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In the memory of my father






““Assemble simple and quiet farmers from every corner of the world,
and they will all readily agree that they should be permitted to sell
the surplus of their grain to their neighbours, and that the law to
the contrary is inhuman and absurd; that the currency representing
produce should no more be debased than the fruits of the earth;
that the father of a family should be the master at home; that reli-
gion should bring men together in order to unite them, and not to
make them into fanatics and persecutors; that those who work
should not deprive themselves of the fruit of their labours to endow
superstition and idleness. In an hour they would make thirty laws
of this kind, all useful to mankind.

““But let Tamerlane arrive in India to subjugate it, and then you
will see only arbitrary laws. One will oppress a province to enrich
one of Tamerlane’s tax-collectors; another will make it a crime of
I¢se-majesté to have spoken ill of the mistress of the first valet of
a rajah; a third will lay hands on half the farmer’s crop, and dispute
his right to the rest; and finally there will be laws by which a Tar-
tar beadle will come to seize your children in the cradle, make the
most robust one into a soldier, and the weakest a eunuch, and
will leave the father and mother without resource and consolation.”

Voltaire: Philosophical Dictionary






Preface

Thatched Huts and Stucco Palaces: Peasants and Landlords in
19th-century Nepal is the first volume of a projected two-volume
study of Nepal’s economic history during the nineteenth century.
As the title indicates, it limits itself to a study of agrarian relations.
The second volume will deal with finance and trade.

This study has been undertaken in the belief that ‘‘history con-
sists essentially in seeing the past through the eyes of the present
and in the light of its problems,”” and that ‘‘the main work of the
historian is not to record, but to evaluate.””! It marks a departure
from the general tradition of Nepali historiography, in which grea-
ter emphasis has been laid on the auxiliary sciences of history—
archaeology, epigraphy, numismatics—than on history itself as “a
dialogue between past and present, not between dead past and liv-
ing present, but between living present and a past which the his-
torian makes live again by establishing its continuity with the
present.””?

Inasmuch as economic development is the leading national slogan
in Nepal today, this study represents an attempt to explore some
of the historical and institutional constraints facing such develop-
ment. In other words, it seeks to answer the question: Why is
Nepal poor?

Poverty is, of course, a complex socio-economic phenomenon
for which no monocausal explanation can be adequate. Neverthe-
less, no social scientist would deny that the elimination of poverty
requires an all-round increase of productivity in the economic
field. ““Productivity—or output per man-hour—depends largely,
though by no means entirely, on the degree to which capital is em-
ployed in production,” and “‘is a function, in technical terms, of
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the capital intensity of production.”® It follows that poverty is en-
demic in any agrarian society where the peasant, as the actual cul-
tivator of land, the most important economic resource, is compel-
led to share the major portion of his produce with parasitic groups
who have no role in production, and whose income from the land
is not available for use as capital in increasing agricultural produc-
tivity.

The present volume, therefore, concentrates on relations between
the state and rent-receivers on the one hand and the peasant on
the other during the nineteenth century in order to identify those
parasitic groups and the form and nature of their share in agricul-
_tural production. It starts with a general description of land and
agriculture in nineteenth-century Nepal (Chapter 1), followed by
an account of its government and politics, particularly after the
commencement of Rana rule in 1846 (Chapter 2). It describes how
agricultural lands were alienated on a tax-free basis by the state to
individuals comprising the aristocracy and the bureaucracy (Chap-
ter 3), and how these categories of the landowning elite collected
payments both in money and in kind from the peasantry (Chapter
4). The book then discusses village elite groups that were created
in order to collect rents and taxes on behalf of the landowning elite
and the government (Chapter 5). This is followed by a description
of the labour-tax obligations of the peasantry (Chapter 6). From
these manifestations of the political domination of the peasant,
the book proceeds to a broad description of the local agrarian
community, in which an attempt has been made to analyze the
nature and origin of property in land (Chapter 7). The economic
domination of the peasant by the village moneylender forms the
subject-matter of Chapter 8, and the agricultural development poli-
cies of the government, of Chapter 9. In the concluding chapter,
an attempt has been made to analyze broadly the impact of the
complex of legal, economic and social relations between landlord
and peasant in nineteenth-century Nepal on the agricultural eco-
nomy as a whole.

The book is an outgrowth of the research undertaken by the
author while writing Land Tenure and Taxation in Nepal (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1963-68, 4 vols.), 4 Study in Nepali
Economic History, 1768-1846 (New Delhi: Manjusri Publishing
House, 1972), and Landown:rship in Nepal (Berkeley, Los Ange-
les, and London: University of California Press, 1976). It repre-
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sents an attempt to probe into some aspects of the economic reali-
ties that lay behind the institutional structure of agrarian relations
as described in those studies. It thus marks one more step forward
toward understanding in total perspective the agrarian scene
of nineteenth-century Nepal. In the process, several key themes
pertaining to the agrarian system have had to be reiterated and
coordinated in a wider perspective. Hence their discussion in this
study should by no means be considered a rehash of those earlier
studies.

The study is essentially empirical in nature. It purposely seeks to
avoid reference to ideal conceptual systems such as patrimonialism
and bureaucracy, or feudalism and capitalism, in the belief that a
conceptual analysis of society is no substitute for socio-economic
research.® The need to avoid reference to ‘‘comprehensive and
encyclopaedic social theories™ is particularly important in a little-
known society such as that of Nepal, situated in a part of the world
where socio-economic processes have often been blanketed under
such striking but incomprehensible terms as ‘‘Asiatic mode of pro-
duction” and ‘““Oriental despotism.” Such simple models are clear-
ly insufficient if justice is to be done to the very complex socio-
economic forms of historical reality.

The author, of course, has no iliusions that the book does any
such justice; indeed, it presents only a very shadowy picture of the
historical reality of nineteenth-century Nepal. The defect is inherent
in the compartmental approach to the study of history. Economic
history seeks to portray only one aspect of the life of our ances-
tors, albeit an important aspect. A proper understanding of the
economic life of a nation during any particular period in its history
necessitates an understanding of its political history, the history of
its social institutions, including, in a country such as Nepal, of
caste and communal organization, religious and cultural ideas and
ideologies, literature, and so on. Nor can the choice of period be
based on historical reality, inasmuch as history essentially repre-
sents a continuum. There is no alternative, nevertheless, to the
compartmental approach, for human effort has a finite quality that
belies a total perspective. The study will have served its purpose if
the relevance of the questions it raises, the quality of the evidence
it presents, and the methodology it follows make a contribution,
howsoever humble, toward preparing the groundwork on which
future research in this and allied fields may hopefully be based.
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Any shortcomings in this study may then be balanced by the in-
sights and illuminations that it may provide to other scholars in
approaching the subject from wider or different perspectives.

The author hopes that those scholars and practical men who may
read this book will value it more for the questions it stimulates
than for the answers it postulates. He has framed a question the
answer to which, in his view, necessitates an approach to history
that has so far eluded Nepali historiography. He has thereby sought
to arrive at a meaningful interpretation of nineteenth-century
Nepali history that establishes its connection with the Nepal of
today. The author is aware that the same evidence that he has pre-
sented may be interpreted in widely different ways to arrive at con-
clusions which may be equally, if not more, valid. He can, there-
fore, only conclude:

In the wide ocean upon which we venture, the possible ways and
directions are many; and the same studies which have served for
this work might easily in other hands not only receive a wholly
different treatment and application, but lead also to essentially
different conclusions. Such indeed is the importance of the sub-
ject that it still calls for fresh investigation, and may be studied
with advantage from the most varied points of view. Meanwhile
we are content if a patient hearing is granted us, and if this book
be taken and judged as a whole.?

MAHESH C. REGMI

NOTES

1E.H. Carr, What Is History, Middlesex, Penguin Books, 1975, p. 21.

’E.H. Carr, The New Society, London, 1951, cited in John Madge, The Tools
of Social Science, Longmans, 1965, p. 110.

3Ragnar Nurkse, Problems of Capital Formation in Under-Developed Coun-
tries, Oxford, 1974, p. 9.

4Madge, op. cit., pp. 69-70.

53, Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, trans. by S.G.C.
Middlemore, Phaidon Press ed., 1944, p. 1, cited in John B. Morrall, The
Medieval Imprint, Middlesex, Penguin Books, 1967, p. 8.
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Land and Agriculture in Nineteenth-Century
Nepal

This study seeks to discuss the structure of the agrarian society of
the Kingdom of Nepal during the nineteenth century, the peasant's
role in that society, and the conditions under which he was able to
obtain land for cultivation. Economic development, in the modern
sense, requires the investment of capital, which must be accumula-
ted mainly through savings. In countries such as Nepal where the
agricultural sector has always been large, relative to the total
economy, agriculture must be a major source of such savings.
The study will, therefore, examine to what extent the agrarian
structure of nineteenth-century Nepal was conducive to the growth
of savings and to their productive investment. In particular, it will
make an attempt to identify the institutional mechanism through
which the economic surplus generated by the Nepali peasant was
extracted from him.

During the nineteenth century, Nepal was largely a peassnt
society. Agriculture was the predominant economic activity, both
in terms of total national product and the working population. The
typical unit of agricultural production was the peasant household,
producing both for its own consumption and for sustaining the
state, landowners, and other privileged groups in the society. Th:
predominance of agriculture based on the peasant household
imparted a basic unity to the economy of nineteenth-century Nepal,
which makes possible a number of generalizations about correla-
tion between the structure of agrarian institutions and the level of
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economic development. This unity was accentuated by the basic
uniformity of tenurial forms, particularly after political unification
was achieved during the latter part of the eighteenth century. This
did not, however, mean that the structure of the agrarian society
was uniform throughout the country. On the contrary, it presented
a motley pattern in almost all important respects. The main
reasons for this diversity were geographical and historical.

The Geographic Background!

Nepal is a land of unmatched diversity of climate and topogra-
phy. It encompasses almost all the climatic zones of the world, and
ranges in altitude from the world’s highest point at the peak of Mt.
Everest (Sagarmatha) in the north to only a hundred feet above
sea level in the south. It is not surprising, therefore, that agrarian
conditions should present a diversity out of all proportion to the
total surface area of 141,000 sq. km.

One-sixth of this area is situated in the Tarai, a narrow tract
of level, alluvial terrain comprising the Ganges plain. Situated
between the Indian frontier in the south and the Siwalik hills in
the north, the Tarai is about 100 m. above sea level and is only
about 45 km. in width. Between the Siwalik hills and the Maha-
bharat range in the north is situated the inner Tarai, with a topo-
graphy similar to that of the Tarai, but with somewhat gravelly
soils. This region comprises approXximately one-tenth of the surface
area of the Kingdom.

Between the Mahabharat range and the main Himalaya moun-
tains are situated the midlands, a complex of hills and valleys 60
to 100 km. in breadth and covering much of the length of the
country, at elevations ranging from 600 to 2,000 m. above sea level.
Kathmandu Valley, comprising an area of about 600 sq. km.,
is located in the center of this region. It accommodates the capital
city of Kathmandu. The main Himalayan range, situated some 80
km. north of the Mahabharat range, is largely an arctic waste. It
contains at least 250 peaks of more than 6,000 m. in altitude along
a distance of about 800 km. No vegetation is possible in most of
the Himalayan region, the landscape is wild and desolate, and no
human habitation is possible in the upper reaches. In western and

central Nepal, some areas of the Kingdom are situated north of
the main Himalayan range.
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The Historical Background

These diversities of climate and topography are compounded by
differences in the historical background. A meaningful interpre-
tation of Nepal’s agrarian history is, therefore, not possible without
an understanding of the political divisions that existed during the
period before its unification in the latter part of the eighteenth
century. The territories now comprising the Kingdom of Nepal
were then under the control of at least 60 petty principalities.
Kathmandu Valley had been divided into three principalities—
Kathmandu, Bhadgaun, and Lalitpur—at least since the middle of
the fifteenth century. To the east were situated the Kingdoms of
Chaudandi and Vijayapur, which controlled the hill regions south
of Tibet, and, in addition, the modern Tarai districts of Jhapa,
Morang, Saptari, Siraha, Mahottari, Dhanusha and Sarlahi. The
Kingdom of Makwanpur, situated south of Kathmandu Valley,
comprised the Tarai districts of Bara, Parsa, and Rautahat, parts
of Chitaun in the inner Tarai, and some territories in the adjoining
hills.

Political divisions in the regions situated west of Kathmandu
Valley are more important from the viewpoint of land and agricul-
ture during the nineteenth century. These regions were then under
the control of a number of principalities belonging to two major
groups: Chaubisi and Baisi. Chaubisi was the term used to denote
a group of 24 principalities situated west of the Trishuli river. This
region roughly encompasses 17 of the modern administrative
districts of Nepal: Dhading, Nuwakot, Tanahu, Lamjung, Syangja,
Kaski, Parbat, Gulmi, Argha-Khanchi, Palpa, Myagdi, Baglung,
Rukum, Rolpa, Salyan and Pyuthan, as well as the district of
Gorkha, the last independent principality founded in the western
hill region, which was never considered a constituent of the Chau-
bisi group. During the latter part of the eighteenth century, Gorkha
laid the foundation of the modern Kingdom of Nepal through
territorial expansion in the east, west and south. Agrarian systeimns
and institutions prevalent in Gorkha and the Chaubisi region were
then gradually extended to Kathmandu Valley and the adjoining
areas of the eastern hill region. In the present study, we shall use the
term central hill region to denote all these areas. This region was
situated between the Bheri river in the west and the Dudhkoshi

river in the east.
Farther west, in the region situated roughly between the Bheri
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and Mabhakali rivers, there were 22 principalities, collectively known
as Baisi, which had once formed constituent units of the Kingdom
of Jumla. Fifteen of Nepal’s modern districts comprised the Baisi
region: Dailekh, Jajarkot, Kalikot, Jumla, Bajhang, Bajura, Doti,
Achham, Darchula, Baitadi, Dandeldhura, Mustang, Dolpa, Mugu
and Humla. During the early nineteenth century, the Baisi region
comprised only three administrative divisions: Jumla, Doti and
Dullu-Dailekh, and three feudatory principalities: Bajhang, Bajura,
and Jajarkot.

The political history of the modern Kingdom of Nepal starts
during the 1760s, when Gorkha, under the leadership of King
Prithvi Narayan Shah,conquered the three Kingdoms of Kathmandu
Valley and the Kingdoms of Makwanpur, Chaudandi, and Vijaya-
pur. The capital of the new Kingdom was shifted from Gorkha to
Kathmandu in 1768. During the subsequent two decades, Kath-
mandu extended its military conquestst oward the east and the west,
thereby ending the existence of the petty principalities mentioned
above, either through outright conquest or through conversion to
feudatory status. The process of military expansion culminated in
the acquisition of territories along a distance of approximately
1,300 miles from the Tista river in the east to the Sutlej river in
the west by the first decade of the nineteenth century. A large
part of this territory was, however, surrendered to the East India
Company as a result of war during 1814-16. Some of these terri-
tories were subsequently restored to Nepal, first in December, 1816
and then in November, 1860. The Kingdom acquired its present
frontiers in the south as a result of these territorial adjustments,
while the northern frontier had been more or less stabilized after
the Nepal-China war of 1791-92,

Agricultural Regions

The political division of the hill regions west of Kathmandu
Valley into the Chaubisi and Baisi regions before their incorporation
into the Kingdom of Gorkha may have had its basis on geographi-
cal and economic factors. It is certainly no fortuitous coincidence
that the Chaubisi region, together with Kathmandu Valley, was
conterminous with what is now described as the central hill-farming
region, the second most important agricultural region of Nepal.
This region comprises broad, well-watered mountain valleys with
deep, rich soils and carefully-terraced hillsides. Most areas in this
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region are situated at altitudes of 600 to 2,000 m. and are ideally
suited for the cultivation of rice. In contrast, the Baisi region, com-
prising the far-western hill-farming region extending from Pyuthan
to Dandeldhura, presents, on the whole, a composite landscape of
an elevated plateau at altitudes generally exceeding 2,000 m. Be-
cause of exessively steep slopes, unsuitable soils, bad drainage, high
clevation, low rainfall and other factors, large areas in the far-
western hills either cannot be cultivated or support only margi-
nally productive cultivation. The major crops of this region are
maize, rice, millet and wheat, in that order. Rice and wheat, in par-
ticular, can be cultivated only in the southern sections of the river
valleys, comprising less than one-quarter of the total cultivated area.

The Tarai region is, of course, of greater importance in the eco-
nomy of Nepal. Francis Hamilton, a member of the first British
mission to Nepal in 1802-3, has recorded that during the early nine-
teenth century, the Tarai region had extensive tracts of forests con-
taining valuable timber, as well as ‘““much poor high land overgrown
with trees and bushes of little value” and ‘‘a very large propor-
tion of rich land.””? Hamilton also noted that the rulers of the princi-
palities which controlled the Tarai region before it was conquered
by Gorkha ‘‘were so much afraid of their neighbours, that they did
not promote the cultivation of this low land.” The Gorkhalis, how-
ever, ‘“‘being more confident, have cleared much of the country,
although still a great deal remains to be done.”” Large quantities of
grain were exported to India from the Tarai region, and, he goes
on to say, ‘“were property somewhat more secure, this territory is
capable of yielding considerable resources.”® The eastern Tarai, in
particular, comprising the districts of Parsa, Bara, Rautahat,
Mahottari, Saptari and Morang, has been described as the out-
standing agricultural region of Nepal. It is a hot and humid area,
with an annual rainfall of more than 80 in. and rich alluvial
soils, which permit the cultivation of two or three crops per year.
Its high revenue-yielding potential was one reason for its incorpo-
ration into the Kingdom of Gorkha during the mid-1770s.

The far-western Tarai region, comprising the ‘‘Naya Muluk” ter-
ritories of Banke, Bardiya, Kailali and Kanchanpur which Nepal
had lost to the East India Company in 1816, but regained in 1860,
is a poorer agricultural area. Rainfall averages 40 in. per year and
agricultural yields are consequently much lower than in the eastern
Tarai. During the nineteenth century, this region had vast tracts of
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forest lands, whereas cultivated tracts were few and dispersed.
Although the inner Tarai region also possessed considerable
development potential, it appears to have remained practically a
desert during the nineteenth century. The malarial climate was one
constraint on its development. According to Hamilton: ““The chief
reason of the desert state of this part of the country, seems to be
its extreme unhealthiness, and this again, in a great measure, in all
probability, depends on the want of cultivation.”* During the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, the valleys of the inner Tarai re-
gion were left undeveloped also for considerations of national secu-
rity.® As Oldfield, British Residency surgeon during the 1850s, noted:

In Nipal the dhuns (i.e., the valleys of the inner Tarai region)
have been mostly allowed to fall into a state of jungle, and are
consequently clothed with forests in sal and cotton trees, and are
inhabited only by wild beasts. The Nipalese are averse to the
‘clearing’ of these forests, as they look upon the malarious jungle
at the foot of their hills as the safest and surest barrier against

the advance of any army of invasion from the plains of Hindus-
tan.®

It was in accordance with the policy of developing the inner
Tarai region as a barrier against external aggression that the
government of Nepal, after its defeat in the 1814-16 war with the
East India Company government in India, adopted the policy of
discouraging settlement in the central inner Tarai.” The policy con-
tinued to be followed with the objective of isolating Kathmandu
Valley even when the development of friendly relations with the
British had alleviated fears of aggression from the south.?

The diversity of climate and topography, compounded by the
accidents of history, have inevitably fostered a diversity of agrarian
systems and institutions, as well as of economic activity, and hence
disparities in the stages of economic development in different parts
of the country. These disparities have never been adequately stu-
died, but it may be sufficient in the present context to record that
while agriculture was important almost everywhere, in large areas
of the Tarai manufacturing and commercial activity appears to
have been conducted on a scale that reminds one of the European
accounts of India during the early sixteenth century. Indced, the
Taral region, thanks to its proximity to northern India, contained
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the most developed market economy in the country. The hill region,
particularly in the west, produced large quantities of copper,iron and
other metals of high quality. At the same time, many areas in the
hill region comprised a primitive, tribal social and economic order,
while in the northern Himalayan zones, nomadic groups combined
trade with animal husbandry and seasonal cultivation. On the other
hand, the principalities of Kathmandu Valley, which was situated
on the traditional trade route between India and Tibet, presented
a cross between the warring city-states of ancient Greece and the
trading towns of southern Europe in the later middle ages.

A Cereal-Farming Economy

As mentioned previously, the objective of the present study is to
identify the institutional mechanism through which the economic
surplus generated by the Nepali peasant during the nineteenth cen-
tury was extracted from him. The nature of that mechanism was
different for different categories of agricultural production. The
Nepali peasant during the nineteenth century produced not only
such staple food crops as rice, wheat, maize and millet, but also a
number of commercial crops, including cotton and cardamom in the
hill region, and indigo, opium, sugarcane and tobacco in the Tarai.
The government followed different fiscal policies for food and com-
mercial crops. Taxation constituted the chief method whereby eco-
nomic surpluses were extracted from peasants who produced food
crops. In the case of commercial crops, on the other hand, that ob-
jective was attained through a system of state trading and mono-
polies. The present study will confine itself to the taxation policies
followed towards the food-producing peasant. Policies followed to-
wards peasants who produced commercial crops will hopefully form
the subject-matter of another volume. This should not, of course,
give rise to the impression that Nepali agrarian society during the
nineteenth century consisted of two separate classes of peasants,
onc producing food crops, and the other commercial crops.

Rice-Lands and Homesteads

It is necessary at this stage to describe the categories of agricul-
tural lands that were used for the production of the staple food
crops—rice, wheat, maize and millet—in the central hill region and
the § Tarai. These categories are rice-lands and unirrigated lands,
including highlands and hillside lands, which usually formed a part
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of the peasant’s homesite. Rice was the main crop in both the cent-
ral hill region and the Tarai. Hamilton has estimated that ‘“‘on the
whole one-half of the cultivation among the mountains may be
said to consist in transplanted rice.”’® The importance of rice in the
agricultural economy is apparent from the fact that agricultural
lands were classified on the basis of their suitability for rice pro-
duction. The term khet in the central hill region, and dhanahar in
the Tarai, denoted lands which were suitable for the cultivation of
rice. Pakho or bhith, on the other hand, denoted unirrigated lands
which were suitable for use as homesites, and for the cultivation of
maize, millet and other dry crops which do not require flooding of
fields.?

Rice grows only on lands which can retain rainwater, or can be
irrigated through channels cut from streams or springs. Rice lands
arc, therefore, situated on the banks of streams and rivers, as well
as on hill-sides which can be terraced and irrigated through artificial
means. Such lands are, ordinarily, more productive than the unirri-
gated lands contained in homesteads. The regular availability of
irrigation facilities permits the cultivation of more than one crop
from the same field each year, and, moreover, minimizes risks of
crop failure because of drought. Rice lands are, therefore, of consi-
derable importance in the economy of the peasant household.

