poor people.

e Some people feel that the land
reform laws only tried to help the
landlords. Do you agree with them?

e Some people feel that the land
reform lawstried to transfer land and
power to prosperous tenant farmers
only. Do you agree with them?

e Some othersfedl that the lawstried
to strike a balance between the
interests of different rural groupsin
order to minimiseinternal conflicts.
Do you agreewith them?

e \Who gained most and who did not
ganat al?Doyouthink thelandlords
lost much?
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Abolition of Jagirdari system in
Telangana

In Telangana, the powerful movement
of the peasants was under way when the
Nizam state was merged with India. Even
before Independence, in 1927, forced
labour or vetti had been abolished but this
law was not implemented. However, in
areaswherethe Telanganaarmed struggle
was strong, the practice was put to an end
in 1948. In 1945, when the Telangana
movement was beginning, the Nizam had
made many lawsto protect the tenants-at-
will. Thishappened by registering them and
giving them permanent rightsto cultivate.

Immediately after the merger of
Hyderabad state, the Nizam, who was stil|
the head of Hyderabad government, issued
aFirman, abolishing the Sarf-e-Khas, the
personal freedom of the Nizam and all
forms of forced labour like vetti. Through
another Firman dated 15 August 1949,
Jagirs (including Samsthanams and
Maktas) which were like small kingdoms
were abolished. The dominant sections of
the cultivating communitiesof thesejagirs
got patta right on lands. As per the
Hyderabad Jagirdar Abolition Act, large
jagirswere taken over by the government
withinafew days. Rs.18 croreswasdecided
asthe compensation which wasto be paid.
Dueto thisAct, about 995 Jagirdars were
removed and the land was given to the
farmerscultivating it. Further, therewasa
reductioninland tax.

The new government appointed the
Hyderabad Agrarian Reforms Committee
primarily to look into the question of land
concentration and aspects of increasing
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production and a so to study the aspirations
of the farmers and tenants under the
existing systems. The Committee madefar
reaching recommendationslikeremoval of
middlemen, ceiling on land ownership,
taking away surplus lands from the
landlords, protection to tenants etc.
However, only some of its
recommendations wereimplemented.

ThefamousHyderabad Tenancy Act was
passed in 1950 protecting all types of
tenants. Tenants-at-will (who could be
evicted at the will of the landlords) were
made protected tenants. All thetenantswho
were in continuous possession of land for
aperiod of six years were made protected
tenants or pattadars after alittle payment.
Now they could not be evicted easily and
could continue to cultivate the land for
generations. Similarly, the Hyderabad Inam
Lands Abolition Act was promulgated in
1955.

Bhoodan M ovement

Telanganalandlordism and thearmed
peasant rebellion caused much concern
among peopleinthe country. Sarvodaya
leader AcharyaVinobaBhave wanted to
solvethe problem of land concentration
through peaceful means i.e. through
Bhoodan Movement. Bhoodan means
donating land to thelandless. He wanted
to take voluntary gifts of land from the
landlords and donate it to the landless.
On April 18, 1951 Vinoba started the
Bhoodan Movement. It was hailed as a
milestonein the history of land reforms.
As part of the Sarvodaya movement
Vinobaji came to Sivarampally near
Hyderabad. Hewalked upto Pochampaly
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inYadadri district. A prayer meeting was held under the

Many of the laws were

juwi tree near the tank. In that meeting 40 families implementedtardily. Duetothe

bel onging to the Scheduled Castes requested for land.
During the meeting Vedire Ramachandra Reddy donated

delay in implementation, the
largelandlordsused thesituation

250 acres of land inthe memory of hisfather. Thefirst totheir best advantage. Usingthe
person to receive the land was Maisaiah. Inspired by loopholes in the Tenancy Act,
this Vinobgji took up Bhoodan movement and later the Zamindarsregained control
converted into Gramdan movement. Vinobaji received  over thelandsfrom the tenants.

