IS INDIA STILL SEMI-FEUDAL ?

H. SRIKANTH

Introduction

Even after four decades of independence, certain communist parties
and Marxist scholars in India® believe that the Indian State still
continues to be semi-feudal in character. Features such as predomi-
nance of agriculture in the national economy, backwardness of forces of
production, existence of tenancy, role of moneylenders and local
merchants and slow growth rates are usually cited to prove the exist-
ence of semi-feudalism in India. While much of their discourses on
semi-feudal character of the Indian State revolves around the mode of
production debate, in certain studies, predominance of religions and
castes in the social life is also highlighted to prove their version of
semi-feudalism in India. Though Marxist dialectical approach is against
all kinds of reductionisms, most of these interpretations claiming to be
Marxist, virtually reduce the study. of State to economy or ideological
superstructure. These studies usually overlook the fact that though
politics is an inseparable part of the social formation, it is a structure
in itself with its own trajectory and independent time scale. It is true
that the State as an institution of political structure is influenced by
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other structures. Yet its essential nature cannot be mechanically
reduced to economic development or to ideology. Seen in this sense,
it would be wrong to characterize any State as semi-feudal just by
citing the presence of pre-capitalist modes of production in the given
country. Uneven development is a characteristic feature of the era of
imperialism. At times this unevennes gets expressed even in the
development of particular structures in the sccial formation. As a
result a particular structure, say the State, can become capitalist, thodgh
other structures such as economy or culture have not yet become fully
capitalist in nature. It is not the extent of development of economy
per se but it is the character of the ruling classes which ultimately deter-
mine the nature of the State. It was precisely on this ground, Lenin
characterized the Russian State after the February Revolution 1917,
as a bourgeois State and gave a call for anti-capitalist socialist revolu-
tion, though he was fully aware of the fact that economically Russia
was then a backward capitalist country with strong remnants of pre-
capitalist modes of production.?

1}

It would be mechanical to presuppose that politics should always
be a passive reflection of economic base. Changes in economic structure
when mediated by human praxis, brings about transformation in social
and political structures. But at times, other structures, say politics,
may take the determining role within the social formation.® Its leading
role may take the form of a particular class or classes attaining political
power and replacing the old State with new state machinery. The new
ruling classes explore all possibilities for creating and expanding the
necessary conditions for promoting their interests. But how far they
succeed in achieving their goals depends on many factors such potentia-
lities of other competing classes, capabilities of the State elite and many
other internal and external conditions. Of all, the emergence of a
State of their own is a prior condition for implementing the necessary
social, cultural and economic policies conducive to the aggregate inter-
ests of the new ruling classes. To put it in concrete terms, emergence
of a proletarian State is a precondition for the development of perfect
socialist economy and socialist ideology. Similarly, higher stages in the
development of capitalism are inconceivable without the bourgeoisie
establishing their own State which would subsequently, over a period of
time, take up policies essential for capitalist transformation of the
society. Many-a-time inability to understand this dialectical relation-
ship between the State and society led to vulgar reductionist interpre-
tations,
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With this theoretical understanding, an attempt is made in this
paper to reflect on the following aspects related to the question of
semi-feudalism in India. (1) nature of social formation in India before
1947 : (2) limitations and potentialities of classes that have attained
power after the transformation of power ; (3) nature of economic
changes that the new State initiated in rural areas and (4) the overall
impact of governmental policies on the mode of thinking of the masses.
While attempting at a dialectical study of all these aspects, an attempt
is also made to analyse the role of different social forces and assess the
options and obstacles that various structures open up or retard the
implementation of policy changes initiated by the post-colonial State
in India.

Agrarian Relations During The Colonial Era

In one sense, the British rule was a turning point in the transfor-
mation of the agrarian system in India. By destroying the self-sufficient
village system, the British rule, as Marx would point out, initiated a
social revolution ever heard of in Asia. Though it is not correct to say
that private property was completely absent in pre-COIOnial India, it
should be admitted that it was the British which gave legal sanctity to
the private property. In India the Britishers were not interested in
bringing revolutionary changes in the rural areas. They only modified
the already existing landed systems to suit their own imperialist exploi-
tation. For that, they introduced zemindari system—permanent as
well as temporary —in certain areas and Byotwar: system in the rest of
British India. Whereas 19 per cent of the area under direct British rule
was under the permanent zemindari settlement, about 30 per cent of the
area was under temporary zemindari system. In the remaining 51 per
cent of the British India Ryotwarsi system was introduced.*