Homestead lands, on the other hand, are usually situated on hill-
sides. The unirrigated lands contained in homesteads yielded coarse
grains such as millet and buckwheat, which probably constituted
the staple diet of the peasantry. As Kirkpatrick, the first English-
man to visit Nepal in 1793, has recorded, ‘“these articles are chiefly
consumed by the husbandmen themselves and others among the
lower classes of people.”! The introduction of maize during the
early eighteenth century greatly increased the importance of unirri-
gated lands in the rural economy.!? Such lands then began to yield
at least two crops a year: maize during April-July and millet during
August-December. The volume of food production increased along
with improved peasant productivity. If the experience of other parts
of the world is any guide, it is fairly certain that the population of
Nepal witnessed a significant increase during and after the mid-
eighteenth century as a result of this development.!?

There existed differences also in the systems followed for the as-
sessment of taxes on rice lands and homesteads. As a rule, taxes on
rice lands were assessed on each unit of area, usually the muri
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in the hills, and the ropani in Kathmandu Valley, whereas on home-
steads taxes were assessed on the roof, as well as on lands com-
prising the homestead, on the basis of a rough estimation of the
number of ox-teams required to cultivate it. This difference in the
tax-assessment systems followed for rice lands and homesteads had
a direct impact on revenue. Bzcause the rice-land tax was based on
the area, the same area of land yielded the same revenue from year
to year, irrespective of the sizz of the village population. In con-
tradistinction, homestead tax revenue increased even if the area
occupied by homesteads remained unchanged when existing heme-
steads were split as a consequence of partition or subdivision. Also,
homesteads were often depopulated because of death, emigra-
tion, or other reasons. The amount of homestead-tax revenue, con-
sequently, changed from year to year.

The distinction between rice lands and other categories of agri-
cultural lands was meaningful from the viewpoint of land tenure and
taxation to a greater extent in the hill region than in the Tarai. This
is so mainly because of topographical conditions and the settle-
ment patterns. In the hill region, homesteads are usually of the dis-
persed type. A part of the homestead is used for residential pur-
poses; the remaining area is used to grow dry crops. A homestead is
thus not only a residential unit but also a unit of agricultural pro-
duction and, consequently, of tax assessment. In the Tarai region,
where topographical diversities are not so marked as in the hill
regions, homestead lands were not regarded as a separate category
for purposes of taxation. The settlements are of the compact type'
and peasants’ dwellings usually occupy sites which contain little
space beyond what may be needed for accommodating cattle or
for use as kitchen gardens. Consequently, ‘‘the tenantry pay no
ground rent for their houses.”!?

The Cropping Pattern

From the viewpoint of climate and topography, large areas of
agricultural lands in both the central hill region and the Tarai are
capable of yielding more than one crop a year. During the nine-
teenth century, however, multi-cropping appears to have been sel-
dom practised, mainly because of the depredations of stray cattle
and wild animals and the scarcity of irrigation facilities.

Agricultural holdings usually consisted of small and dispersed
fragments. The erection and maintenance of fences required capi-
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tal investment on a scale which peasants could seldom afford.
Consequently, crops remained exposed to the depredations of
cattle. The observations made by Hamilton on the Indian territories
adjoining Morang district in the eastern Tarai region during 1809-
10 may be regarded as more or less applicable to the Nepali side of
the border as well.'®

In most places there is no sort of attempt to close anything but
the yard which surrounds the hut. ... In many parts kitchen
gardens are quite defenceless, or are guarded merely by a few dry
bushes . . .. The want of fences is a great evil, and the cattle
commit uncommon depredations . . . . The people who tend the
cattle seem to be sent rather with a view to prevent them from
straying, then to keep them from destroying the crops, at least I
saw many instances of a most culpable neglect. I have here very
seldom observed cattle tethered, which in an open country is a
very useful practice. '

Nor were stray domestic cattle the only menace to crops. The
depredations of wild animals, particularly elephants, was another
reason why multi-cropping was rarely practised in the Tarai region.
Again according to Hamilton:?

In the dry season the elephants return to the lower ranges of hills;
but in the rainy season they abandon these forests, and are then
very destructive to the crops, which, indeed, prevents natives
from being so attentive to the cultivation of rice as they other-
wise would be, so that, although the country is best adapted for
the culture of this grain, the farmers content themselves chiefly
with winter crops of wheat, barley, and mustard.

In the hill region, cattle were let loose in the fields during winter
to graze on the stubble after the rice-crop was harvested, thereby
hindering the cultivation of wheat, barley and other winter crops.
Hamilton noted that although rice lands in that region could
also grow a winter crop, ‘‘in most places this is most judiciously
omitted.”!® The practice may have been described as judicious
because the droppings of cattle operated as fertilizer, thereby
augmenting the yield of the rice crop during the monsoon season,
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Irrigation

There were, of course, other reasons also for the peasant’s re-
luctance to cultivate winter crops. Oldfield has recorded that only
one crop in the year was grown in Nuwakot, because of ‘‘the excess
of moisture in the byasis (i.e., river valleys) and the total want of
artificial irrigation in the tars” (i.e., highlands).”’'? Indeed, there is
little evidence to show that irrigation facilities were much develop-

ed in any part of the country. According to another contemporary
British account:*

Although the country is everywhere interspersed with streams,
which might be made available for the purpose of irrigation,
and the people are perfectly well aware of their great value in
this respect, yet from not possessing the means of conducting
the water to the high grounds, a large portion is entirely wasted
and land which might otherwise afford a profitable return to the
cultivator remains unutilized.

It may be correct, therefore, to presume that irrigation facilities
remained undeveloped because of the peasant’s inability or unwil-
lingness to finance irrigation schemes. Construction of new irriga-
tion channels was usually a costly enterprise. Moreover, such
channels often passed through the fields of several peasants, and
this gave rise to disputes and litigation.?! Their construction requir-
ed cooperative effort which only rich and influential farmers were
capable of organizing.

A system of state-operated irrigation canals existed in several
districts of the western hill region, including Kaski, Nuwakot,
Palpa,” and Syangja,?® during the nineteenth century. These
canals were maintained and repaired through the compulsory labour
of the peasants whose rice fields they irrigated.?* The government
appointed superintendents to supervise such maintenance and re-
pair operations and arrange for the equitable and maximum
utilization of the available irrigation facilities.?* No information is
available regarding the area of rice lands irrigated by these state
irrigation canals. It appears likely, however, that the area was not
large. In the Pokhara area, for instance, where there were at least
four such irrigation canals, Oldfield noted that ““a large part of the
valley is under little or no cultivation.”*®
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Agriculture in Kathmandu Valley

A state-operated irrigation system had long existed in several
areas of Kathmandu Valley also.?” Moreover, there existed cus-
tomary arrangements for the protection of crops from stray cattle.
Functionaries were appointed in each village to prevent such cattle
from destroying crops. These functionaries were held personally
liable if crops were destroyed by stray cattle, or if paddy was
stolen from the threshing ground.*® Thanks to these facilities, as
well as a favourable climate and rich soils, agriculture appears to
have been much better developed in Kathmandu Valley than in
most other parts of the country. Contemporary European observers
have given accounts of the developed state of agriculture in this
region. Sir Richard Temple, who visited Nepal in 1876, wrote:?®

The cultivation of the Nepal Valley is blessed with unequalled
advantages, and is carried on with utmost industry. In May we
found a waving harvest of wheat awaiting the sickle, and I was
told that almost all these lands had already yielded an equally
good rice harvest within the agricultural year, and that many of
the fields would yet yield special crops, pepper, vegetables, and
the like. In short, most of the lands yield two harvests in the
year, and some yield even three.

Temple admitted that the chemical quality of the soil “must be
excellent” to permit such multi-cropping, but noted, at the same
time, that ‘“‘one special cause of the fertility is the artificial irriga-
tion from the countless streams and streamlets from the neighbour-
ing hills.”’3 Dr Daniel Wright, British Residency surgeon during
the early 1860s, similarly noted that in Kathmandu Valley “‘every
available scrap of ground is cultivated, the hill-sides being terraced
wherever water can be obtained for irrigation.’”’3! He also noted
that ““most lands yield two crops a year, and from some even
three crops are obtained,” and that ‘“‘there is no grazing ground
except at the foot of the hills.”’®

Kathmandu Valley, however, represented an island of high
agricultural productivity against a general background of inefficient
and extensive farming practices. It is true that little information is
available about the techniques followed in the cultivation of cereal
crops in the central hill region and the Tarai. Kirkpatrick® and
Hamilton® have given brief descriptions of such techniques in
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Kathmandu Valley, but it would be unwarranted to make any
generalizations on the basis of techniques followed in this area. At
the same time, their accounts leave us in no doubt that agricultural
techniques have long remained unchanged even in Kathmandu
Valley. The experience of other parts of the country could, there-
fore, scarcely have been better. Indeed, there is no evidence that
any technological innovation or improvement was adopted in
agriculture in any part of the country at any time during the nine-
teenth century.
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Politics and Government

The political system of any society is a basic part of its organiza-
tion' and thus has a profound impact on its economic life. The
question of whether economic conditions have shaped the political
system of the society or vice versa can hardly have a definitive
answer. Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that an adequate un-
derstanding of the political system is essential for a meaningful
study of economic history. Our study of agrarian relations in Nepal
during the nineteenth century, therefore, must be preceded by a
brief discussion of the historical background of contemporary
politics and government.

Political Developments during the Nineteenth Century

A brief description of Gorkha’s campaign of territorial expan-
sion during the latter part of the nineteenth century, which culmi-
nated in the political unification of the territories now comprising
the Kingdom of Nepal, has already been given in the preceding
chapter. Notwithstanding political unification, the new Kingdom
was unable to enjoy political stability, mainly because of interne-
cine conflict among members of the nobility and even those of the
royal family. Matters came to a head in early 1799, when the King,
Rana Bahadur Shah, a grandson of Prithvi Narayan Shah, abdicat-
ed in favour of an infant son, Girban Yuddha Bikram Shah, and
went into voluntary exile in India. He returned to Nepal five years
later, and assumed charge of the administration, but was assassi-
nated in April 1806, Bhimsen Thapa, a member of the nobility
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who had remained loyal to Rana Bahadur Shah, then became
Prime Minister. For 31 years, from 1806 to 1837, he ruled Nepal
with virtually unchallenged authority. He was able to retain his
position even after the King, Rajendra Bikram, a son of Girban,
had attained majority.

In 1837, Bhimsen Thapa was dismissed and imprisoned, and even-
tually committed suicide in jail. For nearly nine years thereafter,
Nepal was a victim of political instability at the hands of factions
headed by King Rajendra Bikram, his two queens, and the Crown
Prince, Surendra Bikram Shah, each with supporters among the
nobility. In May 1845, the new Prime Minister, Mathbar Singh
Thapa, was assassinated after nearly two years in office. A four-
member government was then formed. One of the members of
that government was Jung Bahadur Kunwar. Political conflict
among the nobility continued, however, culminating in a massacre
of leading members of the important political families on 14
September 1846, and the flight or banishment of several others.

The Rise of the Rana Family

On 15 September 1846, Jung Bahadur was appointed Prime
Minister of Nepal. He laid the foundation of a political system
which survived until 1951 notwithstanding occasional inter-familial
conflicts and political conspiracies. The chicf fcatures of that
system was the political neutralization of the King. In fact, all the
three Shah Kings who reigned during the Rana period, Surendra
(1847-81), Prithvi (1881-1911) and Tribhuwan (1911-55), were
confined by the Ranas to the royal palace and kept under strict
survcillance.

Jung Bahadur had seven brothers who had all rendered great
assistance in his rise to power. It was, therefore, necessary for him
to devise a system under which their personal political ambitions
could be satisfied. A royal charter promulgated in 1856 accordingly
provided that cach of Jung Bahadur’s brothers should in turn be-
come Prime Minister in the event of a vacancy in that office.* Succes-
sion thereafter went in order of seniority to Jung Bahadur’s sons and
to the sons of his brothers. Bam Bahadur, next in seniority among
the brothers of Jung Bahadur, thus became Prime Minister when
Jung Bahadur voluntarily relinquished oflice in July 1856. He died
in May 1857, and Jung Bahadur reassumed the post of Prime
Minister,
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Jung Bahadur was succeeded by another of his brothers, Ranod-
dip Singh, when he died in 1877. The Rana family subsequently
became divided into two hostile factions: the Jung faction, con-
sisting of the 10 sons of Jung Bahadur, and the Shumshere faction,
consisting of the 17 sons of his youngest brother, Dhir Shumshere.
In November 1885, the Shumshere faction, led by Bir Shumshere,
assassinated Prime Minister Ranoddip Singh. Bir Shumshere then
declared himself Prime Minister. He instituted a new roll limiting
the right of succession to his own brothers and sons in order of
seniority, thereby disfranchizing the sons of Jung Bahadur and
his brothers. Bir Shumshere’s 15-year rule (1885-1901) almmt
coincided with the end of the nineteenth century.

The External Scene

These internal political changes occurred about the same time as
far-reaching changes in the external political situation. Nepal's
defeat in the 1814-16 Nepal-British War had created a crisis of
national identity and objectives. Efforts to enlist assistance from
China to avenge this defeat had proved consistently unsuccessfal’
Indeed, China itself had been badly humiliated by the Opium'
Wars and weakened by internal rebellions, and so was hardly in a
position to help Nepal. Kathmandu realized that China was
neither able nor willing to help it in any future war against the
British. The extent of China’s impotence became clear during the
1855-56 Nepal-Tibet War, which it was able neither to prwcnt
nor to influence in Tibet’s favour.

The shift in the balance of power was by no means the sole
factor that brought Nepal and the British closer to each other. Of
perhaps greater importance was the growing contact between
the two sides after the middle of thec ninetecnth century. Prime
Minister Jung Bahadur paid a visit to England in 1851, and per-
sonally led an army to India to help the East India Company
crush the 1857 rebellion. Such contacts and coopcration incvi-
tably led to mutual understanding and trust and thereby to a basic
change in Nepal’s foreign policy. Nepal now veered away from
China and tilted towards the British.

The British success in suppressing the 1857 rebellion made it
an unchallenged power in the Indian sub-continent. It also changed
the entire basis of British rule. After power was taken over by the
British Crown from the East India Company, India was no longer
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ruled by a gang of adventurers, frantic to enrich themselves. In
the middle of the eighteenth century the British were still orga-
nized for commerce and plunder in the East India Company
and controlled no more than a small fraction of Indian territory.
By the middle of the nineteenth century, however, they had
become in effect the rulers of India, organized in a bureaucracy
proud of its tradition of justice and fair dealing.’

Benefits of Nepal-British Friendship

Cordial relations with the British brought several important
benefits to Nepal. The accretion of territory in the far-western
Tarai was the most important of these benefits. Under the 1816
treaty, Nepal had surrendered to the East India Company the
whole of the Tarai areas situated betwecen the Kali and Rapti
rivers in the west. These territories were restored to Nepal in
November 1860 ““in recognition of the eminent services rendered to
the British government by the State of Nepal” during the 1857 re-
bellion.* Nepal thereby acquired approximately 2,850 sq. miles of
territory in the present far-western Tarai districts of Banke, Bardiya,
Kailali and Kanchanpur. Jung Bahadur’s policy of friendship
towards the British thus helped to recoup a small part of the terri-
torial losses that Nepal had sustained as a result of the 1814-16
war. The newly-acquired territories contained valuable forests and
extensive tracts of cultivable lands.

Moreover, generally speaking, the internal political boundaries of
India became fixed after 1857. The native princes were thereafter
no longer afraid of expropriation, and so identified their interests
with those of the British. Neither Nepal nor the British now had
aggressive designs on the territories of each other, with the result
that there was no basic conflict in their interests, and hence no ra-
tionale in the policy of ‘“peace without cordiality’’® that had
characterized the period after the 1814-16 war. Regulations pro-
mulgated by the government of Nepal for different districts of the
Tarai region before and after 1857 clearly reflect the changed situa-
tion. Throughout the late eighteenth-early nineteenth centuries,
local authorities in that region were told:

If Chinese and English troops violate the borders and kill or loot
our people, take appropriate steps to defend our territories.
Refer the matter to us for instructions if there is time, and act
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according to such instructions. If not, take appropriate steps to
defend our territories and repulse the enemy.®

Ten years later, however, the same authorities were ordered to take
steps to repel external aggression only with Kathmandu’s approval,’
thereby implying that the government did not anticipate any threat
to national security that might necessitate urgent action through
lIocal initiative. The government of Nepal was thereafter able to pur-
sue its policies of reorganizing the district administration as well as
of speeding up land reclamation and settlement in the Tarai region
without any fear of external aggression.

The task of maintaining law and order in the Tarai region was
facilitated also by the signing of an extradition treaty between
Nepal and the British government in early 1855. The treaty requi-
red each government to extradite criminals guilty of ‘“murder, at-
tempt to murder, rape, maiming, thuggee, dacoity, highway robbery.
poisoning, burglary and arson” who escaped into its territories.®
The signing of that treaty, and the generally cordial relationship
between the two governments that Prime Minister Jung Bahadur
succeeded in establishing, also facilitated joint action in checking
crime in the border areas. At the same time, officials from British
India were forbidden to intrude into Nepali territory in pursuit of
criminals, and Nepali officials too were directed not to intrude into
British Indian territory for such purposes.®

The New Political Elite

The rise of the Rana family was the consequence of internal
changes within the framework of the traditional political class sys-
tem, not a case of vertical mobility. Throughout Nepal’s post-1763
history, participation in the political process had become the exclu-
sive prerogative of the Brahman and Chhetri families who had
followed King Prithvi Narayan Shah from Gorkha to Kathmandu.
Jung Bahadur belonged to one of the less influential sections of
these families, which had distinguished itself at the middle echelons
of the administration and the army rather than in the matrices of
central politics. Jung Bahadur's emergence in Nepal’s political
scene cannot, therefore, be regarded as a departure from the politi-
cal traditions of the kingdom.

This did not mean, however, that the Rana political system func-
tioned along traditional lines. Inasmuch as it reduced the focal
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point of the traditional political system, thc monarchy, to a nonen-
tity, and eliminated other clements in the traditional nobility from
the struggle for political leadership,!® the Rana political system
was as much against the traditions of the Shah dynasty as it was
against the traditional political process.!!

But even though the rise of the Ranas did not mark the entry of
a new group into the traditional nobility, it certainly heralded the
emergence of a new political elite, a small group within the
political class ““which comprises those individuals who actually
exercise political power in a society at any given time.””!? Subse-
quently, royal orders were promulgated to give a special social
status to the Rana family, and a legal status to its role as a political
elite. These orders also recognized the Ranas’ hereditary right to
succession to the office of Prime Minister, and conferred a number
of economic privileges on them.!?

As mentioned above, Jung Bahadur belonged to one of the less
prominent sections of the nobility that had followed King Prithvi
Narayan Shah from Gorkha to Kathmandu. The Rana family ori-
ginally bore the clan name of Kunwar, a Chhetri caste. Before
Jung Bahadur became Prime Minister, it had no claim to a caste-
status superior to that of the other sections of the traditional
Gorkhali nobility. In May 1849, however, a royal order officially
confirmed the Kunwars’ claim to be the descendants of the Rana
family of Chittor in India, and accordingly conferred on them the
title of Rana. The Rana family thus attained a higher social status
than the other sections of the nobility.

During the period from 1846 to 1856, Jung Bahadur functioned
as Prime Minister in his individual capacity. The Rana family was,
therefore, a mere de facto political elite which owed its status to the
actual exercise of political power. Subsequently, it acquired that
status through the exclusion by constitutional law of other political
classes from political power, as well as through the formal institu-
tionalization of its own privileges and obligations. The 1856 royal
order formally limited succession to the Prime Ministership to
members of the Rana family. Other sections of the nobility from
among whom Prime Ministers had traditionally been appointed,
such as Thapas, Pandes, and Chautariyas, were thereafter excluded
from the ranks of the political elite. This order closed the doors of
political power to the non-Rana political classes and relegated
their role to oppositional politics aimed at the restoration of the



Politics and Government 51

pre-1846 power structure, The Rana family, comprising “the Vizier,
and his brothers and sons’ accordingly constituted the political
elite that ruled Nepal until 1951.

In 1856, Jung Bahadur was designated as the Maharaja of Kaski
and Lamjung, with special powers to impose or commute capital
punishment, to appoint or dismiss government officials, to declare
war or make peace with Tibet, China, and the British government
or other foreign powers, to dispense justice and punishment to
criminals, and to formulate new laws and repeal or modify old laws
pertaining to the judicial and military departments of the govern-
ment. The Maharaja was even authorized to prevent the King him-
self *‘from trying to coerce the nobility, the peasantry or the army,
or from disturbing the friendly relations with the Queen of England
and the Emperor of China.” In the dual capacity of Maharaja of
Kaski and Lamjung, and Prime Minister, the head of the Rana
family exercised sovereign authority all over the Kingdom of Nepal.

Legislation was also enacted to confer a special status and speci-
fic obligations on the Rana Prime Minister and other mzmbers of
the Rana family. For instance, they were prohibited “to accept tax-
free land grants, except on forest lands, in the old territories of the
Kingdom. However, they may accept tax-free grants in newly-acqui-
red territories. They shall not accept any contracts for the collection
of revenue, or be a partner in such contracts, or provide surety
for persons who take up such contracts.”?! The law thus ensured a
special status for the Rana family vis-a-vis other sections of the
traditional nobility. It also prescribed that any attempt to assassi-
nate the Rana Prime Minister or overthrow the rule of the Rana
family should be regarded as an act of treason,'® thereby giving the
Rana family the status and dignity of a royal house.

Understandably, it is this parvenu nature of Rana rule that has
motivated its condemnation in Nepali historiography, primarily by
individuals or groups who had suffered directly or vicariously from
it. The Nepali peasant in the nineteenth century obviously reacted
to this event in a different way. Even before the rise of the Rana re-
gime, social and political leadership was provided by Brahmans and
Chettris, the descendants of early immigrants from northern India,
and members of the local khas community who had succeeded in
elevating their caste and social status. The mass of the peasantry
played no role in politics. For them, it mattered little whether the
individual or group who wiclded power in Kathmandu belonged to
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the Thapa or to the Rana family. The question that needs to be
answered in the context of the present study of landlord-peasant
relations is, therefore, not the composition of the political elite, but
the nature of the policies it followed in the administrative and eco-
nomic fields.

Growth of a Civil Administration System

The political and administrative system that the Rana rulers in-
herited had one basic characteristic: sovereign authority and owner-
ship rights in the land were vested in the king, but administrative
functions, including the collection of revenue, were delegated to
revenue farmers, land assignees and local functionaries. The central
government, under that system, did not collect taxes and rents
directly from the peasant. As a result, all that was left to the
center was only ‘“‘what (the local lords) choose, or think proper, to
hand over to it.”’!® Such a system naturally weakened the political
and economic authority of the central government. Rana rule
achieved a partial reversal of that trend. The Ranas succeeded in
creating a civil administration which replaced the delegated autho-
rity of local administrators and revenue farmers. For the first time,
distinct and separate organs of administration, devoted specially to
fulfilling various administrative and government functions, emer-
ged in Nepal.