44 |akh acres of land as donation al over the country.

The Zamindars after abolition

However, this movement did not make any serious continued as big landlords
difference to the land problem in the country as claming theland astheir own.
landlords continued to hold large tracts of fertileland. Theselandswerediverted to set

Fig 16.1 : Photos of Vinobayji, re Ramachandra
Reddy and Maisaiah

An amendment to the earlier Land
Reform Act of 1950 was passed in 1954
which defeated the purpose of land reform
by not bestowing the protected tenancy
right over certain categoriesof cultivators.
The Acts further recommended payment
of crores of rupees as compensation in
favour of the landlords.Thus, the
independent country had to bear the cost
of thedispossession of feudal system. Big
buildings, cattle sheds and agricultural
implementswere | eft in possession of the
erstwhilelandlords. Astherewasno limit
on land holding, thousands of acres of
fertile land also remained with them as
khudkhast lands.
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up industries. For example, the
Challapalli Zamindar showed
2650 acres under his sugar
factory. But, eventually, they
transformed asentrepreneursin
Andhra. But in Telangana, they
continued their domination even
into the twenty first century.

e Which sections of the
peasants of Telangana

gained fromthevariousreforms?In
what waysdid they benefit?

e To what extent did the landless
service castes benefit from these
reforms?

e To what extent did the landlords
loose and to what extent did they
manage to protect their interests?

Land Celling Act, 1972-75

The Zamindari abolition did not solve
the problem of land concentration. Asyou
canseefrom Table 1, after theland reforms
were completed in 1955-56 morethan half
the peasant families had less than 2
hectares of land. Big landlords still
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controlled about 38% of al cultivableland
inthestate. A vast number of landlessdalit
labourers were agitating for land. Kisan
Sabhas became active agitating for further
land reforms. This meant that the

government should set a limit to large
landholdingsand take over the surplusland
and redistributeit to thelandlesslabourers
and small farmers.

Table 1 : The Sructure and Distribution of Landholdingsin
Telangana and Andhra Pradesh, 1956-2006

! 1955-56 ! 1980-81 ! 2005-06
I . | . 1 .
| Shareinno.of | Sharein | ghareinno.of | Sharein | shareinno.of | Sharein
| landholdings | ultivatedarea - angnoigings | CUltivatedared | - jangnoldings | cultivatedarea
I I I
05'5“""" | 58% 18% | 73% 20% | 83% 48%
Acres. ! ! I
Medi um| | |
525Aces|  32% 4% | 25% 52% | 16% 46%
| | |
Large | I I
above2s;  10% B/ | 2% 19% | 1% 6%
ACIes | l ]
Total I 100% 100% | 100% 100% i 100% 100%

Source: Directorate of Economicsand Satistics (DES), Hyderabad.

Reading the table: Read the figures for the year 1955-56 carefully. It tells us that
after the land reforms had been implemented, 58% of farmers were small farmers
withlessthan 5 acres of land each. Even though they formed more than half of all the
farmers, they had less than 20% cultivated land. On the other hand, you can see that
large farmers or landlords, who made for only about 10% of the farmers, had about

38% of all cultivated land.

After theland ceiling wasimplemented in 1970s, notice the changesthat took place.
Thenumber of small farmerswhowere .....% increased/ decreasedto ..... %. Medium
farmers now were less in number and controlled .....% more/ less land than before.
Largelandownersdeclinedtolessthan ..... % but still owned about ..... % of land.

The situation was similar all over the
country. Keeping thisin mind, the central
government initiated asecond phase of land
reforms to set a limit to the size of
landhol dings and redistributing land to the
poor. Land CeilingActswere passed in most
statesfor thispurpose after 1972. TheLand
CeilingAct waspassed by thethen Andhra
Pradesh Legislative Assembly and
Legislative Council in September, 1972
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which came into implementation since
January, 1975.