In Bengal, Bihar and certain parts of Orissa and North Madras,
the British Raj introduced zemindari system. Zemindars under the Raj
were not merely administrative representatives of the British Govern-
ment in charge of collection of revenue. According to the personal
law of proprietors, they had right to inherit, transfer or even partition
the estates under their control.® Subjected to certain conditions they
had right to fix the revenue, secure revenue and enjoy profits of new
cultivation. Since tbe zemindars were expected to pay fixed sums to the
British Government, they used to exploit the peasants without any
regard for the living conditions of the masses. In fact there were many
kinds of tenancy relations in zemindari areas. Generally - the tenants
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were expected to pay fixed rents. But in some places, as in Bengal and
other eastern parts, share-cropping was becoming a dominant form
of tenure.® Zemindars and Jotedars together exploited the peasants
and tenants by squeezing considerable parts of their share.

Thomas Munro first introduced the Ryotwari system in Madras
Presidency. Later it gradually spread to different areas. In the areas
under Ryotwars system, the peasants were directly responsible to the
State. The State which collected taxes was expected to look after the
needs of the peasants. However, in practice, the British Raj did very
little to improve the lot of the peasantry. But, for their own interests
they encouraged commercialization of agriculture, As a result. a class
of peasants producing goods such as tea, tobacco and cotton for export
market could emerge in different parts of the country. Almost up to
the 1940s the Government paid very little attention to the food crops.
Except establishing the Departments of Agriculture and various other
research institutes at different levels and periodically making many
‘recommendations for improving the fate of agriculture in India, the
Government did very little in practice to improve the fate of the rural
masses.” Due to lack of institutional support, indebtedness of small
peasants increased. Moneylenders, local merchants and big landlords
began to dominate the village communities. As a result of commodifi-
cation, a class of landowners with extensive interest in trading and ‘
transport activities emerged. They normally took up self-cultivation
by employing the wage-labourers.® Even where tenancy existed,
the nature of tenancy was undergoing a significant change with the
trend showing a marked shift towards share-cropping.®

The study of agrarian relations in colonial India would be
incomplete without making a few observations on the state of agrarian
relations in the Princely States, then surviving under British protection.
The social relations in the Princely States which enjoyed considerable
autonomy in internal matters, remained basically feudal in content.
In many of these States there were big Jagirdrrs who used to control
fifty to hundred villages. System of Veth and Begar (forced labour)
prevailed in almost all Princely States. In some of the Rajputana
States, there were many slave communities whose members could be
bought and sold like any other commodities. In addition to personal
labour to the immediate lords, the serfs were supposed to supply their
bullock carts, fodder and milk—all free of cost. The peasants were
subjected to severe exploitation. Almost 50 per cent of the produce
was recovered by the feudal lords or the State as rent. In addition to



18 INDIA STILL SEMI-FEUDAL { 5

land tax, the peasants were expected to pay a number of other taxes.
TIn view of such intense exploitation the peasants were not in a position
to produce anything for profit.*©

This brief survey shows that the agrarian relations during the
colonial era did not show any marked uniformity. Whereas different
kinds of tenancy existed in zemindari areas, in the places under ryotwars
system, self-cultivation with wage-labourers started and share-cropping
was becoming the dominant form of tenancy. Social relations in the
Princely States, however, remained predominantly feudal. The post-
colonial Indian State had to deal with such diversified forms of agrarian
relations in order to bring the desired changes in economy.

Post-colonial State and Transformation of Rural Economy

From the moment the Indian national bourgeoisie attained politi-
cal power, the old semi-feudal and semi-colonial Indian State started
undergoing a gradual transformation to give birth to a ‘modern nation-
State. The new State has nothing in common with autocratic Princely
States that survived up to 1947 under the British paramountcy. So
also the post-colonial Indian State is very different from warlord-bure-
aucratic state of pre-revolutionary China. In fact the abolition of
zemindari system, the integration of Princely States, the introduction
of a liberal constitution and administrative refoms initiated in different
branches of the state apparatus—all these measures virtually put an end
to feudal political power in India. But the Indian bourgeoisie were
conscious of the fact that their political power would continue to be
feeble if the newly formed State failed to extend their power-base in
village areas. To meet that goal it was necessary for the State to
infroduce certain changes in rural economy.