The most necessary function of the newly-created civil adminis-
tration was, of course, the collection of revenue. The Ranas Jaid the
foundation of a system of revenue collection through salaried func-
tionaries of the government, rather than by contractors or revenue
farmers. The new district administrators were civil servants, not
traders and financiers as was usually the case before. They were
given military ranks and subjected to military discipline.}” Most of
them belonged to Kathmandu or the hill districts; hence their pro-
perty could easily be impounded or confiscated, if necessary. Regu-
lations were promulgated prohibiting them from acquiring lands or
undertaking any trade in the areas where they were assigned.'® Any
official guilty of bribery or corruption was liable to be ‘‘dismissed
from service, put in irons and brought to Kathmandu in a cage.”’!?
This was, indeed, a radical departure from the options available
during the early years of the nineteenth century, when Kathmandu
could do nothing but issue plaintive warnings to erring revenue
farmers that “‘sin will accrue if unauthorized taxes are collected.”™®®



Politics and Government 23

The formation of a central office in Kathmandu to maintain a
record of government employees of all ranks, as well as of their
postings, transfers and promotions,?! was another important step
towards the evolution of a civil administration. This arrangement
made it possible for the leave and other conditions of service of
even district-level employees to be controlled directly from Kath-
mandu.??

The Rana government also appears to have paid due attention
to the basic condition for the success of efforts to organize a civil
administration: that ‘“‘servants should be employed to keep a watch,
or check, on other servants.”*® Accordingly, it established an in-
dependent judiciary for the first time in the history of Nepal, reor-
ganized the audit system, and created permanent machinery to deal
with corruption in the administration.

A central judiciary, known as the Adalat Goswara, was established
in 1860. The judge of that court was granted full authority “to
dispense justice according to the law, without fear or favour.” He
was expected to seek the sanction of the government only in
matters regarding which the law contained no provisions.2*

Although an office for the scrutiny of government accounts is
said to have existed ever since the establishment of Gorkhali rule
in Kathmandu,*® it was reorganized in 1848 as a quasi-judicial
body under General Badrinar Singh, a brother of Prime Minister
Jung Bahadur, to audit accounts of government income and ex-
penditure and dispose of cases of irregularities and corruption.?®
Detailed regulations were formulated for the maintenance of
accounts of government revenue and expenditure, as weil as for
audit.?’

The formation in 1870 of a high-level anti-corruption court,
known as the Dharma Kachahari, was perhaps a measure of even
greater significance. The judge of that court, who was appointed
on a life-long tenure, was empowered to scrutinize complaints or
evidence of bribery, injustice, etc., even against the Prime Minister
and other senior members of the Rana family. He was required to
comply with orders from even the King on any matter which was
sub judice only after havingthose orders endorsed by the Prime
Minister.28

The Legal Code
The infrastructure of jurisprudence which these administrative
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arrangements necessitated was established through the enactment
of a legal code in early 1854 for the first time in the history of
Nepal. The code is, without doubt, one of the outstanding achieve-
ments of Rana rule. Its objective was ‘‘to ensure that uniform
punishment is awarded to all subjects and creatures, high or low,
according to (the nature of) their offense, and (the status of) their
caste.”’*® For the most part, the code retained customary practices
relating to land tenure, as well as the traditional customs and
usages of different local or ethnic communities in the country. It
allowed an autonomous status to the customs and usages of each
community within the framework of the Rana legal and adminis-
trative system. In other words, the objective was ‘‘to regulate legal
activities in various spheres, thus regulating the entire systems of
social control these activities implied.”’®® At the same time, the
code seems to have made an attempt to introduce reforms in a few
areas such as slavery, bondage, and the custom of sati.

From the viewpoint of the present study, two features of the
1854 legal code merit special attention: its constitutional character,
and its provisions for a civil administration system which could
exercise a certain degree of autonomy vis-a-vis the ruling elite.

The 1854 legal code contained several provisions which con-
farred definite powers and authority on both executive and judicial
officers in the regular exercise of their official functions. These
provisions debarred even the King or the Prime Minister from
encroaching upon the powers and authority specifically conferred
on executive and judicial officers.®® The code prescribed that they
would not be held guilty if they disobeyed such orders, but that
obedience would be regarded as an act of guilt. Similarly:

Government officers shall dispense justice according to the law.
They shall not obey any order of the King, the Prime Minister,
or the government to dispose of cases contrary to the provisions
of the law. They shall not be punished on the ground that they
have not complied with such orders.3?

Indeed, the code laid the foundation of a constitutional system of
government in Nepal by prescribing that “everybody, from (the
King and other members of the royal family) to a ryot, and from
the Prime Minister to a clerk, shall comply with its provisions.33
Moreover, the 1854 legal code regulated administrative proce-
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dures and conferred certain rights on the citizen vis-a-vis the
administration. For the first time in the history of Nepal, regular
procedures were defined for different branches of the administra-
tion, thereby minimizing the scope for individual discretion.
Government officials were required to specify the law and its
particular section under which they made their decisions and
judgments.® A definite procedure was laid down also for filing
complaints against government officials and functionaries.*® Any-
body could now claim that the judgment pronounced on his case
was at variance with the provisions of the code. The promulgation
of the code also expedited administrative procedures, for no
reference to the government was permitted in cases where power
had been delegated.3¢

Impact on the Political System and the Administration

Nevertheless, neither the constitutional aspects of the 1854 legal
code nor the autonomy that it sought to confer on the administra-
tion appears to have had a long-term impact on Nepal’s political
system and administration. Legislation alone could not circum-
scribe the reality of the Rana Prime Minister’s absolute authority.
There were no constitutional safeguards to ensure that he actually
complied with the spirit of the restrictive provisions of the legal
code.®” A tradition gradually evolved according to which the Rana
Prime Minister’s word was regarded as above the law. In any
case, copies of the legal code were not freely available to the
public, and even government offices could secure a copy only
through direct orders from the Rana Prime Minister.?

The Ranas’ tendency to disregard the checks that the 1854 legal
code sought to impose on their authority became pronounced par-
ticularly during the rule of Prime Minister Bir Shumshere (1885-
1901). The preamble to the legal code, which had sought to cir-
cumscribe the authority of the King and the Prime Minister, was
repealed in 1888.3° Provisions which had given the legal code the
status of constitutional law, as well as those which sought to
confer on the civil and judicial administration a measure of auto-
pomy vis-a-vis the political authority, shared a similar fate. The
role of the legal code was, thereafter, limited to the fields of per-
sonal and administrative law.

The fate of the independent institutions created by Prime
Minister Jung Bahadur to keep a watch on the administration was
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even worse. The anti-corruption court was abolished by Prime
Minister Ranoddip Singh in 1878, while the Adalat Goswara
became merely an agency to scrutinize petitions submitted to the
Rana Primec Minister.4!

During the last decade of the nincteenth century, the burcau-
cracy too lost whatever autonomous character it had been able to
acquire during the carly years after the emergence of the Rana
regime. In course of time, its aims, interests and orientations com-
pletely subserved thosc of the Rana rulers. The burcaucracy could
neither sccurc an independent power and status basc for itself, nor
keep a ‘‘middle position” between the political clite and the com-
mon people.” Jung Bahadur's successors took a number of steps
which scrved to narrow down the political horizon of the bureau-
cracy, and kept it oriented toward routinc administrative tasks,
For instance, payment of salaries was occasionally made condi-
tional upon the full collection of revenue, and faiture to make full
collections was punished with a proportionate cut in salaries."® At
times, oflicials werc appointed on condition that they reduced
administrative expenses by a specified amount.™

Morcover, the Rana system of administrative centralization had
procecded to ridiculous Iengths by the last years of the nineteenth
century. In early 1886, the chicf of the elephant depot in Dcukhuri
asked for five rupces to buy ropes and other matcerials. His request
was referred to the forest department, which approved it on the
ground that “the government will incur losses if clephants cscape
for want of these materials.” Finally, the casc was represented
before Prime Minister Bir Shumshere, who sanctioned the amount.
Disburscment was then made by the rcevenuc oflice of Banke
district, located at Nepalgunj,'™ across a distance of at lcast two
days’ journcy.

During the regime of Prime Minister Bir Shumshere, administra-
tive policy became progressively revenuc-oriented. In fact, the
criterion for adopting any mcasurc was whether or not it would
increase revenue without inflicting undue hardships on the people.
Little attention was paid to mecasurcs for improving their gencral
condition. For instance, repairs to a damaged irrigation channel
in the Tarai region were, in onc case, justilied on the ground that
the damage was causing loss to the government.'” The potential
increasc in agricultural production and improvement in the con-
dition of the pecasantry that the irrigation facility would bring
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about were apparently not relevant factors influencing the decision
to sanction funds for the project. Even the desire to avoid hard-
ships to the people was motivated not by a sense of accountability
for their welfare, but by the realization that it might be difficult to
collect taxes from a dissatisfied peasantry. The Rana government
was careful not to kill the goose that laid the golden eggs, but
neither did it let the goose grow fat.

The Nature of the Runa Regime

It is not surprising, in these circumstances, that the Rana political
system has been described as “‘an undisguised military despotism
of the ruling faction within the Rana family over the King and the
people of the country,” under which the government functioned as
an instrument to carry out the personal wishes and interests of the
ruling Rana Prime Minister, its main domestic preoccupation
being ‘““‘the exploitation of the country’s resources to enhance the
personal wealth of the Rana ruler and his family.”!¥ Moreover:

As a system accountable neither to the King nor to the people,
the Rana regime functioned as an autochthonous system, divorced
from the needs of the people and even from the historical tradi-
tions of the country, and served only the interests of a handful of
Ranas and their ubiquitous non-Rana adherents.*®

But the goal of serving the interests of the handful of Ranas and
their ubiquitous non-Rana adherents could not be pursued in
isolation from political factors. The Ranas did not constitute a
landed aristocracy which had succeeded in capturing political
power. Rather, it was their political power that enabled them to
acquirc land and other cconomic resources. It was, therefore, a
matter of supreme importance for them to establish and maintain
a unificd and centralized polity. and their own unchallenged au-
thority over that polity, in place of the revenue farming-military
complex that they had inherited from their Gorkhali predecessors.
The cstablishment of a unified and centralized polity made it
nceessary for the Ranas “‘to further the development of various
types of free-floating, mobile resources not tied to any ascriptive
groups and thus able to be freely accumulated and exchanged.”®
In other words, it was necessary for the Ranas to maximize the
amount of monetary revenucs that went directly to the central
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treasury, check the lavish grant or assignment of land and other
economic resources to individuals, and extend state control over
such economic resources as well as over sources- of monetary
revenue.

Limitations on the mobilization of resources in this manner were,
however, imposed by the Ranas’ own orientation, especially by
their ‘‘identification with many ascriptive and traditional aspects
of existing social institutions and values, as well as by their strong
emphasis on their traditional legitimation.”’®" For instance, the
Ranas continued and even carried forward traditional land grant
and assignment systems that checked the flow of revenue to the
central treasury. Such a compromise with the goal of mobilizing
“free-floating resources” was dictated by a two-fold need: to
placate those groups that had traditionally benefitted from land
grants and assignments, and to legitimize the Ranas’ own acquisi-
tion of landed property through recourse to those traditional
means. These limitations to the mobilization of resources were
reinforced by the fact that some of the ascriptive and traditional
elements in the society also provided the foundation of the civil
administration that the Ranas created as one basis of their strength
and the main medium for the execution of their policies. In fact,
members of the old nobility, landlords, and other privileged groups
in the society virtually monopolized the leading posts in the civil
administration throughout the Rana period. The Rana govern-
ment had, therefore, to be careful not to make a complete end of
the landowning and other privileges traditionally enjoyed by these
groups.

To sum up: Under the Rana political system, the Rana family
held a monopoly in political power through which it controlled
and exploited the nation’s resources for its own benefit. However,
in order to sustain that monopoly, the Ranas had to share the
economic benefits of their rule with the aristocracy and the bureau-
cracy. Inasmuch as land was then the principal economic resource
of the nation, the fundamental goal of the Rana political system
was to garner the economic surplus generated by the peasantry
for the benefit of the Rana ruler as well as the aristocracy and the
bureaucracy, of which the Rana family itself was an important
segment. This process of garnering the economic surplus generated
by the Nepali peasant during the nineteenth century is by no means
of mere historical interest. As a consequence of that process,
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individuals and groups who fulfilled no economic function were
able to appropriate the major portion of what the peasant pro-
duced, whereas the peasant himself was left permanently stripped
of capital. By letting the aristocracy and the bureaucracy share
the benefits of their rule, the Ranas, no doubt, avoided an attack
on their political authority, but only at the cost of the economic
stagnation of the nation.
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The Landowning Elite

Under the agrarian sytem that prevailed in Nepal during the nine-
teenth-century, ownership of the land was normally vested in the
state. For political and administrative reasons, large areas of state-
owned Jands were granted on freehold tenure to members of the
aristocracy and the bureaucracy, religious and charitable institutions,
etc. The actual cultivator, therefore, usually held his land on tan-
ancy. He paid rent either to the government or to individuals or
institutions who were beneficiaries of state land grants. The fruits
of cultivation were thus traditionally divided into two parts: talsing-
boti, or the landlord’s share, and mohi-boti, the portion of the crops
that the cultivator was allowed to retain for himself. In effect, the
system meant that the surplus produce of the land belonged to
aristocratic and bureaucratic groups in the society, whereas the
peasant was a mere instrument to work the land and produce

taxes for their benefit.

Traditional Lar.d Tenure Systems!

It would be appropriate to begin with a description of the tradi-
tional relationship between the state and land in Nepal, inasmuch
as that relationship has determined not only the nature of thz
groups that enjoyed the privilege of appropriating surplus agricul-
tural production, but also the modus operandi of such appropriation.
The key element in that relationship is the state’s ownership of
land and other natural resources in its territories. Both by law ani
by tradition, land was the property of the state. As both sovereign
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and landowner, the state was entitled to the payment of a part of
the produce of the land as tax or rent. This system of state land-
ownership is traditionally called raikar in Nepal.

The institutional character of state ownership of the land was
circumscribed by the existence of a communal form of land tenure,
known as kipat, in some parts of the hill regions. Under the kipat
system, land belonged to the local ethnic community under customary
law, not to the state under the statutory law. Several Mongoloid or
other autochthonous communities in the hill regions had been
able to retain their customary occupation of lands on a communal
basis under the kipat system, although the lands were divided into
individual holdings for purposes of actual cultivation. Kipat was a
form of communal landownership, under which each person had
the right to the exclusive use of a particular piece of land. However,
his rights to dispose of the land were restricted on the theory that
the land belonged to the community as a whole. The government,
therefore, had no power to impose taxes and rents on kipat lands;
it only exercised its sovereign power of taxation of individual
kipat owners. Kipat lands were owned by tribal communities of
kirat ethnic stock mainly in the far-eastern hill region beyond the
Dudhkoshi river, who controlled almost the entire area of both rice
and hill-side lands. They were able to retain this control in sub-
stantial measure within a broad framework of local autonomy which
was a condition of their incorporation into the Gorkhali empire
during the mid-1770s. There were scattered settlements of kipat-
owning communities in other parts of the hill region also, including
Kathmandu Valley.

Occasionally, the state alienated its ownership rights in raikar
land, as well as its sovereign power of taxation, to individuals.
These grants were made under three different systems: rajya, birta
and jagir. These systems formed the foundation of the political and
administrative set-up introduced after the political unification of
the Kingdom during the latter part of the eighteenth century. Only
raikar lands, which belonged to the state, were so granted. Because
the state did not own kipat lands, it could not grant those lands as
rajya or birta; only the taxes collected from individual kipat-owners
were often included in jagir assignments.

The Rajya, Birta and Jagir Systems
The term raja literally means a king, and rajya, a kingdom. In
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post-1770 Nepali historiography, however, rajya means a vassal
principality in the Gorkhali empire, which usually enjoyed a sub-
stantial measure of local autonomy. The rajya system emerged in the
course of the political unification of Nepal during the latter part of
the. eighteenth century. A few principalities in the far-western hill
region between the Bheri and Karnali rivers were then incorporated
into the Gorkhali empire by diplomacy, rather than by conquest.
The erstwhile ruler was permitted to retain his authority with some
measure of autonomy in internal administration, subject to the
general suzerainty of Kathmandu. Such a policy made it possible
for the Gorkhali rulers to achieve the political unification of the
country with a minimum of military and administrative effort. At
the time of the commencement of Rana rule in 1846, these vassal
principalities included Bajura, Bajhang, Darna, Jajarkot, Salyan,
Mustang and Udayapur.

Birtas were given to individuals in appreciation of their services
to the state, as ritual gifts, or as a mark of patronage. The recipients
included priests, religious teachers, soldiers, members of the nobi-
lity, and the royal family. Such grants had been made in Nepal at
least since the fifth century. Often lands were endowed by the king,
or any individual, for temples and monasteries, as well as for other
religious and charitable purposes. Lands endowed in this manner
were known as guthi. In the present context, we shall use the term
birta to include guthis also, inasmuch as the tenurial and fiscal pri-
vileges attached to both categories of land grants were more or less
identical. Jagir lands, on the other hand, were assigned to civil or
military employees and government functionaries of different cate-
gories as their emoluments. The government of Nepal traditionally
paid its employees cash salaries only if lands suitable for assign-
ment as jagir were not available. The jagir s\stem performed two
essential functions: it lessened the cost of the military establishmznt,
and appeased the land-hunger of an army that was composed, for
the most part, of peasants.

Although the state alienated its landownership and sovereign
rights in the land under the rajya, birta and jagir systems, the terms
and conditions of alienation were different in each case. Rajyas and
Jjagirs were made on an exclusively usufructuary basis; the recipients
were not permitted to transfer or sub-divide the lands mentioned
in the grant. Government employees in Nepal were traditionally
appointed only for a one-year term, hence all jagir lands reverted
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to the state at the end of this term. Birta alone was a form of
private property which usually could be subdivided, inherited, sold,
mortgaged or bequeathed.

Notwithstanding these variations in the nature of landownership
under the rajya, birta and jagir systems, the rights and privileges
that the beneficiaries enjoyed were more or less identical. For the
purpose of the present study, these rights and privileges may be
enumerated as follows: The right to a share in the produce of the
land; the right to the proceeds of miscellaneous taxes and levies
collected from the inhabitants of the lands and villages granted; the
right to exact unpaid labour on a compulsory basis from those
inhabitants, and the right to dispense justice.

These rights and privileges that rajas, birta-owners, and jagirdars
enjoyed in nineteenth-century Nepal will be discussed in greater
detail at appropriate places in the following chapters. So far as
judicial authority is concerned, it was essentially secular in charac-
ter. That is to say, it was concerned with the enforcement of civil
and criminal law, or rules which govern the relations of men in civil
society. Enforcement of Hindu customs and sanctions that provid-
ed for ritual purity, or of customary rules of sexual and commen-
sal intercourse among members of communities that had not yet
been incorporated into the traditional four-caste system of the
Hindus, lay beyond the purview of secular justice. Secular justice
was administered at two levels: central and local. Central-level jus-
tice was limited to crimes of a serious nature, collectively known
as Panchakhat.® Punishment for Panchakhat crimes was usually in-
flicted directly from Kathmandu, although a few rajas also enjoyed
that rauthority® before 1889.% The power to administer justice in
minor cases other than Panchakhat usually devolved on local func-
tionaries. When lands and villages were granted to individuals
under the rajya, birta, and jagir systems, the raja, birta-owner, or
jagirdar became the beneficiary of such devolution. For most of the
cases that would come up in day-to-day life, therefore, the peasant
lived under the control of his lord.

The powers of the government with regard to lands and villages
alienated through rajya, birta, and jagir grants did not include the
powers of taxation and police power. The inhabitants of such areas
had no direct contacts with the central government in the ordinary

affairs of life. The modern political concept of the state exercising
full sovereign authority over all areas and all classes of people in
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the territories comprising its dominions was hence unknown in
nincteenth-century Nepal. The economic power of the government
of Nepal, and hence its political power, was eroded by the autho-
rity granted to the landowning elite. From the viewpoint of the pea-
santry, the authority of the landowning elite replaced the state
authority. The authority that the government enjoyed over lands
and subjects in the territories comprising its dominions was, there-
fore, residual, and continually encountered a maze of private juris-
dictions.

Such fragmentation of authority did not mean, however, that
nineteenth-century Nepal was divided into two watertight compart-
ments under the jurisdictions of the government and the landowning
elitc. The inhabitants of rajya, birta and jagir lands and villages
owed allegiance to the raja, birta-owner, or jagirdar in matters
concerning payment of agricultural rents, taxes, labour services,
and the settlement of their disputes, but there were several other
spheres in which they functioned under the direct jurisdiction of
the government. For instance, they were under obligation to pro-
vide unpaid labour to the government for public purposes. Peopl:
were recruited directly to the army without any reference to their
raja, birta-owner, or jagirdar. Moreover, no distinction was made
between the inhabitants of raikar lands on the one hand and rajya,
birta, and jagir lands on the other as regards the jurisdiction of the
government in the dispensation of justice in Panchakhat crimes.
Finally, any subject, irrespective of his wealth and status, was free
to approach the King for the redress of his grievances against the
injustice or oppression committed by any member of the nobility,
government servant, or local tax-collecting functionary.®

The birta and jagir systems were used in nineteenth-century
Nepal as a means for the enrichment of the political elite whose
power was based on control of the administration rather than on
the ownership and inheritance of property.® An example may be
cited to illustrate the manner in which the Gorkhali nobility used
these systems to enrich itself. Mathbar Singh Thapa, a nephew of
Prime Minister Bhimsen Thapa (1806-37), fled to India as a penni-
less refugee when his uncle was dismissed from office and commit-
ted suicide in jail. His birta lands and other property were confis-
cated. He was recalled by King Rajendra Bikram and appointed
Prime Minister in April 1839. His old birta lands were restored,
and he was granted approximately 2,200 ropanis of rice-lands and
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revenues amounting to Rs 10,120 as his jagir emoluments. During
his Prime Ministership of a little more than two years, Mathbar
Singh Thapa obtained from the King fresh birta grants for as
much as 25,346 bighas of land in the rich agricultural dis-
tricts of Bara, Rautahat, Saptari, and Mahottari in the eastern
Tarai region, and cash revenues amounting to Rs 10,562 from villa-
ges in the hill regions adjoining Kathmandu Valley. These personal
erants were in addition to those made in his name for endowment
as guthi to temples in different parts of the country.” The point that
needs to be stressed in this context is that it was his political power
that alone made it possible for Mathbar Singh Thapa to acquire
such vast landed property within a period of less than two years.
The entire property was confiscated after he was assassinated in
May 1845.