The Act defined a family with 5
membersasaunit. A family of 5 members
can have amaximum of 10 to 27 acres of
irrigated land and 35to 54 acresof dryland.
If afarmer had moreland, it was declared
surplus land to be taken over by the
government. In Telangana and Andhra
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Pradesh together, about 8,00,000 acres
were declared surplus. Of this, 6,41,000
acres were taken over by the government
and it distributed about 5,82,000 acres to
about 5,40,000 families of landless and
poor peasants. Actudly, thiswasmuch less
than what was required and what was
possible. The Act could not be
implemented properly dueto machinations
of thelandlordsand also lack of sufficient
political determination on the part of the
government.

Several landlords gave false
declarations to the officers and did not
reveal the real size of their excess land.
Anticipating the Act, several landlords
transferred their landsin the namesof their
close relatives, friends, and even farm
servants. Therewere a so instanceswhere
fictitiousdivorcesweretakeninlaw courts
to show husband and wife as separate
families. In this way, even those farmers
who had surplus land as per the Act,
protected their lands and did not show any
surplus. Some of the surplusland that was
taken over by the government was not fit
for cultivation. If you look at Table 1, and
figuresfor 2005-06, you can seethat most
of the farmers (83%) are small and they
have nearly half of all cultivated land. On
the other hand you will seethat the number
of largelandlordsis 1%, and theland with
them is 6%. Thisis partly due to the fact

that most of the big landlords actually
divided their holdingsinto small sizesand
fraudulently distributed them among
relativesand servants. Thiswasmoreor less
the situation in most of the statesin India.

One of the states in which the Land
Ceiling Act was more efficiently
implemented was West Bengal. The West
Bengal government acted with great
determination and mobilized the landless
and small peasants to participate in the
implementation of the celling laws. As a
result, about 12,94,000 acres of land were
taken over by the government and
10,64,000 acres were distributed to about
26,51,000 families. This shows that
political will can makethese measuresvery
effective and really enable the poor to get
access to land resources.

e Why did the Land Ceiling Act
become necessary?

e Somepeoplethink that it should have
been implemented in 1950 while
othersfeel that such ameasurewould
have caused a lot of opposition.
Discussthetwo viewsintheclassand
decide which view you agree with.

e Compare the implementation of
Land CeilingAct in West Bengal and
in Telanganaand AndhraPradesh and
discuss how the Act could be
effectively implemented.

Keywords
1. Land Ceiling 2. Jagirdari System 3. Firman 4. Tenancy Act
5. Bhoodan movement 6. Sarf - e-khas 7. Land holding
8. Begar/ \tti 9. Compensation
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| mproveyour learning

1. Whenlawsarepassed inthe Assembly, thereismuch
discussion on it from different points of view. What
would have been the different pointsof view regarding
the Land Reform Act in 1950s? Which point of view E
would have been stronger? A5 2R 2

2. What would have been the points of view in 1970swhen the Land CeilingActswere
passed?

3. Doyou think the peasant women gained from these reformsin any way? Give your
reasons.

4. |svetti prevalent still inyour region?If it isthere, prepare areport?

5. Imaginethat you areatenant who got ownership over land when the Land ReformAct
was implemented. Write down your feelings.

6. Imaginethat you are alandlord at the time of the Land Reform Act. Describe your
feelingsand actions at that time.

7. Many peoplefed that theland reform actually harmed alarge number of tenants-at-
will. Do you agreewith thisview? Give reasons.

8. Though the governments madeeffective laws, why hastheland Ceiling Act not been
implemented effectively?

9. Locate Pochampally villagein Nalgondadistrict in Telanganamap.

10. Read thefirst paragraph under the heading ‘ Rural Poverty at thetime of Independence
and answer thefollowing: Have the conditionsimproved now?|nwhat way?

Proj ect:

Form groups of five students each. Discuss the experiences of elders of your area
about theland celling. Find out whether theissue happenedinthat village asmentioned
in the chapter. Prepare areport and submit in the class.
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