At the time of independence, the national bourgeoisie were forced
to respond to the demands of the agricultural workers and tenants for
radical transformation of the unequal rural economic structure. The
Telangana (in A.P) and Tebhagha (in Bengal) revolts were clear indica-
tors of popular protests against feudal system. The bourgeoisie under-
stood that if they totally ignored the necessity of initiating reforms,
they themselves would be thrown out of power. However, the bour-
geoisie knew that they could not implement radical reforms in view of
the truce they made then with the landed aristocrats. Since some of
the leading political personalities in the nationalist movement them-
selves had rural elite background, the Indian National Congress never
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preached any open confrontation with landed vested interests. As
such, there was lack of political will among the policy makers to resort
to any radical steps such as confiscation of land from all landlords and
distribution of the same to the tenants and agricultural labourers.
Thus, on the eve of independence, the Indian State was confronted
with two contradictory pulls—one for total transformation of the rural
economy, and the other, for almost total compromise with landed
interests. In such a situation there was the necessity of devising an
agricultural policy which would satisfy partial social necessities and
at the same time protect the interests of the landlords. Over and
above these competing interests, the State had the responsibility of
augmenting agricultural productivity so that it would become self-
reliant in food. production. Keeping these ob1ect1ves in mind the
Government initiated many reforms in rural economy.

Along with the integration of Princely States which dispossessed
the feudal lords of their hold over land, enactment of zemindari
abolition and tenancy reforms Acts immediately after independence
strengthened the foundations necessary for the development of capi- -
talism in Indian agriculture. On the one hand, it could make lakhs
of well-to-do tenants the actual owners of the land, and on the other,
by dispossessing the absentee landowners of their monopoly over land
but at the same time by adequately compensating them in return for
the land taken over dy the Government, the alternative was created
for them to switch over to capitalist farming. Lakhs of small
tenants thrown out by the landowners to evade tenancy acts joined
the rural proletariat, Thus, the very first phase of land reforms
created conditions for the development of the capitalist landowners
and rural proletariat—the two classes essential for capitalist
agriculture.

Though development of capitalism in Indian agriculture is eco-
nomically ‘in the interests of the bourgeoisie, polarization that such
process of development initiated is politically dangerous to the system.
So increasing proletarianization of tenants and small peasants needed to
be checked at some level. Hence, the Indian State introduced land
ceiling policy with a promise to distribute the excess land to the rural
poor. Necessary laws were introduced in almost all States to fix limits
to the possession of land. However, except in States like West Bengal,
Kerala and Karnataka, the Government failed to implement the land
ceiling acts vigorously. Either by taking advantase of the loopholes in
the laws or by collaborating with the bureaucracy, many big landowners
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could escape land ceilings. Even then, there was some progress
in rationalization of land holdings, in the sense that, despite the
so-called benami transfers, the era of landed aristocrats who used to own
hundreds and sometimes even thousands of acres of land almost came
to an end. Some landless labourers and tenants-at-will indeed got
benefited by the land redistribution policy. According to recent esti-
mates, nearly two million acres of land were distributed among the
landless. Though there is a considerable gap between the land
declared as surplus and the land actually taken over by the Government,11
this act of redistribution of land could partially check proletariani-
zation.

Green Revolution

Beyond this level, the Indian State cannot go far in the direction
of structural changes. In fact, no bourgeoisie in this era of imperialism
can implement the agrarian reforms such as land to the tillers or
equitable distribution of land. Yet the State cannot ignore the
necessity of positively responding to the food:problem. In view of its
inability to bring any structural changes beyond a certain level, the
Indian State started depending on technological transformation in
agriculture. Over the years the Government of India invested subs-
tantially in irrigation projects. Allocation for various irrigation
projects increased from Rs 456 crores in the First Five Year plan to
Rs 10,258 crores in the Sixth plan. Similarly, enough attention is
given to provide electricity to rural areas. In 1947, only 1500 villages
had electricity supply. But by 1983, more than 3 lakh villages, i. e.
about 58 per cent of villages in India are electrified.’? In the States
like Punjab, Haryana, Tamilnadu and Kerala almost all villages are
electrified. Likewise the Government invested substantially to establish
fertilizer factories within the country. At present 66 per cent of fer-
tilizer demand is met by domestic production. In addition many
- research institutes and laboratories were set up in different parts of the
country to carry on research for augmenting agricultural production.

In one sense, all these changes gained momentum in the mid-
sixties. As a response to the grim food crisis that adversely affected
the Indian economy, the Government of India came out with the
strategy of Green Revolution in November 1965. By the end of 1965.
the new strategy was put into practice in 114 villages specially chosen
for experimenting Intensive Agriculture Areas Programme (IAAP).