Landowning Elites and Village Landlords

Inasmuch as rajas, birta-owners and jagirdars derived their poli-
tical and economic rights and authority from the state, they were
able to combine political control with economic exploitation. They
did not owe their status and privileges to any economic services
rendered to the local agrarian community, such as the supply of
credit or of agricultural implements. They enjoyed the ascriptive
right to collect a part of the peasant’s produce in the form of rents,
but were not liable to provide any compensatory scrvices or bene-
fits. Their high social status, as well as their political, military and
administrative responsibilities, also made personal cultivation out
of the question. Rajas, large birta-owners, and jagirdars were, there-
fore, absentee landlords, who usually did not live in the villages
where their lands were situated, and played neither a direct nor a
supervisory role in agricultural production.

In particular, cultivation of jagir lands by jagirdars themselves
was seldom practicable.® The jagirdar’s tenure was uncertain and
often he was dismissed after he had already sown his fields. In that
event, he lost not only the expenses he had incurred in sowing his
fields, but even found himself suddenly without a roof over his
head. Additional problems were created by the increase in the num-
ber of jagir land assignments consequent to the increased scale of
military recruitment. It was then seldom possible to allot lands of
convenient location to jagirdars. Because of these problems, jagirs
eventually became a mere assignment of rents, which the jagirdar
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was permitted to collect from the cultivator only on the authority
of certificates, known as tirjas, issued for each crop every year by
the central government.? Jagir landownership was thus effectively
divorced from actual cultivation of the land during the early ycars
of the nineteenth century.

In the present study, the term landowning elite will be used to
describce rajas, large birta-owners, and jagirdars. The term excludes
small birta-owners, who lived in the village where their birta lands
were situated, as well as zamindars and other categories of local
landholding groups whose income consisted of the difference bet-
ween the taxes they paid to the government and the rents they
collected from the cultivator. These formed a group which may be
described as village landlords.

The basis for the differentiation between the landowning elites
and village landlords can be easily explained. Rajas, large birta-
owners and jagirdars were usually absentee rent-receivers, whereas
village landlords lived in the village and played an essential role in
agricultural production. Although village landlords were usually
able to accumulate resources in excess of their actual consumption
needs, available evidence suggests that they used this surplus prima-
rily for moneylending, acquisition of lands, often through the fore-
closure of mortgages, financing of land reclamation and irrigation
projects, and trade in agricultural produce. Village landlords were
thus an important source of credit supply and capital investment
in the village. They comprised a part of the local community whose
needs and problems coloured their relations with the outside world
in substantial measure. In contradistinction, the interest of the non-
resident landowning elites was confined to the amount of income
they could collect from the lands granted to them by the state.

The distinction between the landowning elite and village land-
lords in nineteenth-century Nepal will be illustrated by citing the
examples of Prime Minister Mathbar Singh Thapa and the poet
Bhanubhakta Acharya (1814-69). An earlier section had referred
to the large areas of birta and jagir lands in different areas of the
the country that Mathbar Singh Thapa had acquired during his
tenure as Prime Minister. The lands and villages comprising these
birtas and jagirs, and their inhabitants, were of interest to him
solely as a source of income. It is indeed doubtful whether Mathbar
Singh Thapa ever set foot on these lands and villages, or provided
any assistance in cultivation. Income from these birtas and jagirs
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was not spent in the villages where it was collected. For the peasan-
try, therefore, Mathbar Singh Thapa was nothing more than a
parasitic landlord.

In contradistinction, Bhanubhakta Acharya, who lived in the
village of Ramgha of Tanahu district in the western hill region,
belonged to the class that we have described as village landlords.
His lands apparently fetched him an adequate income, and even
left him enough to function as a moneylender.!® Bhanubhakata
Acharya had an allotment of jagir lands in his village, and often
undertook land reclamation and irrigation schemes in coopera-
tion with local landholders.’* Trade in agricultural produce
through the collection of jagir rents on brokerage was a side occu-
pation, and his caste status and education permitted him to function
as a priest and astrologer as well.'> To be sure, both Mathbar
Singh Thapa and Bhanubhakta Acharya lived mainly on the econo-
mic surplus that they collected from the peasantry, but Mathbar
Singh Thapa enjoyed the right to a share in the peasant’s produce
through political power, whereas Bhanubhakta Acharya achieved
his position by economic means within the existing framework of
land tenure and taxation. Their contrasting roles in the agrarian
system are reflected by the fact that Mathbar Singh Thapa provided
no commensurate services to the local agrarian community, where-
as Bhanubhakta Acharya functioned as a source of credit and capi-
tal investment in the village.

The present study will deal with the ascriptive right that the state
eranted to rajas, birta-owners, and jagirdars to partake of a share in
the fruits of the peasant’s labour, not the rights of village landlords.
The peasant was compelled to relinquish the major portion of the
output to the landowning elites because of the political control they
wielded over state apparatus. However, these groups did not pro-
vide any political or economic benefits to the peasant. Unlike the
feudal tenant in medieval Europe, the Nepali peasant in the nine-
teenth century was not ‘“‘protected, defended and warranted”®® by
the raja, birta-owner or jagirdar whose lands he tilled. It is to the
fundamental fact of exploitation that the agrarian system of Nepal
during the nineteenth century owes many of its outstanding charac-
teristics.

Rana Policies

The basic nature of the rajya, birta and jagir systems, as des-
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bed in the foregoing sections, remained more or less unchanged
after the advent of Rana rule in 1846. The Ranas retained these
systems in order to mobilize political support for their rule and
finance the civil administration and the army despite a chronic
shortage of cash for the payment of salaries. Their primary objective
was to establish a centralized and unified polity in which political
power was monopolized by the Rana family. Land grants under the
rajya, birta and jagir systems helped the Ranas to extend their
political control over elite groups in the society in pursuit of that
objective.

Two consequences followed from the Ranas’ manipulation of the
rajya, birta and jagir systems to entrench their control over the
political classes as well as over the civil and military establishment
of the Kingdom. One was a change in the composition of the elite
groups who owned land under these systems. Many leading mem-
bers of the traditional nobility were massacred or banished from
the kingdom during the Rana takeover of power in 1846. Their
birta and jagir lands were confiscated by the government and re-
allotted to those members of the nobility who supported the Ranas.*
Fresh grants under the rajya, birta and jagir system naturally be-
came the monopoly of the Rana powers-that-be.

A mere redistribution of the benefits of ascriptive landownership,
however, was of little consequence from the viewpoint of the pea-
sant. Irrespective of who owned the land he tilled, his fiscal and
other obligations remained unaffected. The second consequence of
the Ranas’ land policy, an increase in the area covered by the
rajya, birta and jagir systems, was, therefore, of greater impor-
tance. It meant that the state was deprived of the revenues of pro-
gressively large areas of lands, and that an increasing number of
freehold cultivators or peasants, who paid no taxes to the state,
came under the personal authority and control of rajas, birta-
owner, and jagirdars. The following sections will discuss in detail
the manner in which the area covered by these systems increased
after the advent of Rana rule.

(a) Rajya Policy

It has been mentioned before that during the latter part of the
eighteenth century, several independent principalities in the western
hill region were incorporated into the Gorkhali empire and recog-
nized as autonomous rajyas. The number of rajyas increased nearly
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threcfold during the period of Rana rule. Before 1846, there were
only seven rajyas in Nepal; by the end of the nineteenth century,
at lcast 13 more rajyas had been added to the list: Achham,
Bhirkot, Dhurkot, Dullu, Galkot, Garhunkot, Jumla, Kaski and
Lamjung, Malbara, Malneta, Musikot, Khumrikot, and Pyuthan,

Rana policy toward the rajya system was initially dictated by
the necd to win over the support of the influential class of rajas
for the new regime. The allegiance of a political group can be won
over only when it is convinced cither that offering such allegiance
will benefit it cconomically or politically, or that withholding of
allegiance will lead to the loss of cxisting cconomic or political
privileges, or both. Those rajus who aligned themsclves with the
new regime were rewarded with land grants, cash allowances, and
other perquisites,'® whereas those who did not, lost their r.ijyas.
FFor instance, the raju of Baghang was accused of conspiring
against Prime Minister Jung Bahadur and so was deposed and re-
placed by his son, Bhupendra Singh, in carly 1850.'® The raja of
Bajure was similarly disposessed of his territorics in 1856; only in
1879 did Prime Minister Ranoddip Singh restore the rajya.’?

To be sure, not all these newly-created rajyas enjoyed the same
status. The rajyas recognized by the Gorkhali rulers before the
cmergence of Rana rule enjoyed internal autonomy, subject only to
the payment of a nominal annual tribute to the royal court in
Kathmandu. In 1767, for instance, the raja of Jajarkot was granted
full internal autonomy subject to the payment of an annual tribute
of Rs 701." The raja of Bajura was accorded a similar status in
1791 on payment of Rs 500 every year.'® The rujas created by the
Ranas, on the other hand, ¢njoyed somewhat less authority. Most of
them were granted the privilege of collecting revenues in their old
territories on a contractual basis on behalf of the government or of
individual jugirdars, while a few were given the title of raja on a
purcly honorilic basis.

The new rajyus created by the Ranas during the latter part of the
nincteenth century on  the condition that the rajas collected reve-
nucs in their territories on a contractual basis included Achham,-?
Dullu,”" and Garhunkot.** A description of the functions and privi-
leges of the raja of Achham, as mentioned in a royal grant made in
1887,*% will illustrate the nature of rajvas of this catcgory. Dal
Bahadur Shah, a prince of the royal house of Achham, was granted
a revenue collection contract in that year in the territorics by the
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old principality of that name, as well as the title of raja on his
marriage to a grand-daughter of Prime Minister Ranoddip Singh.
His sole obligation was to collect taxes on jagir lands at the pre-
scribed rates in the territories of the rajya and transmit the procceds
to the appropriate jagirdars. Otherwise, he was granted full owner-
ship rights over uncultivated lands in the arcas under his jurisdic-
tion, and authority to collect and appropriate the proceeds of cus-
tomary taxes and levies which had not been included in jagir assign-
ments. The raja was also granted authority to dispensc justice,
except in Panchakhat crimes.?*

The policy of granting the title of raja on an honorific basis,
without assigning territories, was initiated by Prime Minister Jung
Bahadur. He solicited financial and military assistance from several
princely families that had been deposed during the Gorkhali con-
quests for the 1855-56 Nepal-Tibet war and the Nepali military
expedition to India during the 1857 rebellion, possibly with the
objective of testing their loyalty to his regime. The response was
positive and unanimous. Subsequently, some of these princes were
reccognized as rajas in appreciation of their services during these
campaigns, but only on an honorific basis. They were not awarded
the status of autonomous rulers in their old territories. Many of
the new rajas, in fact, were only given some birta lands in their old
territorics. In 1868, for instance, Prithvi Bam Malla, a prince of the
displaced royal house of Galkot, was granted birta lands fetching
an income of Rs 300 a year and recognized as a raja.*® The raja of
Bhirkot?® was also a birta-owner without any pretensions to the
autonomy cnjoyed by the rajus of the other two categorics.

The powers and privileges attached to the rajya of Kaski and
Lamjung beclong to a scparate category. These two abolished
rajyas were restored in 1856, and granted not to the dircct heirs
of their old ruling families but to Prime Minister Jung Bahadur,
with the title of Maharaja.?” Eventually, the posts of Maharaja of
Kaski and Lamjung and Primc Minister were combined in the
scniormost member of the Rana family.

(b) Birta Policy

The Rana period also witnessed a steady expansion of the arca
under hirta tenure. The Rana rulers retained the traditional prac-
tice of making bhirta land grants to win over the loyalty of
Brahmans, leading members of the nobility, and other politically
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influential groups. The beneficiaries included widows and dependents
of members of the Rana family and other high-ranking persons,
including members of the families of those nobles who had gone
into exile, and had subsequently received pardon and returned to
Nepal. In addition, the Ranas utilized their political power to
enrich their own family through extensive birta grants. This two-
fold objective was pursued with such vigour that in 1950, when
Rana rule came to an end, at least one-third of the total culti-
vated area in the Kingdom was under birta tenure, and approxi-
mately three-fourths of the total area under birta tenure belonged
to members of the Rana family.?®

There was usually one important difference in the nature of birta
grants made to members of the Rana family and other individuals.
Most grants made to members of the Rana family were inheritable
and unconditional. They entitled the beneficiaries to exercise all the
traditional rights and privileges of birta landownership in full. On
the other hand, most birta grants made to non-Ranas were condi-
tional and carried only a part of these rights and privileges. For
instance, these grants were often non-inheritable, or even taxable.??

The Rana family, as mentioned above, was the major beneficiary
of birta land grants made after 1846. In 1861, it obtained the big-
gest birta grant ever made in Nepal, comprising the present dis-
tricts of Banke, Bardiya, Kailali, and Kanchanpur in the far-western
Tarai region.?® Nepal had lost these territories after the 1814-16
Nepal-British war. The British Indian government restored them in
1860 in appreciation of the military assistance rendered by Nepal
during the 1857 rebellion in India. King Surendra then granted
half of these territories as birta to Prime Minister Jung Bahadur,
and the other half to his six brothers.?!

Some time during the 1860s, legislation was enacted according to
which no Prime Minister was permitted to accept birta grants from
the King, except in territories added to the Kingdon during his
term of office.?* This measure was obviously intended to legitimize
the above-mentioned grant. It also banned the grant of cultivated
lands in the old territories as birta to members of the Rana family,
possibly because such grants would cause a loss of revenue to the
government, although birta grants on forest lands in these territo-
ries were permitted.

These statutory limitations on the acquisition of birta lands by
the Prime Minister and other members of the Rana family were
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seldom actually observed. In 1861, for instance, several villages in
Nuwakot district were granted to Prime Minister Jung Bahadur as
birta in 1861 in appreciation of the services he had rendered in es-
corting King Surendra during a pilgrimage.*® Possibly to avoid any
impression of illegality, during the later years of his rule, Jung
Bahadur often acquired birta lands only after paying the price to
the government. It was in this manner that in 1873 he obtained a
birta grant of approximately 250 bighas in Sarlahi district on pay-
ment of Rs 125,000 in Indian currency to the government.?* There
is evidence that Jung Bahadur’s successors were less scrupulous in
ensuring the legality of their birta-land acquisitions.?®

Nevertheless, not all birta grants made by the Ranas were inten-
ded to enrich themselves and their supporters. The birta policy of
the Ranas had other objectives also, such as promoting land recla-
mation. Most birta grants made in the Tarai during the early Rana
period, in fact, appear to have been made on waste or virgin
lands,3® the obvious objective being to promote the development of
that region. In line with that policy, legislation was enacted in 1854
permitting any person who reclaimed forest lands to use one-tenth
of the reclaimed areas as birta.®” In other words, the government
granted him tax exemption for the entire reclaimed area for five
years, an . one-tenth of this area on a tax-free basis in perpetuity.
Even persons holding top-ranking positions in the civil service or
the army found these grants attractive,?® presumably because their
tenure on the jagir lands assigned to them was precarious and un-
certain. The possibility of reclaiming uncultivated lands in the Tarai
accordingly guaranteed them a measure of financial security, which
was not attainable otherwise.

(¢) Jagir Policy

Like their predecessors, the early Rana rulers acted on the prin-
ciple that government employees should not be paid cash salaries
so long as lands were available for assignment as jagir.’® The
government preferred to remunerate its employees through assign-
ments of lands, because it was chronically short of cash.?® The land
policy followed during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries con-
sequently led to a decline in the area under raikar tenure.

A jagirdar could request the government at any time that his cash
salary be replaced wholly or partly by a jagir land assignment. His
request was usually granted if lands were available.*! At times,
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however, the shortage of lands left no alternative for the govern-
ment but to pay salaries in cash.** Such shortage, no doubt, checked
the expansion of the jagir system, but it also highlights the manner
in which agricultural lands in nineteenth-century Nepal were used
for the benefit of select groups in the society, rather than as a
source of public revenue.

The State and the Landowning Elite

As aresult of the policies followed by the Rana rulers, the area
covered by rajya, birta and jagir grants increased considerably dur-
ing the second half of the nineteenth century. In fact, almost the
entire cultivated area in the Kingdom, particularly in the hill region,
had been alienated by the state under these systems.?®* The income
from lands so alienated accrued to rajas, birta-owner, and jagir-
dars, not to the state exchequer. The amount of income that
these landowning groups appropriated from the land was conse-
quently much more than what the government itself was able to
collect. In 1853, for instance, the total cash receipts of the govern-
ment from all sources, including land, amounted to a meager
Rs 926,273 against an assessed figure of Rs 1.96 million, whereas
the official value of jagir land assignments amounted to Rs 1.92
million. In 1857, land and forest revenue from the eastern Tarai
region amounted to Rs 749,836, whereas owners of birta lands in
that region were collecting an income of at least Rs 880, 296.44
Rajya, birta and jagir land grants throughout the Kingdom conse-
quently absorbed the lion’s share of the resources that were ac-
tually collected from the peasantry. On the other hand, the central
treasury in Kathmandu faced a chronic shortage of cash.

As noted in the previous chapter, the mobilization of free-float-
ing monetary resources was one of the general goals of the Rana
regime. Land grants under the rajya, birta and jagir systems
naturally hindered efforts aimed at such mobilization. Accordingly,
even while making rajya, birta and jagir grants with social, political,
and administrative objectives, the Rana rulers sought to minimize
the loss of revenue that those grants entailed. At the same time,
measures aimed at maximizing the monetary revenues of the
government were sufficiently adroit to leave more or less untouched
the basic nature and privileges of ascriptive landownership under
the rajya, birta and jagir systems.

The Rana government, therefore, initiated a series of measures
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aimed at lessening the impact of the rajya, birta, and jagir systems
on national finance, albeit without affecting the basic structure of
these systems. The first of these measures was the abolition of the
iagir system in the Tarai region in 1853.95 The decision constituted
part and parcel of efforts to strike a balance between the aliena-
tion of revenue through land grants and the ascriptive privileges of
the landowning elites. The Rana government made an attempt to
justify that decision by pointing out that ‘‘because lands in the
Tarai region have been assigned as jagir to civil and military offi-
cials, the amount of revenue deposited in the trcasury is meager.”®
It should be noted, at the same time, that thc measure did not
reduce the total area under jagir tenure, inasmuch as the jogirdars
who lost their lands in the Tarai obtained replacements from Crown
lands in the hill regions.*” It is also significant that the Rana rulers’
desire to augment revenue from the Tarai did not have any effect
on the practice of making birta grants in that region.

The Rana government also abolished a number of facilitics and
privileges traditionally enjoyed by birta-owners and jagirdars, there-
by diverting new sources of revenue to the state treasury. Several
special levies which had been included in jagir land assignments were
withdrawn.?® The practice of including revenue from fines, customs
and transit duties in jagir assignments was banned.?®* Forests on
jagir were taken over by the state,®® and birta-owners in the Tarai
were obligated to sell timber from their forest lands to the govern-
ment at statutory prices.®' Jagidars were thereafter left solely with
the income accruing from agricultural rents and homestead taxes.
Limitations were imposed also on the exercise of judicial authority
by birta-owners and jagirdars. The 1854 legal code precisely dcfined
their jurisdiction: they were not permitted to adjudicate in cases
which involved a claim of more than Rs 500 each.?! The objective
of this measure was to expand the jurisdiction and hence the income
of the government courts that the Rana rulers organized in different
parts of the country. Government courts were empowered to hear
appeals against decisions made by birta-owners and jagirdars.

The polices followed by the Rana government thus led to a signi-
ficant increase in the total area alienated by the State under the
rajya, birta and jagir systems. Measures were, no doubt, taken
from time to time to bring rajas, birta-owners and jagirdars under
the tighter control of the central government. Thanks to these mea-
sures. these landlords probably wielded less police and adminis-
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trative authority over the peasantry at the end of the nineteenth
century than at the time of the commencement of the Rana rule.
However, these measures had little impact on the basic right of the
landowning groups to appropriate a share of the peasant’s produce
without providing any commensurate service in return. In other
words, rajas, birta-owners, and jagirdars continued to occupy the
role of parasitic landlords whose income from rents was available
neither for investment in agricultural development nor for mobili-
zation as the tax revenues of the state.
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The Agrarian Tax System

The previous chapter showed how the main financial benefit of land
grants made under the rajya, birta, and jagir systems stemmed
from the right conceded by the state to the landowning elites to
appropriate a share in the peasant’s produce. It would be pertinent
in this context to ask what percentage of his total income the
peasant was compelled to part with in fulfilment of his obligation
to these elite groups, but such a quantitative anaylsis is not possi-
ble in the present state of our knowledge. We shall, therefore, con-
fine ourselves to a broad discussion of the payments collected from
the peasant, and changes in the incidence of such payments after
the commencement of Rana rule.

A note on the terminology to be used for the purpose of this
discussion appears necessary. The portion of his produce that a
peasant pays to the government is tax, that is, a compulsory pay-
ment levied for the support of a government. Similar payments,
when made by the peasant to an individual raja, birta-owner or
jagirdar to whom the state alienated the land tilled by him, may
be described as rent, that is, a specific payment made for the
temporary possession or use of a house, land or other property.
From the viewpoint of the peasant, however, there is no real dis-
tinction between taxes and rents, because, in either case, they are
the first charge on his produce. Moreover, some peasants might
be making payments to the government, whereas others in the
same village might owe obligations of a similar nature to an
individual landlord. In the present study, therefore, we shall des-
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cribe all assessments in kind, even if they were actually collected
in cash, as rents, and all assessments in money as taxes, irres-
pective of who actually received the payment; a raja, birta-owner,
Jagirdar, or the government.

Agricultural Rents and Taxes

Chapter 1, had discussed how agrarian systems and institutions
in nineteenth-century Nepal differed according to land use (rice
lands and homesteads) and location (the Tarai, the Baisi region,
and the central hill region). Agricultural rents and taxes were
no exception to this rule. It is impossible in the present state of
our knowledge to make precise quaantitative estimates. Even
then, it would appear correct to generalize that during the early
nineteenth century the rice-land tax absorbed approximately one-
third of the produce in the Tarai and Baisi regions, and at least
half in the central hill region.

In the Tarai region, the land tax was usually assessed and collect-
ed in cash. The rates were different for different crops. In
Mabhottari district, for example, the lowest rate of tax was twelve
annas per bigha of lands under millets and lentils, whereas the
highest rate of Rs 6} was collected on lands growing tobacco.
Lands on which rice was cultivated were taxed at rates ranging
from two or four rupees.! During the early years of the nineteenth
century, paddy sold at about two maunds per rupee in the eastern
Tarai region,? hence a tax of four rupees means an incidence of eight
maunds per bigha against an average yield of about 25 maunds
per bigha of rice land.® There were, of course, variations in the
rate of tax and yields in different parts of the Tarai region, as well
as both seasonal and secular changes in prices, but it would appear
safe to assume that the rice-land tax absorbed roughly one-third
of the produce. During the early 1840s, the figure increased to
approximately 40 per cent of the produce because peasants were
compelled to pay taxes on an area which was one-fourth more
than the area that they actually cultivated.?

In the Baisi region, the rate of the rice-land tax appears to have
averaged two to four annas per muri,® obviously according to the
productivity of the land. The official procurement price of rice in
Jumla was then eight pathis per rupee.® Assuming that 20 pathis
of paddy yielded 10 pathis of rice, this would mecan a price of 16
pathis of paddy per rupee. The tax, therefore, amounted to maxi-
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mum of four pathis per muri on rice-land, or 16 pathis per ropani.
Assuming a maximum yield of about 50 pathis of paddy per
ropani, this would mean, asin the Tarai region, an incidence of
approximately one-third of the produce.

In the central hill region, on the other hand, the rice-land rent
was assessed and collected in the form of paddy and amounted to
at least half of the produce under what was known as the adhiya
system. Under this system, the actual produce of a field was divi-
ded equally between the landlord and the peasant. On those
categories of rice lands on which rents were payable not to jagir-
dars or other individuals, but directly to the government, rent was
usually assessed under the kut system in the form of a sp=cific
quantity of paddy,” or a sum of money,® irrespective of the actual
yield. Available evidence suggests that kut rents during the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were at least as high as
adhiya rents, and were fixed at specific rates mainly to facilitate
collection without sharing the actual produce on the threshing-
ground itself.

In addition to rents under the adhiya or kut system, peasants in
the central hill region were under obligation to pay at least three
cash levies on the rice lands they tilled. These were the chardam-
theki® payable on the renewal of the peasant’s tenure on the land
every year, a tax on winter crops, and the ghiukhane,'® which was
meant to finance the supply of ghec for the landlord’s household. All
these levies were paid in cash. Another levy, which was collected
on rice lands in Kathmandu Valley only, was meant to finance the
salaries of watchmen employed to protect crops from stray cattle.!!
There was also one levy to finance the maintenance of state-owned
irrigation channels which irrigated rice-lands in Kathmandu Valley.
However, these two payments were more in the nature of fees for
services rendered than taxes without a quid pro quo.

Extension of the Kut System

After the second decade of the nineteenth century, the adhiya
system was gradually replaced by the kut system throughout
the central hill region, thereby setting off a trend toward the
maximization of the rice-land rent. The adhiya system contained
several shortcomings from the viewpoint of jagirdars. Because
their income consisted of a share of the produce, it was liable
to fluctuate from year to year. If crops were good, they collected



56 Thatched Huts and Stucco Palaces

an adequate income. If, however, crops failed, they were in
no position to make both ends meet throughout the year. Rents,
no doubt, were the first charge on the produce, but a charge that
varied with the yield. There was also little the jagirdar could
do if peasants cheated in the sharing of crops, or cultivated the
land negligently, or even did not cultivate it at all.??

In contradistinction, kut rents were a specific charge on the pro-
duce which normally could not be reduced to suit the harvest, and
so yielded a more stable income.!* Because of this advantage, the
kut system was adopted in 1812 as the basis of rent assessment on
rice-lands under jagir tenure throughout the central hill region.
This measure had a twofold objective: to avoid the uncertainty in
the quantity of rents paid under the adhiya system because of
the cultivator’s dishonesty or negligence, and to fix rents at a stan-
dard level determined by the potential yield of the land,'® rather
than by its actual yield from year to year as under the adhiya
system.

The kut system also permitted the peasant to meet his fiscal obli-
gations in money, if he so desired.'® Hamilton, obviously referring
to the introduction of the kut system in Kathmandu Valley in 1812,
pointed out that each farm was assessed at a certain quantity of
grain, which the farmer might either pay in kind, or in money, at
the market price.'” The commutation of kut rents was, in fact, so
convenient for jagirdars that often preference in the allotment
of rice lands was given to peasants who were willing to make pay-
ments in cash.!® The practice seems to have been widely followed
in the course of the 1836-37 revenue settlements. The rates of com-
mutation varied in different areas, apparently on the basis of the
distance from Kathmandu.!® They were usually fixed on a long-
term basis; hence any rise in the price of agricultural produce
reduced the real burden of the tax on the peasant. This possibly
explains why at times in-kind kut rents were commuted into cash
on the peasant’s own initiative.2°

From the viewpoint of agricultural production, the transition
from proportional rents under the adhiya system to fixed rents
under the kut system may have had a favourable effect on agricul-
tural production. Proportional rents lessen the incentive of the far-
mer to adopt improvements, inasmuch as for a given improvement
to be worth while at the margin to the farmer it must yield
twice as much if the rent were a fixed amount.?! In contrast, the
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secure variants that a fixed-rent system such as kut provides tend
to improve both resources allocation and productivity.?? In other
words, an adhiya farmer must share with his landlord any increase
in production that he is able to achieve through more intensive
cultivation, irrigation, etc. On the other hand, because his fiscal
obligations to the landlord have been determined in advance, a
farmer working under the kut system can fully appropriate the
benefits of increased production.

The introduction of the kut system on rice-lands in the districts
of the central hill region during 1812 seems to have generally had
this effect. By the mid-1820s, average yields had apparently increa-
sed to a level which made the fixed rents payable under the kut
system actually less than half of the crop. Consequently, there was
pressure from jagirdars to raise kut rents so as to keep pace with
the increased yields. In 1828, therefore, the government sanctioned
a general increase in the level of kut rents in all parts of the central
hill regions.?® Tenants who refused to pay the enhanced rents were
liable to eviction.

A rough survey of kut rent assessments made in different parts of
the central hill region during the 1836-37 settlements show that the
rates ranged between 20 and 30 pathis of paddy per ropani. The
normal yield of paddy in that region was then 80 pathis per ropani.*
The yield was naturally lower on lands with inferior soils or poor
irrigation facilities, and probably amounted to no more than 40
pathis per ropani.?® This would mean that kut rents absorbed bet-
ween one-half and two-thirds of the total paddy crop.

The main aspects of the kut system that need to be emphasized
in the context of the present study are the higher level of kut rents
compared with adhiya rents and their temporary nature. Inasmuch
as jagirdars had full authority to give away their lands for cultiva-
tion to any peasant who offered to pay the highest amount of rent
in any year, the level of kut rents was not only high but also un-

certain.

Homestead-Tax System

Chapter 1 had shown that homestead lands constituted a separate
category for purposes of taxation in the hill region only. Taxes were
assessed according to the estimated size of homesteads in terms of

the number of ox-teams needed for ploughing.*®
There were at least two taxes on homesteads in the hill region;
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the saunefagu, which was levied on each roof, and the serma, which
was based on a rough estimation of the size of the homestead.?”
Both these taxes were in cash. The rate of the serma tax ranged
between eight annas to one rupee and the saunefagu averaged one
anna on each homestead.?®

Additional Levies

In addition to the serma and the saunefagu, the peasant in ninc-
teenth-century Nepal was under obligation to pay a multitude of
levies. Many of these levies were in the nature of a poll-tax, or
were based on caste, ethnic origin or occupation. The number and
nature of these levies were different in different parts of the country,
and, indeed, even in different villages of the same district. An at-
tempt has been made in earlier studies on the subject to enumerate
these levies and discuss their nature and origin,?® but the informa.
tion is still too meager to make it possible to determine the total
incidence on each individual homestead. For the purposes of the
present study, therefore, it may be sufficient to stress that such
taxes and levies cumulatively imposed a real burden on the pea-
sant’s homestead income.

Jagirdars and other landlords were usually entitled “‘to collect
customary gifts and presents from time to time”’ from the inhabi-
tants of villages and areas under their control.?® The nature of
these gifts and presents was nowhere defined, hence the right
meant nothing less than a blank check on the peasant. The result
was that peasants were under obligation to provide to the landlord,
in addition to the serma and saun>fagu taxes on their homestead,
such miscellancous items as fruits, vegetables, ghee, oil, eggs, fish,
chicken, firewood, and bamboo poles, and sometimes even such
manufactured articles as caps and shoes.?* Often the combined
value of these additional payments exceeded the amount of the
serma and the saunefagu. Flagrant infractions of custom in the col-
lection of such payments were often brought to the notice of the
government and remedied,** but a villager could hardly approach
Kathmandu each time the jagirdar or his agent demanded “‘gifts
and presents.”

Although homestead taxation of the kind prevalent in the hills
was usually unknown in the Tarai region, there is evidence that
special levies were collected in consideration of the peasant’s use
of such common facilities as forests and sources of water.*® Pea-
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sants were also under obligation to finance religious ceremonies at
the village shrine, as well as revenue settlement operations, the
cost of stationery and furniture used in local administrative offices?*
and the maintenance of the state elephants.3%

The Asmani Tax

Nineteenth-century Nepali revenue documents use the term
asmani to denote the income accruing from judicial fines and
penalties. The inclusion of such income in a discussion of agrarian
taxation perhaps requires an explanation. Chapter 3 had referred to
the rights of rajas, birta-owners and jagirdars to administer justice
in the areas under their jurisdiction. That right was important to
them for two reasons: it enabled them to maintain effective control
over their subjects, and more important, it fetched them income
in the form of asmani and manpower through the enslavement
of criminals. Indeed, such income formed an important component
of the financial benefits that a raja, birta-owner, or jagirdar obtain-
ed from the lands and villages under his jurisdiction. The right
to dispense justice was, therefore, valued primarily because it was
a source of income, and justice was usually dispensed in a manner
that maximized these benefits.

Modern jurisprudence regards the imposition of fines as a form
of punishment for infractions of the law. In nineteenth-century
Nepal, however, every individual was regarded as a potential law-
breaker and fined in advance. In other words, peasants were com-
pelled to bear the burden of asmani payments whether or not they
actually committed a wrong. In some parts of the region, for ins-
tance, asmani payments were assessed in advance at a specified
percentage of the serma tax on the homestead. The percentage
ranged between 50% and 200.*7 Eventually, asmani assumed the
form of a separate tax on the homestead, which was collected in
addition to any fines that might be imposed on the peasant for
actual wrong-doing.?® The landowning elite’s right to dispense jus-
tice, consequently, degenerated to one more avenue for squeezing

the peasant.

Extra-Legal Collections

No account of agricultural taxation in nineteenth-century Nepal
can be complete without a reference to the extortionate collections
that local officials and visiting dignitaries usually exacted from the
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peasantry. The chronic and ubiquitous character of these exactions
made them an inseparable part of the agricultural tax system
and raised taxation to a level far above what the formal tax system
alone would indicate. For example, in districts where military
headquarters were situated, such as Ilam and Doti, the procure-
ment of provisions to feed the troops imposed an additional bur-
den on the peasantry. Local military authorities paid for food
supplies at prices lower than those current in the village, or even
collected them forcibly without any payment.?® Moreover, practi-
cally all over the country, the burden of feeding local functionaries
and visiting dignitaries fell on the peasant.?? Indeed, there is evi-
dence that visiting officers and dignitaries frequently extorted sup-
plies and provisions from the peasantry without any payment.
Similarly, in the Tarai districts, ‘‘besides the formal or established
cess, the jamindar or cultivator is obliged to pay occasionally,
other irregular and arbitrary taxes in the form of fines, doucers,
and the like.*

Unfair Collection Procedures

Extra-legal exactions were not the sole factor that enhanced the
burden of taxation on the peasant beyond the level set by formal
assessment rates. The government often also followed collection
procedures which were patently unfair to the peasant. For instance,
peasants were often required to provide free porterage services for
the transportation of goods which they were under obligation to
supply against the homestead tax revenue due from them. The
inhabitants of several villages in Pyuthan district were under obli-
gation to pay a part of the revenue assessed on their lands and
homesteads in the form of saltpeter, sulphur, and other materials
required for the manufacture of gunpowder. To procure these
commodities, they had to travel as far as Nepalgunj in the far-
western Tarai, and even to the adjoining areas of India,*? but the
conversion rate took no account of that additional obligation.

A similar squeeze on the peasantry resulted from the practice of
procuring manufactured commodities with the homestead-tax
revenue due from a village. The terms of procurement were usually
unfavourable for the peasant, as otherwise there would have been
no incentive to the government to adopt such a procurement
policy, but the practice in effect increased the tax-burden in real
terms. For instance, Khinchet and Buntang villages in Nuwakot
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district were under obligation to supply their entire production of
paper to the government at a price which was about 60 per cent
less than the current market price.*® The cost of the supplies was
adjusted against the homestead taxes due from them® so that the
craftsmen actually paid their taxes in the form of a manufactured
commodity at an unfavourable price. They were, no doubt, pro-
vided with credit,’® and allowed to procure raw materials free of
cost,1® but these concessions do not seem to have been a sufficient
compensation for the unfavourable price differential. Payment of
money taxes in commodites accordingly deprived the peasantry of
the opportunity of getting higher prices in the market.

Impact of High Level of Taxation

By the middle of the nineteenth century, haphazard tax enhance-
ments and a multitude of ad hoc and arbitrary levies on rice lands
and homesteads had cumulatively imposed a heavy burden on the
tax-paying capacity of peasants, particularly in the central hill
region. Arbitrary enhancements of kut rents and the eviction of
peasants who were not in a position to accept such enhancements
became a common-place occurrence. Moreover, rice lands often
remained uncultivated because the increased kut rents stipulated
by land-hungry peasants were not always justified by actual yields.*”
The situation that prevailed in the Tarai region was possibly
less bleak because low population density fostered competition
among landlords for prospective tenants, rather than among the
peasantry for allotments of land. Even then, there is evidence
that many peasants abandoned their holdings in an attempt to
avoid paying the 25 per cent surcharge imposed during the early
1840s.48

The nature of the problems that the Rana government faced in
the field of agricultural taxation was thus different in different
regions of the Kingdom. The basic problem related to the tem-
porary and hence uncertain nature of rent assessments under the
kut system in the central hill region. In that region, therefore, the
Rana government made an attempt to relate the assessments more
closely with productivity, and fix them on a long-term basis. In
the Tarai region, the main thrust of policy was toward abolishing
arbitrary levies and simplifying the land-tax assessment system,
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Reforms in the Kut System

In order to end the haphazard and uncertain nature of rent
assessments under the kut system in the central hill region, the
Rana government enforced legislation in 1854 abolishing the right
of landlords to raise kut rents. A jagirdar was no longer permitted
to evict his tenant on the ground that another peasant had offered
a higher rent for his jagir lands. Thanks to that measure, the
rights of a peasant remained secure so long as he paid the stipulat-
ed kut rents.*® With the objective of breaking the jagirdar’s control
over the peasant more effectively, the Rana government utilized
the tirja system on a more extensive basis. Tirjas, as noted in
Chapter 2, were certificates issued by the central authorities which
authorized a jagirdar to collect rents on the lands assigned to his
as jagir. These certificates specified the name of the peasant, the
area and location of the holding, and the form and amount of the
rent. Thanks to the tirja system, the obligations of a peasant who
cultivated rice-lands under jagir tenure were clearly specified; in
no circumstances was the jagirdar permitted to collect higher or
additional payments on rice lands. Indeed, a total ban was impos-
ed on rent enhancements during the interval between two revenue
settlements.

Although the 1854 legislation prevented arbitrary rent enhance-
ments on jagir lands, it was not retroactive. Problems created by
such enhancements in the past, therefore, continued. During the
period from 1854 to 1868, settlements under the kut system were
revised throughout the central hill region, and the level of rents
was reduced where necessary. Inasmuch as the 1854-68 settlement
were not revised in most districts of the central hills region during
the remaining years of the nineteenth century, the level of kut rents
remained more or less unchanged.

During the 1890s, the Rana government completed the transi-
tion from the adhiya system to the kut system of rent assessment
in the central hill region. Existing adhiya rents were then converted
into kut at the level of actual collection, or of the kut rents being
collected on adjoining holdings, whichever was higher.® Thanks
to that policy, the highest rate prevailing in any area determined
the general level of rents in that area. The adhiya system was,
thereafter, retained only in exceptional circumstances where it
appeared that any increase in rents would remove lands from culti-
vation.?!
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Long-term settlements were not the sole factor that provided a
mecasurc of rigidity to kut rents in the central hill region during the
Rana period. Efforts were also made to insulate kut rents to some
extent from the uncertain impact of fluctuations in yields caused
by the failure of crops. In the central hill region, for instance, the
following formula was introduced in 1854 for remissions of kut
rents in the event of crop failures:®*

The amount of kut rent shall be doubled to calculate the gross
yield. If the loss amounts only to one-fourth of that yield, no
remission shall be allowed, If the percentage of loss is higher,
the actual produce shall be divided on adhiya basis.

A minor decline in production consequently had no effect on the
fiscal obligations of the peasant. For example, if the kuf rent on a
plot of rice land amounted to 30 pathis of paddy, the gross yield
was calculated at 60 pathis. If the actual yield amounted to no
more than three-fourths of that quantity, that is, 45 pathis, the
peasant was not entitled to any remission, but would still be re-
quired to pay 30 pathis. Only if the damage exceeded one-fourth of
the normal production was the peasant entitled to demand that
the crop be divided under the adhiya system.

Simplification of the Tax-Assessment System in the Tarai

As noted previously, Rana policy aimed at simplifying the tax-
assessment system in the Tarai. The main objective of that policy
was to facilitate the task of tax collection. During the period from
1849 to 1857, a number of additional levies customarily collected
in the districts of the eastern Tarai region were abolished. These
levies included those on common lands and sources of water,®
and the 25 per cent surcharge on the cultivated area contained in
peasants’ holdings. Several other levies were consolidated into a
single payment with the basic land tax.*

Efforts were also made to establish a more accurate correlation
between tax assessment rates and actual yields, as in the central
hill region. For instance, lower rates were prescribed in the
northernmost strip adjoining the foothills of the Siwalik range
than in the southern areas adjoining the Nepal-India border.®®
Moreover, because of the need to attract scttlers to colonize waste
lands in the Tarai region, rates were usually kept at a low level,
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and scldom increased without the consent of the peasantry.?® At
the same time, the Rana government seldom accepted any reduc-
tion in the level of land tax-revenue. Once a field was measured and
taxed, no remission was given on any account.®” Peasants were not
permitted to replace high-tax crops by low-tax oncs, but taxes in-
creased if low-tax crops werce replaced by high-tax ones."

If we ignore the abolition of the short-lived surcharge on the cul-
tivated arca in the castern Tarai region, and also the minor adjust-
ments in tax assessments that were made in individual cases in the
central hill region, it would appcar correct to generalize that the
incidence of taxation in all parts of the country remained more or
less the same under Rana rule as before. The chief achicvement of
Rana policy in the field of land-taxation was the introduction of
long-term tax-assessment rates in all parts of the country, but the
Ranas also followed collection procedures which lent a measure of
rigidity to the land-tax system. Consequently, they were able to
squecze a higher percentage of the peasant’s food output in bad
years than in good ones. It is also significant that the Ranas made
little effort to reform the homestead-tax system in the hill region.
On the contrary, they improved both the machinery and the pro-
cedure for the collection of homestead taxes, with the consequence
that the incidence of such taxation, at [east in monctary terms,
increased to an unprecedented level. We shall discuss the tax-collec-
tion system, and the role of the village clites under that system, in

Chapter 5.

Agricultural Rents on Birta Lands

The foregoing sections presented a skeletal outline of the land-
tax reform measures undertaken in different regions of the
country after the cmergence of Rana rule. The outline covered
only jagir and other taxable lands on which documentary evidence
is available. Many peasants also cultivated birta lands in the capa-
city of tenants and sharc-croppers, but hardly any eftort was made
before 1854 to regulate landlord-tenant relations on birta lands. ™

It has been noted carlier that the 1854 legal code abolished the
traditional right of jagirdars to increase rents on their jugir lands
and evict tenants who did not agree to pay rents at the enhanced
rates. In contradistinction, the code reconfirmed the traditional
right of birta-owners to evict their tenants, and resume their lands
and homesteads for personal cultivation and residence.® Birtq-
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owners were also allowed to take advantage of competition among
prospective tenants to maximize their income. A tenant cultivating a
plot of birta land could be evicted whenever another person offered
to pay a higher rent which he himself was unable to pay, cxcept
when the peasant had reclaimed the land himself.®' Accordingly,
there was no limit to the amount of rent birta-owners could collect
from their tenants, The law recognized the validity of any agree-
ment that might be concluded between birta-owners and their ten-
ants regarding the rate of rents and other conditions of tenancy,®
but did not take into account the peasant’s need for a subsistence
holding and his low bargaining power.

The power that the birta-owner wiclded over his tenants was
probably much less than what the provisions of the 1854 legal
code suggest. Hardly any birta-owner possibly risked violating the
customary law which stipulated that no peasant should be deprived
of his holding before he had harvested the crops that he had sown.
A more cllective check on the birta-owner's power over his tenants
possibly stemmed from the competition that the government itself
oflered. Peasants were subject to fiscal and other constraints if they
abandoned their raikar land allotments and shifted to birta lands.
Birta-owners were forbidden to attract peasants from raikar lands.
On the other hand, individuals who started raikar land-reclamation
projects, or obtained contracts for the collection of taxes on raikar
lands, were encouraged to attract paasants from birta lands by
every possible means. A birta-owner who tried to impose condi-
tions of tenancy harsher than those prevalent on raikar lands in
the arca was, therefore, in danger of losing his tenants altogether.
Conscquently, rents and taxes on rice lands and homesteads under
birta tenure were normally fixed on the basis of rates prevalent on
adjoining raikar holdings,* and hence were approximately equal.®!

We may conclude that the main characteristic of the agrarian
tax system in nincteenth-century Nepal was the multifarious and
burdensome nature of the payments in money or in kind that the
peasant had to make on an obligatory basis on both his rice lands
and homesteads to rajas, birta-owners, jagirdars, or the govern-
ment. All these payments had to be treated as prior charges:
they could seldom be adjusted to suit the actual yield of the land
or the personal circumstances of the peasant. It was with the
residual income, left after meeting all these prior charges, that the
peasant could meet his subsistence needs, The agricultural tax
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system was devised mainly with the objective of ensuring a steady
income for the landowning elites, or revenue for the government.
The system left the peasants at a minimum level of subsistence,
and took little account of the need to reinvest at least a portion
of the agricultural surplus to raise the standard of living of the
peasant, effect improvements in the land, and thereby raise the
level of agricultural productivity.
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The Village Elite

Rajas, birta-owners and jagirdars, who appropriated the rents
and taxes paid by peasants,’seldom lived in the villages where their
lands were situated. The government, which too claimed a share
in the peasant’s crop on lands that had not been alienated under
the rajya, birta and jagir systems, had no tax-collection offices in
the village during the nineteenth century. Consequently, not only
rajas, birta-owners, and jagirdars, but even the government,
needed the services of village headmen or other functionaries to
collect agricultural rents and taxes on their behalf. These head-
men or functionaries thus played an intermediary role between
the landowning elites or the government and the peasant. They
were seldom paid any formal emoluments for their services; rather,
they were given a special status and privileges vis-a-vis the pea-
santry that made it possible for them to partake of a share in the
agricultural surplus in lieu of emoluments. We may therefore,
designate them as the village elites, or local representatives of the
landowning elites of the aristocracy and the bureaucracy. The
purpose of this chapter is to show that the peasants of nincteenth-
century Nepal shared their produce not only with rajas, birta-
owners, jagirdars, or the government, but also with the functionarics
employed to collect that share.

Tax-Collection Functionaries

Chapter 4 had discussed the differcnt tax-assessment systems
followed on ricc-lands and homesteads in the hill regions during
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the nineteenth century. In general, collection of taxes presented
more problems on homesteads than on rice-lands. Taxes on rice-
lands were assessed on the basis of the area; hence revenue from
such taxes could be estimated in advance. On the other hand,
the multiplicity of homestead taxes and levies, and the fluctuating
number of homesteads in a village, made it difficult to estimate
homestead-tax revenue in advance. Nor was this all. Rajas, birta-
owners, and jagirdars exercised judicial authority over the inhabit-
ants of villages owned by them. The exercise of that authority
fetched income in the form of fines and penalties, which was an
important component of the homestead-tax system. Judicial fines
and penalties, although a regular source of income, naturally
could not yield a definite amount each year.

Difficulties of collection were added to the indeterminate nature
of homestead-tax revenue. Because the amount of revenue de-
pended on the number of homesteads, close and regular inspec-
tion, and regular changes in the tax-assessment register, were
necessary in order to make adjustments for the changing number
of homesteads. Moreover, homesteads in the hill regions were
usually located in widely-separated, sparsely-populated and in-
accessible hamlets. The amount collected from taxes was, therefore,
often less than the cost of maintaining a regular administrative
agency for that purpose.

Because of these differences in systems of taxation on rice-lands
and homesteads, different functionaries were employed for the
collection of revenue from these two sources. Traditionally, there
existed in all parts of the Kingdom a multi-tiered hierarchy of local
functionaries to allot lands, maintain records of lands and tax
assessments, and collect taxes. A detailed description of this hier-
archy has been given elsewhere;! in the present context, it may be
sufficient to deal with the main functionaries that existed at the
village level in the hill region and the Taral.

In the hill region, village-level tax-collection functionaries during
the nineteenth century consisted of mukhiyas and jimmawals. The
mukhiya was the village headman, a link between the central
government and the local community. He was mainly responsible
for the collection of homestead taxes and levies, but his jurisdic-
tion covered almost all aspects of village life. The jimmawal
seems to have been a less important functionary, inasmuch as his
jurisdiction extended to rice-lands only. His authority was further
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circumscribed by the fact that jagirdars usually depended for the
collection of rents on their rice-land assignments on brokers called
dhokres. As already noted in Chapter 3, jagirdars were allowed to
collect such rents only on the basis of negotiable certificates called
tirjas. Dhokres purchased tirjas from jagirdars and collected rents
from the peasant on the basis of that authority. Their profit consis-
ted of the difference between the actual collection and the price at
which they purchased tirjas from jagirdars.

In most parts of the Tarai region, where the distinction between
rice-lands and homesteads had little significance from the view-
point of taxation, revenue collection was the responsibility of a
functionary known as the chaudhari. The term was customarily
used to denote a big landowner, and obviously prominent local
landowners were appointed to that post. The parganna, a sub-
division of a district consisting of a varying number of settlements
or villages called moujas, normally comprised the jurisdiction of a
chaudhari.®

Tax-Collection Systems

During the early nineteenth century, four different systems were
used for the collection of agrarian taxes in different parts of the
country: amanat, ijara, thekbandi, and thekthiti. Three of these
systems, amanat, ijara, and thekbandi, were used for the collection
of homestead taxes in the villages of the central hill region. The
thekthiti system was used in the Baisi region, as well as in such
peripheral districts as Rolpa, Pyuthan and Salyan and in Pallokirat,
in the eastern hill region for the collection of taxes on both rice-
lands and homesteads.® In the Tarai region, a variation of the
thekbandi system, known as Panchasala-thek, had been introduced
during the 1820s. In the central hill region, the amanat, ijara, and
thekbandi systems were experimented repeatedly for the collection
of homestead taxcs in the village during the ninetecnth century.
Apparently, the objective of the government was not to apply a
uniform system on a regional basis in the name of reform, but to
introduce appropriate arrangements according to the exigencies of
each specific situation at any given time. The sequence of transition
from any one of these systems to the other, was, thercfore, synchro-
nous, rather than consecutive. That is to say, all these systems
existed at the same time in different parts of these regions, and at
times, even in different jagirs in the same district. Nor was the
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transition invariably one way. There are numerous instances of
revenue-collection under the ijara system having been replaced by
amanat, but the number of cases involving a converse process, that
is, of transition from amanat to ijara, is also quite large.

(1) The Amanat System?

Under the amanat system, the government, or the jagirdar, ap-
pointed a functionary to collect homestead taxes and administer
justice in each village. This functionary was known as a dware.?
The dware transmitted the actual amount collected to the govern-
ment or the jagirdar, and submitted accounts of collections at the
end of each year. The amount of revenue actually collected fluc-
tuated from year to year, hence amanat collection did not guarantee
a stable income to the jagirdar. For the government, the amanat
system was unsatisfactory because it could not capitalize on judi-
cial fines and extra-legal perquisites to raise the official assignment
value of lands and villages.

(2) The Thekbandi System

Because nineteenth century official documents usually use the
terms thekbandi and thekthiti as if these were interchangeable, it
appears necessary to give them specific definitions for the purposes
of the present study. Thekbandi may be defined as a settlement
with mukhiyas in their individual capacity for the collection of
revenue for a specific period. When the settlement was made on a
long-term basis with the villaze community as a whole represented
by the mukhiya, the system was known as thekthiti.

Under the thekbandi system, the amount of taxes and levies dus
on homesteads actually existing at the time of the settlement was
first ascertained. To that figure was added the estimated income
from asmani payments, usually at a specified percentage of the
homestead-tax assessment. The total amount thus assessed was
payable on a contractual basis, with no remissions for depopula-
tion, and no increment for new homesteads. However, the govern-
ment usually reserved the right to appropriate additional income
from special levies, expiation fees, and fines collected from persons
guilty of serious crimes. Thekbandi settlements were usually made
with local mukhiyas. For an example of thekbandi, we may refer to
the settlement made in Upallo-Ghachok village in Kaski district
during 1837. The village consisted of 90 homesteads. Payments
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assessed on these homesteads totalled Rs 104/5,° inclusive of Rs
66/4 from the serma tax and other sources, half of that amount, or
Rs 33/2, from asmani, and Rs 4/15 from the saunefagu tax. In
consideration of his contractual liability for the payment of this
amount, the mukhiya was allowed to collect and appropriate the
proceeds of taxes from all sources other than those reserved by the
government, as well as asmani income.®

The thekbandi system was introduced in the Tarai districts also
during the late 1820s for the collection of land and other revenues
in a modified form known as punchasala-thek. Under that system,
each local chaudhari stipulated the amount of revenue for the
parganna under his jurisdiction. The amount was payable on a
contractual basis, so that remissions were allowed only in excep-
tional circumstances, such as widespread drought. Settlements
under the system were made for five years at a time.”

(3) The Thekthiti System

Under the thekthiti system, the village community as a whole,
represented by the mukhiya, and not the mukhiya in his individual
capacity, was held liable for the full payment of the revenue. In
matters relating to the assessment and collection of taxes in the
Baisi region, the government dealt not with individual peasants,
but with the community as a whole. The entire village was treated
as one unit for purposes of taxation, leaving it to the headman to
apportion individual shares of the total revenue assessment.®
Repeated efforts had been made during the early years of the
ninctcenth century to abolish this system, and to assess taxes on
individual holdings as in the central hill region. The government
eventually realized that *‘systems applicable to other parts of the
country cannot be applied to this region,”” and, therefore, restored
“the traditional systems.” At the same time, it tried to ensure that
the volume of revenue assessment did not decline.®

The thekthiti system was thus a modus vivendi between the tradi-
tional system of treating the entire village as a single unit of taxa-
tion and the government’s desire to establish a correlation between
the amount of revenue assesscd and the actual number of home-
steads. Under that system, each village was allowed to retain the
proceeds of taxes on both rice-lands and homesteads, as well as
income from dutics levied on horses, falcons, wax, printing of
cloth, ferry services, judicial fines and escheats, and one-fifth of
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the income from musk exports. Taxes on newly-reclaimed lands
were collected in addition to the revenue stipulated from each
village. If the amount that was actually collected fell short of the
figure assessed, cach local household made equal contributions to
meet the loss. On the other hand, if actual collections were in
excess of the stipulated amount, the surplus was apportioned equ-
ally among each local household.®

Both the thekbandi and the thekthiti systems contained a built-in
mechanism to protect the government against loss of revenue.
Liability to meet shortfalls, if any, was borne either by the entire
local community represented by the mukhiya under thekthiti, or by
the mukhiya himself under the thekbandi system. Settlement orders
under the thekbandi system declared, as in the Upallo-Ghachok
village of Kaski district in 1837:1!

Ryots shall not make any payment in excess of this amount.
(The jagirdar) shall not make any additional collection. If he does
so, report the matter to us. Promote land reclamation and
settlement, and make the village populous. (The jagirdar) shall
not demand anything for newly-created households, nor. shall
you be entitled to remissions for depopulated households.

The thekthiti system was particularly appropriate for outlying
and inaccessible areas in the hill regions where frequent revenue
settlements were not feasible. A decline in the local population
caused no loss of revenue to the government, inasmuch as the loss
was automatically shared by the remaining households.'* The con-
verse was also true, however. The amount of revenue under the
thekthiti system remained unchanged during the interval between
two revenuc settlements. Consequently, revenue collections remain-
ed static for long periods of time. During the half-century between
1837 and 1888, for instance, revenue collection in Rolpa district
increased by only ten per cent.!®

Similarly, under the panchasala-thek system followed in the
eastern Tarai region, the government could claim only the amount
stipulated by them during a five-year period. Extension of the
cultivated area and increase in population during that period,
therefore, benectitted chaudharis, not the government. A system
that provided no scope for increasing revenue reccipts in the con-
text ol the progressive extension of the cultivated area in the Tarai
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region during the nineteenth century was naturally bound to be un-
satisfactory for the government.

(4) The ljara System

The foregoing sections showed how homestead taxes in the hill
regions were collected either through dwares under the amanat
system, or through mukhiyas under the thekbandi and thekthiti sys-
tems. Under both these systems, the tax-collecting functionary
exercised authority to dispense justice, hence he was also able to
exact unauthorized payments and labour services from the villa-
gers. The benefits of these extortions and perquisites were substan-
tial enough to attract offers of higher payments from speculators
or ijaradars. The government could not withstand the temptation
of maximizing its revenuc by accepting such offers. It, thereforc,
occasionally bypassed the mukhiya and entrusted the responsibili-
ties of homestead tax collection to any person who stipulated a
higher amount of revenue. The mukhiya was then faced with two
alternatives: he could either match the offer, or quit.!* Jjara,
therefore, denoted a system under which authority to collect speci-
fic taxcs or levies, or revenues from all prescribed sources in a speci-
fied area, was granted to an individual, or ijaradar, who undertook
all risks of fluctuations in receipts and stipulat:d the payment of a
fixed sum of money to the government on a periodic basis. The
ijaradar was allowed no remission if he was unable to make collec-
tions for any reason, even because of circumstances beyond his
control. At the same time, he was allowed to appropriate any
amount that he could collect in excess of the payment he had sti-
pulated.!®

Ijara, no doubt, augmented the revenue, but subjected the peas-
antry to harassment and extortion. Indeed, the chief objective of
the ijara system was to institutionalize and capitalizc on these
powers of extortion and harassment that tax-collecting functiona-
rics were able to exercise with impunity. Thanks to this system,
the government was able to maximize its revenue from homestead
taxation to a level which bore little relationship with the official
rates of taxes or the number of homestcads on which these were
assessed.

(5) Mukhiyabhar and Lokabhar Systems
The land-tax-collection systems followed in the hill regions dur-
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ing the early years of the nineteenth century more or less cffectively
fulfilled the objcctive of maximizing revenue. At the same time,
thes> systems gave due consideration to the exigencies of local his-
torical and geographical considerations. But though these systems
served the needs of the government and the landowning clite, they
took little account of the difficulties and hardships of the people.
This was true particularly of the ijara system. Rana policy in the
field of tax-collection, consequently, aimed at the amelioration of
the difficulties and hardships that the ijara system caused to pcas-
ants in the hill region. To fulfil these objectives, the Rana govern-
ment introduced the mukhiyabhar and lokabhar systems in that
region.

Mukhiyabhar meant a system under which a mukhiya was allo-
wed to match an ijaradar’s offer in his personal capacity. As noted
previously, whenever any other person offered a higher amount of
homestead-tax revenue for any village than what the local mukhiya
was paying at the time under the thekbandi system, the latter was
required either to match the offer or quit. If an increase in revenue
could not be avoided because of the higher amount of revenue off-
ered by a prospective ijaradar, the mukhiya could at least ensure
that no ijaradar was appointed to collect revenue and exercise
judicial authority in the village. This he was allowed to do by
matching the ijaradar’s offer under the mukhiyabhar system.'® The
lokabhar system resembled the mukhiyabhar system in many res-
pects, cxcept that initiative for removing the ijaradar came not
from the mukhiya but from the local peasant community. The
1854 legal code contained provisions under which the local inhabi-
tants could stipulate payment of the amount offered by a prospec-
tive ijaradar through a representative designated by them for that
purpose. The main condition on which lokabhar arrangements
were sanctioned was that liability for any shortfall in collections,
or for defalcations by the representative, should be borne by the
entirc community.'” The mulkhiyabhar and lokabhar systems thus
provided the government with the financial benefits of the ijara
system, while freeing the local people from the oppressive burden
of an ijaradar.?®

(6) The Jimidari System
The introduction of the jimidari system in the Tarai region dur-
ing the early years of Rana rule was a measure of far-reaching im-
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portancc in the context of tax collection and agricultural develop-
ment during the nineteenth century. The reform left unchanged the
existing rcvenue admiistrative set-up at the parganna level, but
made the mouja the primary unit of revenue administration.!® Func-
tionaries, known as jimidars,”® were appointed in each mouja to
collect taxes and promote land reclamation and settlement. The
essence of the new system was the personal liability of the jimidar
for the full collection of land and other taxes in the mouja under
his jurisdiction, even if lands remained uncultivated for any rea-
son.?!

What were the circumstances that necessitated the appointment
of jimidars to discharge functions pertaining to land and revenue
along with the parganna-level chaudharis in the eastern Tarai regi-
on? There is evidence to suggest that the panchashala-thek system,
under which chaudharis had been employed to collect taxes in that
region, suffered from a number of defects. The parganna, which
comprised a number of villages, proved unwieldy as a unit of reve-
nuc administration, with the result that chaudharis were unable to
discharge their tax-collection functions satisfactorily.”” The situa-
tion was, in fact, so serious that during the 1850s the government
was able to collect less than two-thirds of land and other tax-assess-
ments in the eastern Tarai region.”® Nor was this all. The develop-
ment of the Tarai region was one of the main objectives of Rana
economic policy. Such development necessitated institutional
arrangements to undertake and finance colonization schemes. The
Rana government obviously found it necessary to create a new
class of landholding interests at the local level which would have
sufficient incentive to provide such entreprencurial talent and invest-
ment capital.

The role of the jimidar as an agricultural entrepreneur will be
discussed in Chapter 9. In the present context, it appears suflicient
to stress the contribution that the jimidari system made toward
the emergence of a new elite group in the Tarai region. As men-
tioned previously, the area that was placed under the control of a
Jimidar was called the mouja. A mouja comprised lands of two
categories: the peasants’ allotments and the jimidar's demesne, called
jirayat.** These lands were cultivated through the unpaid Iabour
and implements of peasants who held allotments in the mouja.*®
Jimidars were. consequently, able to combine the administrative
function of tax-collection with a number of economic privileges
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vis-a-vis the peasantry,

Because the agrarian policies of the Ranas had different objectives
in the hill region and the Tarai, the jimidari system comprised
several features that were lacking in the tax-collection systems
followed in the former. Firstly, the jimidar had no authority to
dispense justice, unlike mukhiyas and ijaradars in the hill regions.
Secondly, jimidari rights could be sold,?® but there is no evidence
that the position of a mukhiya in the hill region was salable
during the nineteenth century. Finally, the position of a jimidar
could not be outbidden by a prospective ijaradar. The reasons for
these differences can be easily explained. In the hill region, the ob-
jective of the Ranas was to garner the maximum possible financial
resources from an agrarian economy which possibly had reached the
optimum limit of growth and even become virtually stagnant. On the
other hand, their objective in the Tarai was to create a new group
of agrarian interests which would bear the responsibility of tax col-
lection and simultaneously provide the institutional framework for
the mobilization of entrepreneurial ability in order to exploit the
region’s agricultural development potential. That objective was
fulfilled to a considerable extent through the jimidari system.

The Status of the Village Elite

The foregoing sections contained a gencral survey of the diffe-
rent systems followed in different parts of the Kingdom for the col-
lection of land taxes during the nineteenth century: the amanat,
ijara, and thekbandi systems in the central hill region, the thekthiti
system in the Baisi region and Pallokirat in the eastern hill region,
and the dhokre system for the collection of rice-land taxes. These
sections also described innovations made in this field by the Rana
government after 1846 through the introduction of the mukhiyabhar
and lokabhar systems in the hill regions, and the jimidari system in
the Tarai. We shall now make an attempt to analyze the general
characteristics of the village elite groups and their impact on the
economic life of the peasant.

The most striking characteristic is the existence of separate func-
tionaries for the collection of taxes of separate categories. We have
seen how in the central hill region taxes on homestead lands were
collected by dwares, mukhiyas, or ijaradars, and on rice lands by
dhokres and jimmawals. There also existed a large number of func-
tionaries at subordinate levels to help mukhivas and jimidars dis-
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charge their functions. It is important to note that the burden of
maintaining this multi-layered hierarchy of functionaries was ulti-
mately borne by the peasant.*’

Rajas, birta-owners, and jagirdars, no doubt, occupied the top-
most position in the hierarchy of landed interests, but it was
mukhiyas, ijaradars, and jimidars who functioned as the immediate
overlords of the peasant. For the peasantry, mukhiyas, ijaradars, and
jimidars were representatives not only of their ascriptive land-
.owners, but also of the central government. Mukhiyas in the hill
regions, in particular, combined police, judicial and administrative
powers with their normal function of revenue collection. The extent
of the mukhiya’s powers was naturally greater under the thekthiti
system than under the thekbandi system, inasmuch as he not only
collected land and other taxes but also recruited the labour required
to repair and maintain fords, ferries, irrigation channels, forts, and
tracks, procured supplies for the army, arrested people who came
without valid passports, and closed prohibited tracks.”® Under
both these systems, the mukhiya constituted the pivot of the local
administrative set-up. His traditional authority over the village
community was buttressed by the new status he now enjoyed
under the royal seal.

The primary objective of all these systems was to maximize the
collection of revenue. The contractual element was common to all
the systems that were most widely practised : ijara, thekbandi,
thekthiti and jim'dari. The ijaradar, mukhiya or jimidar paid to the
government the stipulated amount; anything that he could exact
in addition he could keep for himself. Because of the broad autho-
rity vested in these elements, there was seldom any check on what
they actually exacted. The only problem for these functionaries
was not to squeeze the peasant so hard that he might leave the
land uncultivated, or risk the anger of his immediate overlord to
approach Kathmandu directly with his complaint.

If these systems were clearly exploitative, there is evidence that
the government actually intended them to be so. This is indicated
by the absence of any provision to reimburse the village elites
adequately for their fiscal and administrative services. Mukhiyas
in most parts of the country were entitled to no formal emolu-
ments;*® only in some parts of the Baisi region where the thekthiti
system was prevalent were mukhiyas usually allowed a commission
amounting to 2} per cent of the amount actually collected by
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them.?® However, because of the small amounts they collected,
these commissions seldom exceeded five rupees cach.?! In these
circumstances, it is not surprising that Kathmandu was flooded
with petitions from villages in almost all parts of the country com-
plaining against the collection of unauthorized fines and payments
by mukhiyas and other tax-collection functionaries.

The exaction of unauthorized payments from the peasantry in
this manner was, however, only one of several ways in which tax
collection functionaries provided insurance for the effort and risk
they undertook. Dhokres who collected rents on rice lands on be-
half of jagirdars, for instance, had to undergo considerable effort
and risk while purchasing tirjas from jagirdars and collecting rents
from the peasants.?® The dhokre had to make a substantial profit
in order to compensate for this effort and risk. A part of that profit
came from the jagirdar’s pocket, when tirjas sold at a discount
because of difficulties of collection and other factors. At the same
time, the dhokre used the authority conferred on him by the tirja
to demand higher and additional payments from the tenants, and
harass him in other ways.®® The dhokre thus appropriated profits
at the expense of both the jagirdar and the cultivator. For the
jagirdar, of course, the dhokre was a necessary evil. For the cultiva-
tor, on the other hand, the dhokre was an unmitigated evil, inas-

much as he meant one more layer of authority that had to be kept
satisfied.

Defects of the Ijara and Amanat Systems

There is enough evidence to show that the economic burden of
unauthorized payments and services was highest when taxes were
collected by non-resident persons under the ijara system. The ap-
pointment of an ijaradar for the collection of homestead taxes
created several difficulties for the local people. So long as the
village mukhiya discharged that function, greed for revenues was
tempered by deference to local custom and tradition. On the other
hand, an ijaradar, who seldom had such inhibitions, tried his best
to maximize his profits within the short period of time available to
him. The ijaradar not only collected the amount stipulated by him,
but also made a profit for himself. The local people had thus to
pay much more than what actually reached the government, the
excess constituting the profits of the ijaradar.

The disruptive impact that the ijara system had on village life
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and customs when local mukhiyas were set aside in favour of
ijaradars is well illustrated by the experience which the people of the
Kagbeni-Barhagaun region in Mustang underwent during the 1850s.
Before 1857, taxes were collected in that region by local mukhiyas.
In that year, however, a non-resident person made a higher offer,
and was appointed as an ijaradar. The local mukhiyas, consequent-
ly, lost their customary judicial and revenue functions. The ijaradar
even replaced them by his own men, exacted unpaid labour, fines,
and unauthorized payments for the villagers, and harassed them in
several other ways. The villagers approached Kathmandu for the
redress of their grievances. The government, however, only recon-
firmed the authority of the ijaradar subject to the traditional
customs and usages of the local inhabitants.®! It was careful not to
disturb the contractual arrangements that it had made with the
ijaradar, inasmuch as this could reduce the amount of revenue that
the Iatter had stipulated.

In an attempt to resolve the conflict between village mukhiyas
and non-resident ijaradars, the government decreed that ijaradars
should collect revenues only through mukhiyas,?3 not establish
direct contacts with the local inhabitants,®® and not interfere in the
judicial functions of the mukhiya. The ijaradar was empowered,
however, to receive complaints against the mukhiya,®” an autho-
rity which further disrupted whatsoever cohesiveness the village
community originally possessed.

This attempt to achieve a compromise between the traditional
authority of the village mukhiyas and the rights of the ijaradar did
not reduce the tax burden on the people. The ijaradar was, no
doubt, obliged to deal with the villagers only through the mukhiya,
but he still possessed the authority to collect a sum which was
much larger than what the village had been paying customarily.
People thus suffered from two disabilities: they not only paid
higher taxes, but also lived under the overlordship of a non-resi-
dent person who was not bound in any way by local customs and
had little interest in their prosperity.

Nor was the condition of the peasant any better under the
amanat system. The appointment of a dware as both bailiff and
magistrate created new problems for the peasant. The dware was
entitled to certain perquisites, but the village mukhiya, although he
had no place in the new set-up, still wielded enough authority to
be able to demand, and receive, his own traditional fees and servi-
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tudes. Abuse of his authority by the dware added to the difficul-
ties faced by the peasant in thus living under two masters. There
is evidence that dwares often harassed the villagers in different ways,
ignored local customs and usages, and wrongfully evicted people
from their lands and homesteads.?® In 1816, for instance, the amanat
system was abolished in Sarangkot division of Kaski district when
the government received reports that ‘‘the dware has encroached
upon forests and pastures, collected unauthorized payments, exact-
ed unpaid labour, imposed fines for offences which had not been
actually committed, and thus oppressed the villagers.””®® Jagirdars
were, therefore, often ordered not to appoint dwares, or dismiss
village mukhiyas.®®

Impact on the Agrarian Structure

Systems of land-tax collection in which tax-collection authority
was vested on a permanent basis in a local functionary, such as the
mukhiya and the jimidar had also a profound impact on the agra-
rian structure in the village. There exists a large body of evidence
to show that these functionaries often abused their powers of land
allotment to grab rice lands and homesteads for themselves. In
its desire to prevent revenue from declining, the government often
followed policies which encouraged such concentration of land-
ownership in the hands of the village elite. For instance, mukhiyas
were under obligation to allot vacant holdings to landless peasants
in the first place. If such peasants were not immediately available,
they were permitted to appropriate the holdings for their own
use on a provisional basis.* However, mukhiyas seldom lost such
easy opportunities to augment their own holdings and often retain-
ed possession of vacant holdings on a permanent basis.** Prospective
allotees were seldom able to have their legal claims to the vacant
holdings upheld against the village elite.

These systems also often unduly depressed the status of the mass
of the peasantry. Under the thekthiti system, for instance, the pea-
sant was tied down to the fiscal obligations that the possession of
a homestead entailed. He was even denied the right to break free
from these obligations. Peasants who shifted to other areas were
brought back to their homesteads, often through the use of force.4?
At times, they were permitted to go elsewhere only after they
stipulated that they would continue paying the taxes assessed on
their holdings.**
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The introduction of the jimidari system, in particular, led to an
increased degree of polarization in the agrarian community, All
classes of peasants were then placed under the jurisdiction of
Jimidars, thereby depressing the status of those independent farmers
who had received land allotments directly from the local adminis-
tration. The tenurial rights of these farmers remained more or less
unaffected, but they were placed under the fiscal and administra-
tive authority of the jimidar, and obliged to provide labour for the
cultivation of his demesne. The jimidar had power to evict them if
they defaulted in the payment of taxes, and to reallot their holdings
to other persons.

To conclude: there seems little doubt that the village elite fulfil-
led an essential intermediary role in the coalition of interests be-
tween the aristocratic and bureaucratic groups of rajas, birta-
owners and jagirdars, or the central government, to extract agricul-
tural surpluses from the peasantry. Each side needed the other.
The landowning elite needed the village elite to collect rents and
taxes and control the peasantry, and the village elite needed the
political backing provided by the landowning elite. The village
elite, even though some of them might have had an ancient origin
as the focal point of local leadership under traditional systems of
communal autonomy, thus gradually assumed the role of represen-
tatives of the central government through which the landowning
elite tightened their economic stranglehold on the peasantry. It is
doubtful if the peasantry derived any benefit from these village
elites in their day-to-day problems of eking out a subsistence from
their land. The imposition of an elite group on the local agrarian
community for the benefit of rajas, birta-owners, and jagirdars
compelled the peasant to bear the costs of his own political and

economic domination.
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Unpaid Labour

The previous chapters described how surplus agricultural produc-
tion was collected from the peasant in money or commodities in
different parts of the Kingdom. These payments did not repre-
sent the total burden on the peasantry, because peasants in
nineteenth-century Nepal were also compelled to work without
wages for the government, for the landowning elites, and, in fact,
for any other individual who was placed over them in a position
of authority. This chapter will discuss how these unpaid-labour
obligations were given an institutional form in nineteenth-century
Nepal, and imposed an additional economic burden on the

peasant.

Unpaid Labour and the Landowning Elite

The right to exact unpaid labour on a compulsory basis from all
classes of inhabitants traditionally belonged to the government.
When the lands tilled by a peasant were granted by the govern-
ment to any individual under the rajya, birta and jagir systems,
the peasant’s unpaid labour obligations automatically became due
to the appropriate raja, birta-owner, or jagirdar, rather than to
the government. Little information is available regarding the
nature of the unpaid-labour services that rajas, birta-owners, and
jagirdars exacted from their tenants, and the incidence of the bur-
den such services imposed. The relationship between landlord and
peasant is essentially a private one; hence descriptions of its actual
operation in official documentation are seldom available. However,



90 Thatched Huts and Stucco Palaces

contemporary accounts indicate that porterage was onc of the
avenues in which the landowning elites traditionally utilized their
right to exact labour {from their tenants. As Kirkpatrick recorded
in 1793:!

Persons of a certain rank have suitable cstablishments of Dur-
wars, or hammocks, without, however, regularly maintaining
bearers for the carriage of them, it being among the obligations
of the tenants of jaghires and other landed cstates, to perform
this service occasionally for the proprictor,

There s also evidence that the landowning elites utilized this pri-
vilege for the supply of firewood and other houschold necessitics,
and for the transportation of rents.*

Multiple Obligations

Peasants were under obligation to provide unpaid-labour services
not only to their raju, birta-owner, jugirdar, or other landlord, but
also to the government.” A peasant who cultivated lands belong-
ing o a hirta-owner thus owed unpaid-labour services both to
the government and to the bhirta-owner. This made it possible
for such peasants to claim that “*even though the lands we culti-
viate have been granted as birta, we remain subjects of His
Majesty.” At the same time, the burden of such dual obligations
may have been somewhat lighter on peasants cultivating hirta
lands, compared with jagir and other lands. Kirkpatrick’s account
is iHluminating in this respect also:®

The Ryots, or peasantry, arc distinguished into Kohrya and
Perjaly the former are those scttled in Birta proprictory, or
other rent-ree lands, and are not liable to be called on by govern-
ment for any services except the repair of roads, and attendance
on the army upon particular occasions. Those Perjahs who
occupy lands actually belonging to the Prince, though, perhaps,
in the immediate possession of jaghiredars, are, on the contrary,
obliped to perform various scrvices, both at the call of the
jaghiredar, and of the Prince.

Nor was this all. Chapter S had discussed how the landowning
clites collected their rents from the peasantry through such local
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functionaries as mukhiyas, ijaradars, and jimidars. In most cases,
therefore, it was these local functionaries, rather than the landown-
ing clites, who actually exercised the right to exact unpaid labour
on a compulsory basis from the peasant. In 1882, for instance, the
Raja of Malbara, Narendra Singh Raya, appointed a jimidar to
collect revenue in the village of Dhanbod in Dullu on his behalf.
The privileges he granted to the jimidar included the right to cxact
unpaid labour from the inhabitants of that village.® It is easy to
explain the reason for such delegation of authority. Labour power
cannot be accumulated, and the low level of monetization of the
cconomy made the commutation into money of unpaid labour
obligations scldom feasible. The landowning clites, therefore, made
a virtue of necessity by delegating to their local agents a right that
they could not exercise themselves.

When revenue collection arrangements on jagir and other cate-
gories of raikar lands were made by the government, local func-
tionaries werc often forbidden to exact unpaid labour for their own
use from the inhabitants of the areas placed under their jurisdic-
tion. Such prohibition formed a part of the revenue-collection
arrangements made with mukhiyas under the thek-thiti system in
the Baisi region.” It is difficult to believe that mukhiyas actually
complied with such regulations. In any case, they were responsible
for recruiting the unpaid labour required for public purposes,®
hence it does not seem likely that the ordinary peasant was in a
position to refusc to work for them in their private capacity. Al
the same time, some categories of local functionaries enjoyed a
statutory right to the free labour of the local peasantry. For ins-
tance, the jimidars of the Tarai region were entitled to the free usc
of onc ox-team from cach local houschold, or of thrce labourers,
per year.®

The Labour-Tax: Jhara and Rakam

When the peasant was required to work for both the government
and his landlord, the government's needs naturally received prio-
rity. Indeed, the pcasant’s obligation to work without wages for
his tandlord was in addition to a labour-tax traditionally due to the
government, and conscquently, formed but a small part of his total
unpaid-labour obligations. The government’s demand for labour
was high during the carly ycars of the nineteenth century, particu-
larly for the transportation of mail and military supplics, whereas
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the economy had not been sufficiently monetized to make possible
the payment of wages in money. This left no alternative for the
government but to impose a labour-tax on peasant households.

The labour tax usually assumed two forms in nineteenth cent-
ury Nepal: jhara and rakam. Jhara meant the casual impressment
of unpaid labour for meeting occasional needs. Rakam, on the
other hand, denoted the imposition of a labour tax on the peasan-
try for the regular discharge of a specific function.!® The signific-
ance of the distinction between these two forms of the labour tax—
jhara and rakam—Tlies in the fact that the state exercised autho-
rity over the peasant not only as a tenant but also as a subject. The
peasant was usually under obligation to provide labour services
under the jhara system whether or not he cultivated an agricultural
holding. Rakam, on the other hand, was a part of the peasant’s
obligations as a tenant. Rakam services, therefore, automatically
came to an end if the peasant relinquished his holding. These two
forms of subjection were seldom interlinked. A peasant who was
enrolled under the rakam system was usually granted exemption
from the obligation to provide jhara services.

Jhara labour was exacted in almost all parts of the country dur-
ing the latter part of the eighteenth century.!! It was subsequently
banned in the eastern Tarai region because its indiscriminate use
prevented peasants from cultivating their lands properly, but the
ban appears to have been largely ineffective.'? Indeed, local admi-
nistrators continued to exact unpaid labour without any restriction
in the Tarai region throughout the nineteenth century.’® Even
then, wages were paid in money for many labour services in the
Tarai region that were exacted without any payment in the hill
region, where the rakam system remained confined throughout the
nineteenth century.!*

Categories of Unpaid-Labour Services

In order to determine the incidence of labour taxation, it is neces-
sary to describe the different categories of unpaid labour services
that were impressed from the peasantry under the jhara and rakam
systems. An exhaustive enumeration of these services would be
neither feasible nor meaningful, inasmuch as the government
traditionally exercised the right to exact such services for any pur-
pose whatsoever. Broadly speaking, jhara labour was utilized
chiefly for the occasional construction and repair of roads, bridges,
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irrigation channels, and other public utilities. It was also custom-
arily utilized for such miscellaneous purposes as the supply of fod-
der to the royal stables, or the cultivation of lands assigned for the
supply of foodgrains and other provisions for the royal kitchen.
The jhara system, moreover, made it possible for the royal palace
to obtain a regular supply of mangoes from the Tarai, and of ice
in the summer months from the hill areas around Kathmandu
Valley.!®

Inasmuch as jhara was a manifestation of the peasant’s personal
subjection to the state, there was no limit to the scale on which
unpaid labour services could be exacted under that system. On the
other hand, the government’s demand for labour services was limi-
ted by its administrative, military, and other needs. Available
supplies of jhara labour were, consequently, always in excess of
the actual demand. Moreover, often it was not feasible to impress
jhara labour in outlying areas because of problems connected with
communications and the maintenance of law and order. Mainly
because of these reasons, labour-tax obligations under the jhara
system were commuted into a cash levy in many parts of the hill
regions during the early years of the nineteenth century.'® The
commutation of jhara obligations, however, did not liberate the
peasantry from the obligation to provide unpaid labour services
for the essential requirements of the government. Consequently,
commutation often only provided an additional means to increase
the burden of taxation on the peasantry.

Rakam services, on the other hand, were for such regular ad-
ministrative and defence needs as the transportation of mail and
government supplies, mining and the manufacture of munitions,
and the management of checkposts. These services were utilized
also for the supply of such goods as building timber, firewood and
charcoal, and earthen vessels, and for impressing the services of
masons, carpenters, blacksmiths, stone-cutters, bricklayers, and
gardeners for meeting the personal and household needs of the
royal family. The relative importance of various categories of rakam
services differed in Kathmandu Valley and other parts of the hill
region. The central departments of the government, the households
of members of the royal family and, later, the Rana family, mili-
tary installations, and several munitions factories were located
within Kathmandu Valley. Rakam services concerned with the
supply of building timber, firewood, charcoal, etc., and the sery-



94 Thatched Huts and Stucco Palaces

ices of artisans and labourers were, therefore, of primary impor-
tance in the arca. Elsewhere in the hill regions, porterage services
were most extensively used under the rakam system, followed by
services in the fields of mining and munitions.

There were two categories of porterage services in the hill re-
gions: kagate-hulak for the transportation of official mail, and
thaple-hulak for the transportation of arms and ammunition, gifts
and presents to the royal palace, sick and injured military person-
nel, and ‘‘such other goods as may be specified from time to time
under the signature of the Prime Minister.””!” Throughout the
nineteenth century, hulak services remained the most important
component of the rakam system. These services, in fact, consti-
tuted the foundation of the logistics system that enabled the Gor-
khali army to fight prolonged campaigns over vast distances.'8 The
importance of these services continued even after the phase of ter-
ritorial expansion came to an end with the Nepal-British war of
1814-16, because they helped to maintain a line of communication
throughout the length and breadth of the Kingdom.

Rakam services were utilized, as mentioned previously, also for
the production of munitions. Captain Orfeur Cavanagh, who
visited Kathmandu in 1851, mentions a foundry in Kathmandu,
and ‘‘a large manufactory of fire-arms’ in Pyuthan. He estimated
that in an emergency the government of Nepal could supply “mus-
kets and accoutrements sufficient to equip upwards of 100,000
men.”’!® Twenty-six years later, in 1876, another British official,
Sir Richard Temple, observed that ‘‘in the Valley near Kathmandu
there are arsenals and magazines, with ordnance, including siege
guns, stores, thousands of stands of arms, small arm ammunition,
and the like.”” He found 1t ‘“‘remarkable’ that for all this “they
depend on indigenous manufactures.”*® For unskilled work, as
well as for the supply of materials, thesc factories depended on
unpaid labour under the jhara and rakam systems. In Pyuthan dist-
rict:*!

People are being employed in different capacities to meet the
requirements of the local munitions factory. In some villages,
people extract iron ore, while others transport the iron to the
factory. Still other people procure and supply timber, charcoal,
hides and skins, saltpeter, sulphur, borax, or salt. People are also
employed to grind gunpowder, or construct factories and other
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government buildings, bridges, etc. Other obligations include
the supply of stones, flints, sand, wax, baskets, oil, oilcakes,
oilseeds, etc. The people of this district have thus to remain in
constant attendance at the factory all the twelve months of the
year.

The unpaid labour obligations of the inhabitants of villages
situated on the Nepal-Tibet borders were equally burdensome, be-
cause these involved both porterage and military services. In the
Panchsayakhola area of Nuwakot district, for instance, several
villages were assigned for the transportation of mail and govern-
ment supplies, and the rest for work at the local gunpowder fac-
tory. In addition, each village was ordered to:**

Seize arms and ammunition, saltpeter, sulphur, etc., being
smuggled to Tibet, auction them, and transmit the proceeds to
the palace. Capture any rebel who may try to escape to Tibet
through that area, as well as persons who attempt to create
disturbances, and send them to the palace. Provide porterage
services for the transportation of government supplies between
Nepal and Tibet. Also provide assistance in the collection of
customs duties on goods traded between Nepal and Tibet.

Similarly, the checkposts that the government maintained on
routes leading toward the south through the Mahabharat moun-
tains were manned by sentries and guards employed under the
rakam system. Their main functions were to ensure that restricted
forests were not cleared, that unauthorized tracks were not used,
and that people were not allowed to travel without passports.®

The evidence thus seems to be fairly clear that at the middle of
the nineteenth century, labour taxation under the jhara and rakam
systems was exacted for a variety of purposes, and on an extensive
scale, in the hill regions. Because these services entailed no finan-
cial obligation on the government, no attempt appears to have
been made at any time to check indiscriminate or wasteful ex-
action,

Discriminatory Systems

The rakam system, had it been carried to its logical conclusion,
would have brought the entire peasantry within its scope. How-
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ever, at no time does the government appear to have found it
necessary to mobilize unpaid labour on such a vast scale. Through-
out the whole of the nineteenth century, therefore, a large body
of peasants in the hill regions remained outside the ambit of the
rakam system. These peasants were known as Chuni. Chuni pea-
sants played two essential roles in the labour-tax system of nine-
teenth-century Nepal. They were the main source of jhara labour,
because, as mentioned previously, rakam workers were usually
exempt from jhara obligations. Moreover, Chuni peasants consti-
tuted a reserve labour force for enrolment under the rakam system
when necessary. The imposition of rakam obligations on such a
discriminatory basis may have been dictated by the government’s
actual need for labour services, as well as by the need to maintain
a labour force in reserve for jhara and future rakam impositions.
From the viewpoint of the peasantry, however, it made the labour-
tax system discriminatory in character.

Discrimination was practised in labour-taxation also on the basis
of caste status. During 1813-14, for instance, Brahmans of both
Jaisi and Upadhyaya categories were granted exemption from
labour-tax obligations under the jhara system.”! The burden of
such obligations, consequently, fell more heavily on the non-Brah-
man sections of the population. Exemption from jhara, however,
did not mean exemption from rakam obligations. Indeed, Brah-
mans of both Jaisi and Upadhyaya categories seem to have been
given preference in enrolment as mail-carriers under the hulak
system. During the 1850s, for instance, the overwhelming majority
of the 4,979 hulaki households providing mail transportation
services from Kathmandu to Dhankuta in the east and Doti in the
west consisted of Jaisi and Upadhyaya Brahmans,2® whereas the
enrolment of members of untouchable communities was usually

banned.?®

Fiscal and Tenurial Facilities

Underlying the distinction between the two categories of labour-
tax obligations, jhara and rakam, was the element of force in
jhara, and of persuasion in rakam. People whose services were im-
pressed for non-recurring functions under the jhara system knew
that they were fulfilling an obligation traditionally due to the state.
They had no choice but to provide these services, because they
happened to be present at the appropriate time and place. On the
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other hand, rakam workers performed a recurring function; hence
they knew what was expected of them in the future. Jhara labour
could be rounded up by force, if necessary, but rakam obligations
needed sustained motivation. The government made an attempt to
sustain such motivation through the provision of certain facilities
and privileges to rakam workers. The benefits that accrued to rakam
workers from these facilities and privileges partially offset the eco-
nomic burden of labour-taxation, and hence need to be studied in
more detail in the present context.

The main facilities and privileges that most categories of rakam
workers enjoyed during the early years of the nineteenth century
were exemption from the payment of homestead taxes and levies
and security of occupancy rights on their rice-lands subject to the
payment of rents to their jagirdar-landlords.?” These benefits assume
special significance when we note that jagirdars at that time had
full authority to evict their tenants and relet their lands to any
person who offered higher rents.

However, security of occupancy rights was of little significance if
the rakam worker had no rice lands to cultivate, or if his rice-land
holding was too small to provide a subsistence. A policy of provid-
ing allotments of rice lands to porters of different categories em-
ployed to transport government mail under the kagate-hulak sys-
tem was, therefore, initiated early during the nineteenth century.
Arrangements were made in the western hill region to provide each
hulaki household with a rice-land allotment of between 40 and 100
muris, depending on the size of the family.?® On the eve of the
Nepal-British War, these arrangements were extended to hulaki
porters in the eastern hill region also.*® During the 1840s, rice-
land allotments were similarly provided to several other categories
of rakam workers in Kathmandu Valley.%°

These arrangements occasionally led to the transfer of rice-lands
to hulak porters from other categories of the local peasantry and
thereby benefitted one class of the peasantry at the expense of an-
other. To avoid that situation, the government in subsequent years
enrolled as hulak porters only those peasants who possessed com-
paratively large rice-land holdings.®! In other words, peasants were
forced to accept labour obligations under the rakam system not to
gain any additional benefit through rice-land allotments, but only
to be allowed to retain the lands that they already possessed.

In any case, rice-land allotments under the rakam system were
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by and large limited to the central hill region; the Baisi region re-
mained outside the ambit of these measures. Differences in the
land-tenure systems customarily followed in the Baisi regions and
elsewhere in the hills will be discussed in the next chapter; the
point that needs to be stressed in the present context is that the
state exercised greater control over the allotment of agricultural
lands in the central hill region than in the Baisi region. The policy
of tying rakam obligations with land-holding was, consequently,
seldom feasible in the Baisi region. Arrangements were, therefore,
made during the early years of the nineteenth century to pay wages
in money to hulak porters in the Baisi region, but this was merely
a temporary expedient during a period of war. The government
was not financially capable of bearing the burden of such payments
in normal times, hence they were soon discontinued. Hulak porters
were, therefore, usually compensated through exemption from
homestead taxes and security of tenure, without any provision for
rice-land allotments,32

Abuse of the Labour-Tax System

The foregoing account shows that labour-taxation under the
jhara and rakam systems imposed an additional economic burden
on the peasant on a discriminatory basis, although in the case of
rakam the burden was partially mitigated through fiscal and tenu-
rial concessions. Any attempt to assess that burden would prove to
be a mere academic exercise if we ignore the additional burden
caused by the abuses that were inherent in the system. It is true
that both jhara and rakam labour was usually utilized for meeting
governmental needs. It is also true that rakam obligations were
imposed only through the orders of the central government in
Kathmandu. But it is equally true that the actual exaction of lab-
our services under these systems was the responsibility of village
headmen, petty officials, and local administrators. The abuse of
jhara and rakam services for meeting personal needs, in addition
to the statutory needs of the government, was thus a built-in defect
of the system. To what extent the system was abused cannot, of
course, be assessed in quantitative terms, but available evidence
suggests that it was grossly and widely abused.?® The peasant had
no protection against such exploitation, and, with stray exceptions,
appears to have accepted it docilely. Docility, nevertheless, did not
preclude passive resistance, and that was the weapon that the
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peasants of nineteenth-century Nepal appear to have used on an
almost country-wide scale against the abuses of the labour-tax sys-
tem. Such passive resistance usually assumed the form of voting
with their feet. Peasants who found the burden intolerable deserted
their homesteads and villages. Orders were promulgated from
Kathmandu repeatedly forbidding the exaction of unpaid labour
for meeting the personal needs of village headmen and local offi-
cials, but these orders were seldom effective.?

In many cases, the obligation of the peasantry to work without
wages for the government prevented them from engaging in the few
paid porterage jobs that were available. Kirkpatrick®® has noted
that on the Hitaura-Kathmandu route:

The merchants are liable to be delayed more or less in their
journey by the want of porters; and 1 was sorry to observe, that
they appeared but too much exposed to it from the loose or arbit-
rary form of the government; as no ceremony was used in de-
priving them, for our accommodation, both at Hettowra and
Goolpussra, of the carriers with which they had provided them-

selves.
Nor was this an isolated case. Kirkpatrick adds:3¢

The evil would have scarcely merited notice, had it been limited
to the particular case in question; but I am afraid the instances
of it occur too often, when any of the principal men of the coun-
try happen to travel (especially on public business) in thc route
of the merchants.

Rana Policies
The Rana government initiated two measures to check such

abuses and regulate the use of jhara labour: a blanket ban on such
labour, and legislation aimed at prohibiting the use of unpaid
labour by private individuals. The ban on the jhara system was
imposed in 1847 on the ground that the system had subjected the
people to great hardships. At the same time, the government reser-
ved the right to employ people without wages ‘‘whenever it may
be in need of such services.”” The ban was accordingly withdrawn
early in 1854 when preparations were started for a war with
Tibet.3” It was never restored, and available evidence shows that
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unpaid labour obligations remained a normal feature of Nepal’'s
agrarian life throughout the nineteenth century.

In 1854, legislation was enacted for enforcement all over the
country on the subject of forced labour and wage-rates. Govern-
ment officials and local functionaries were prohibited from exact-
ing unpaid labour, except for meeting customary governmental re-
quirements. They were required to pay wages at the rate of four
annas daily, and a fine of the same amount, if they were proved
to have forced people to work without wages in contravention of
this ban. Jagirdars were required to pay wages at the rate of ten
paisa daily if they exacted porterage services from the inhabitants
of homesteads and villages assigned to them. However, owners of
lands of all tenure categories were permitted to conclude agree-
ments with their tenants stipulating the supply of unpaid labour
for agricultural work or porterage.®® In 1888, the statutory daily
wage rate of four annas was abolished, and employers were
required to pay only ‘‘reasonable wages fixed through mutual con-
sent.”’3® Both these measures, therefore, failed to introduce any real
change in the condition of the peasantry.

Moreover, the ban on jhara labour, although short-lived, had no
effect on the exaction of labour-tax under the rakam system. In
fact, the latter half of the nineteenth century witnessed a consider-
able expansion in the scope of the rakam system. There were
mainly two reasons for such expansion. In the first place, the
growing centralization of the administration led to an increase in
the volume of official correspondence, and hence to a more inten-
sive exploitation of the hulak system in the hill region.?® Secondly,
there was an increasing trend toward the exploitation of the rakam
system to meet the personal needs of members of the new political
elite, particularly in Kathmandu Valley and the peripheral areas.
Many peasant households in these areas were brought within the
scope of the rakam system for the first time when any member
of the Rana family set up an independent household.*! There were
also many cases in which rakam services were diverted from mili-
tary purposes to meet the personal needs of members of the Rana
family. Several rakam workers of Thankot in Kathmandu, for
instance, had been employed in transporting military supplies dur-
ing the 1855-56 Nepal-Tibet war. Subsequently, they were employ-
ed as porters to transport timber for the construction of palaces
for the Ranas.*?
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When rakam services actually became redundant, the Rana
government commuted them into cash levies in the same manner
as its predecessors had commuted labour-tax obligations under the
jhara system. The services of stone-workers employed to cut grind-
ing stones for use in gunpowder factories were thus commuted in
1888, when machinery was introduced for the production of gun-
powder.”® Such commutation inevitably led to an increase in the
burden of monetary taxation and thereby depressed the economic
condition of the peasant, particularly when there was no alterna-
tive and gainful outlet for the use of his labour-power.

Several important developments occurred in the field of rakam
labour-tax policy after the commencement of Rana rule. In 1854,
legislation was enacted codifying the tenurial facilities and privi-
leges of rakam workers. Landlords were forbidden to increase
rents or other payments due from rakam workers, or to evict them
and resume the lands for personal cultivation.** If rakam workers
defaulted in the payment of rents, the headman was held respon-
sible for evicting the defaulter and appointing another person to
replace him, the obvious intention being to ensure that rakam
services were not dislocated.’® During 1854-55, a massive pro-
gramme was started in Kathmandu Valley and the peripheral areas
to redistribute rice-lands held by rakam workers in order to ensure
that people who did the same work received land-allotments of
equal size.%® An attempt was thereby made to correlate the size of
rakam land allotments with the quantum of obligations for rakams
of each category. Thanks to the rakam land redistribution pro-
gramme, rakam workers with relatively small holdings of rice
lands benefitted at the cost of their more affluent neighbours.

Incidence of Labour-Taxation

The previous sections contained a brief survey of the different
categories of labour-taxation under the jhara and rakam systems,
with special reference to measures intended to provide a quid pro
quo for rakam services. There was no quid pro quo i respect to
labour taxation under the jhara system, hence the question deter-
mining the incidence of such taxation was fairly simple. The statu-
tory wage-rate for an unskilled labourer during the nineteenth
century was four annas per day. A peasant whose services were
impressed thus jndirectly paid a tax of that amount for each day
of work, The burden was naturally higher if his jhara labour-tax
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obligations made it necessary for Lim to travel long distances from
his residence, or if he had to provide tools and implements himself.

The incidence of labour taxation under the rakam system may
also be assessed on the basis of the same formula. As mentioned
previously, Kagate-hulak was the most extensively used rakam
service in the hill regions. During the 1850s, 3,916 households had
been enrolled under that system between Kathmandu and the west-
ern frontier in Doti, and 1,063 households in the east to Dhan-
kuta, making a total of 4,979 hulaki households. Each household
supplied one porter for the transportation of official mail for 96
days in the year."” The government thus exacted 477, 984 man-days
of unpaid labour services under the Kagate-hulaki system. At the
statutory wage-rate of four annas per day, this makes a total
amount of Rs 119,496. The amount of homestead tax exemptions
must, of course, be subtracted from that figure. Such exemptions
normally amounted to less than a rupee per household.*® Even
assuming that they amounted to a rupee, the relief obtained there-
by by Kagate-hulaki porters amounted to only Rs 4,979. The net
incidence, consequently, amounted to Rs 114,517. In other words,
the government of Nepal, during the mid-nineteenth century, exac-
ted porterage services worth that amount from peasants in the
eastern and western hill areas through the Kagate-hulak rakam
alone.

There were several other factors besides homestead tax conces-
sions which mitigated the incidence of labour taxation on the pea-
sant, but it is difficult to measure the relief in monetary terms. As
mentioned previously, rakam workers usually enjoyed exemption
from labour taxation under the jhara system, which undoubtedly
was more onerous and unpredictable. Moreover, rakam workers
enjoyed a quid pro quo in the form of tenurial security as well as
allotments of rice lands on a preferential basis. These facilities and
concessions appear to have been tangible enough to induce pea-
sants occasionally to offer to work under the rakam system on
their own initiative,’® or even to have their rakam obligations dis-
charged through hired labourers, bondsmen or slaves.?® Neverthe-
less, these indirect benefits cannot conceal the fundamental inequit-
ability of the labour-tax system in nineteenth-century Nepal. The
system did not provide an adequate quid pro quo to the peasant in
consideration of the labour services that he was compelled to pro-
vide to the government, or to the landowning elites, In other
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words, the jhara and rakam systems denied the peasant an eco-
nomic return for his labour services, prevented him from making
use of his labour power for economic gain, and compounded the
burden of taxation in money or commodities. Labour-taxation
under these systems was, therefore, one more way in which the
government, or the landowning elite, absorbed the economic sur-
plus generated by the Nepali peasant during the nineteenth
century.
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The Agrarian Community

For the various groups of the landowning elite who were entitled to
a share in the peasant’s produce—rajas, birta-owners and jagirdars
—land was a dependable source of income, a secure form of pro-
perty, and a symbol of social status. These benefits, however,
accrued only if the land was actually cultivated. Therein lay the
importance of the peasant, who performed the essential tasks of
ploughing the fields, sowing seeds, and harvesting crops. The peasan-
try, however, did not constitute a homogeneous group in the society.
A bi-polar view of Nepal’s agrarian society during the nineteenth
century, with the landowning elite at one end of the spectrum and
the tiller of the soil on the other, would, therefore, bear no corres-
pondence with the reality. In this chapter, we shall try to identify
the various groups in the local peasant community over which the
authority of the landowning elite was superimposed under the
rajya, birta and jagir systems. We shall also discuss the measures
taken by the Rana government to introduce some measure of tenu-
rial uniformity in all parts of the country, solve the growing prob-
lem of eviction of tenants, and grant property rights in land to the
peasant. For the purpose of the present discussion, we shall assume
that land becomes a form of private property if it can be bought
and sold, or pledged as collateral for a loan.

Landholders and Peasants

Economic differences among different groups in the peasant com-
munity are the end-product of various social, economic, historical
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and other factors which it would be out of place to discuss here.
These differences are usually measured on the basis of such criteria
as the size of holdings. Unfortunately, no reliable information in
this regard is available for nineteenth-century Nepal. Accordingly,
even though a discussion of the legal status of different peasant
groups is a poor substitute for an analysis of the economic and
other factors that determine his actual economic condition, the pre-
sent state of our knowledge leaves us no choice of an alternative
methodology. In the context of the present study, it may be suffi-
cient to point out that individuals and groups who claimed owner-
ship and, consequently, rent-receiving rights in the land, had per-
force to come to terms with the essential role of the peasant as a
primary producer. They had to concede him certain basic rights in
order to ensure that he had adequate incentive to stay on and cul-
tivate the land. These included the right of each local household to
a homesite and an allotment of rice land, the right to occupy these
lands and homesites so long as the peasant paid the customary rents
and taxes, and the right to leave them to his successors through
inheritance and partition. In those areas where the peasant had
been able to strengthen his rights and privileges in the land by law
and/or custom in such a manner that he enjoyed unchallenged
possession of his holding, subject only to the payment of rents and
taxes, he was often able to transfer his holding to another person
on payment of a sum of money. Where the peasant held the lands
that he tilled only on short leases from the government, or from
the landowning elite, his right to his holding was not secure enough
to attract monetary investments from prospective buyers.

In the present study, we shall classify peasant groups on the
basis of the extent of these rights that they actually enjoyed. If
purely local variations are ignored, the following categories stand
out prominently in the agrarian community: peasants who cultivated
the land at the will of the landowning elite, without any protection
against arbitrary eviction, peasants who enjoyed some measure of
security against arbitrary eviction, but were denied the right to sell
or mortgage the land, and peasants who enjoyed statutory security
of tenure, as well as the right to sell or mortgage the land. The
term landlord will here be used to denote individual members of
the landowning elite groups of rajas, birta-owners, and jagirdars.
Actual cultivators will be described as peasants, while the term land-
holder will be used for individuals belonging to intermediary groups
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between the landlord and the peasant whose rights had been made
secure by law or custom.

Resident Birta-owners and Kipat-owners

From the viewpoint of legal status and economic opportunities,
it seems beyond doubt that small birta-owners, who lived in the
villages where their birta lands were situated, formed the topmost
layer of the local agrartan community. They were freeholders who
were under no obligation to share their produce with a landlord.
Even when a resident birta-owner and a jagir tenant cultivated
holdings of the same size, therefore, the former was much better
off. Moreover, birta-owners traditionally had legal authority to
force their tenants to work without wages. They were thereby able
to cultivate bigger farms at costs of production which were lower
than those of a peasant cultivating jagir and other taxable lands.
These social and economic privileges of resident birta-owners
were not available to an ordinary peasant in the same village who
cultivated his small plot of jagir land, paid rents and a multitude
of homestead and other taxes, and in addition, provided unpaid
labour services to the state and his landlord.

This does not mean, however, that resident birta-owners as a
class necessarily occupied an economic status superior to the mass
of the peasantry who cultivated jagir and other taxable lands in the
capacity of tenants. The topmost layers, no doubt, consisted for
the most part of resident birta-owners, but some of them must also
have occupied holdings that were comparatively small by local stan-
dards. The 1eason is that a market in birta land had come into
existence long before jagir and other raikar lands could be sold and
purchased. The progressive fragmentation of old birta holdings
must similarly have depleted their size to a considera ble extent. We
can only conclude, therefore, that because of the burden of taxa-
tion in money, commodities and labour, an individual peasant
cultivating jagir and other lands of taxable categories would tend
to be much poorer than an individual birfa-owner-cultivator with
a holding of the same size.

The position of kipat-owners, particularly those in the far-eastern
hill region of Pallokirat, resembled that of birta-owners in many
respects. Kipat, as already defined in Chapter 3, was a communal
form of land tenure under which the concerned ethnic group, re-
presented by the headman, rather than the government, controlled
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the allotment of land. Members of such ethnic groups owned land
under the kipat system by virtue of their membership of the group.
Earlier studies on the kipat system have mainly stressed its com-
munal aspect, and described its customary characteristics vis-a-vis
the statutory forms of tenure such as raikar and birta.! From the
viewpoint of the local agrarian community, however, it appears
necessary to lay equal emphasis on the intra-communal aspects of
kipat tenure, that is to say, the relationship between the headman,
in whose name royal orders confirming the customary occupation of
lands under kipat tenure were usually issued during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, and the ordinary members of the kipat-
owning community who subsisted on allotments of kipat lands made
by the headman. The beneficiaries of such royal orders were known
as zamindars,® or landlords. They often had their Jands cultivated
through sharecroppers, who paid ‘‘one half of the produce for
rent.”’® During the early nineteenth century, kipat lands appear to
have been freely sold* and mortgaged.®

Peasants and Landholders in Raikar Land

Resident birta-owners and kipat-owners were, however, islands of
autonomy in an agrarian society where the superimposition of the
landowning elite’s authority was a virtually universal phenomenon.
The character of the local peasant and landholding groups who were
subjected to that authority was different in different regions of the
Kingdom: the Tarai region, the Baisi region, and the central hill
region.

(1) The Tarai Region

In the Tarai region, land during the nineteenth century was
normally in the possession of two categories of landholders, zamin-
dars and chuni ryots. The rights of zamindars ‘‘extended over
land occupied by a number of persons,”’® whereas a chuni peasant
was only “‘an ordinary occupant or holder of land” whose name
was listed in the official tax-assessment register.” The zamindars of
the Tarai region during the nineteenth century comprised, as in
India, ““a rural class other than, and standing above, the peasan-
try.””® No information is available as to how the zamindars of
Nepal acquired that status in the first place. It is possible that, as in
the adjoining areas of northern India, they belonged to castes or
communities who had settled a new tract of territory, or occupied
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an inhabited tract after driving out or establishing their domination
over the existing settlers.® In any case, their customary rights and
status appear to have been sufficiently entrenched to be recognized
by successive governments.

The zamindari system appears to have been more or less of a
similar nature in both Nepal and the adjoining areas of northern
India until the last quarter of the cighteenth century. It started
evolving on divergent lines only after the permanent settlement was
introduced in Bihar and Bengal in 1793. The settlement permitted
zamindars ‘‘to transfer to whomsoever they may think proper, by
sale, gift, or otherwise, their proprietary rights in the whole or any
part of their respective estates without applying to government for
its sanction to the transfer.”'® In Nepal, on the other hand, the
government, instead of recognizing the proprietary rights of zamin-
dars, preferred to deal directly with the cultivator.!! Consequently,
whereas the zamindars of India became proprietors of the land, the
landholding rights of their counterparts in Nepal were virtually
ign ored.

The term chuni denoted peasants who obtained allotments of
waste lands from the local authorities and so lay beyond the juris-
diction of zamindars. They appear to have been less secure in their
tenure than zamindars, because local authorities often evicted them
after they had reclaimed waste lands in order that the lands might
be reallotted to other persons on more favourable terms. Such
malpractices had been banned in 1793, but the ban appears to have
been largely ineffective.!> That may have been the reason why
Hamilton noted that ¢were property somewhat more secure, this
(Tarai) territory is capable of yielding considerable resources.’’!3

There is no evidence that either zamindars or chuni landlords
were legally entitled to sell their lands. Because agrarian systems in
the Tarai region of Nepal had much in common with those pre-
valent in the adjoining areas of India during the eighteenth cen-
tury, it may be correct to presume that the nature of rights in the
land enjoyed by both zamindars and chuni ryots were more or less
similar on both sides of the border at that time. In India, the zam-
indar had “no power of alienating his estate, he could not -raise
money on it by mortgage, nor sell the whole or any part of it.”’!!
Similarly, “long occupancy had not certainly empowyered t_he ryots
to sell or mortgage their lands.”’'® In any case, it is possible that
the relative atundance of cultivable lands, and the facilities that
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were usually offered to prospective settlers, constituted more or
less effective constraints in the development of a market in land in
the Tarai region. But even though private property in land may
have been absent in the Tarai region in the sense of the right to
sell or mortgage it, the rights of both zamindars and chuni land-
lords were sufficiently secure in law and custom to permit a cleav-
age between landholding and actual use. Their lands were cultiva-
ted for the most part by a class of sharecroppers called adhiyars.1®

(2) The Baisi Region

The division of the upper layers of the agrarian society into
zamindars'” and chuni landholders!® was a normal feature of the
Baisi region also. The area of lands controlled by them was often
so large!® that “some people have kept their lands uncultivated,
whereas others complain that they do not have adequate lands for
their subsistence.”®® The large size of holdings often deterred
personal cultivation by the owner, hence tenancy appears to have
been commonly practised.?

There, however, ended the similarity between the agrarian socie-
ties of the Tarai and Baisi regions. Whereas a market in land had
remained undeveloped in the Tarai region, in the latter both sale
and mortgage transactions had been customary®® even before the
Gorkhali conquest of that region during the late eighteenth cen-
tury.??

(3) The Centr.al Hill Region

The agrarian society of the central! hill region presented a glar-
ing contrast to that in the Tarai region and the Baisi region. There
it consisted largely of peasants with small, self-cultivated rice-land
allotments. Preference in such allotment was usually given to
resident peasants, that is to say, peasants who lived in the village
or area where the lands were situated. Customary law provided
that no peasant should be deprived of his homestead and rice-land
allotment so long as he remained in occupation and paid the stipu-
lated rents and other dues. However, the tenurial rights provided
by customary law were confined to the actual use of the land.
Possession of land independently of actual use was seldom possible,
nor had a market in land developed. Indeed, during the first decade
of the nineteenth century, regulations were enforced in the central
hill region making transactions in land a punishable offence.?
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The tenuous nature of the peasant’s rights in land in the central
hill region is highlighted by a new system of rice-land allotment,
known as raibandi, that the government introduced during the
1830s on jagir lands assigned to the army.2® Under the raibandi
system, jagir lands of that category were reallotted among the exist-
ing tenants in such a manner that each cultivator received an
allotment of rice-land that he could cultivate through the labour
of his family.?®

What were the circumstances that led the government to introduce
the raibandi system? The growing requirements of rice-lands for
assignment under the jagir system necessitated the reclamation of
large areas of marginal lands high up on the hill sides and in river
banks through the construction of irrigation channels and embank-
ments. In most cases, these channels and embankments were
earthen constructions which had to be repaired each year during
the winter season. Lands were allotted on a yearly basis to the local
peasants on condition that they contributed unpaid labour for
these repairs.?” Notwithstanding these precautions, the newly-re-
claimed lands continually faced the threat of erosion. Moreover,
Jagir boldings often comprised lands which could be used to grow
rice but had not actually been so used because of the high costs of
irrigation or risks of damage. The government, therefore, needed
a system that would compel the peasant to bear the burden of jagir
rents on waste lands and the risks of loss through damage to the
land as a result of erosion. The raibandi system helped to meet
these needs.

Under the raibandi system, therefore, available land resources
were reallocated in the local community in such a manner that
every adult inhabitant became a tax-payer. The correlationship
that the system established between the size of the rice-land hold-
ing and the size of the peasant’s family minimized the risk of loss
resulting from any individual peasant’s default in the payment o!
rents and taxes. After the introduction of the Rana regime, th:
ambit of the raibandi system was widened to include all categories
of raikar and jagir lands, as well as guthi and kipat lands.

Notwithstanding the advantages that the raibandi system may
have brought to the government, it undermined the permanence of
the peasant’s tenure. It weakened the force of the customary lgw
according to which a peasant had the right to occupy his holding
so long as he paid the stipulated rents and other customary dues.
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A family whose rice landholding exceeded the per capita share in
the village was obliged under the raibandi system to relinquish the
excess area without any compensation.?® In other words, a peasant
family which had an inadequate holding could get a subsistence
holding through the reallotment of the bigger holdings of its more
affluent neighbours. Under the raibandi system, therefore, a pea-
sant’s rights over the lands cultivated by him became neither per-
manent nor inheritable and subdivisible.

Impermanence of tenure should not, however, be confused with
insecurity. The raibandi system only meant a redistribution of
fields; in no case did it deprive any peasant of a subsistence hold-
ing. In fact, by conceding the right of each member of the local
peasant community to such a holding, the system may actually
have provided the community with a large measure of security and
stability.

The agrarian structure that emerged through the raibandi system
was necessarily characterized by small cultivators. Although hold-
ings might differ in size because of differences in the size of the
family, the per capita cultivated arca was more or less equal. There
is evidence, however, that such redistribution did not create an
egalitarian agrarian society. There were several reasons for this
situation. Under the raibandi system, lands were redistributed only
among the local cultivating households. Households that possessed
no rice lands apparently found no place in the list of beneficiaries
under the raibandi system. Moreover, raibandi allotments were made
on rice-lands only. No attempt was made to regulate the size of
homesteads. Nor was this all. A peasant who obtained a raibandi
allotment could also cultivate non-raikar lands concurrently, if he
could get any, in the capacity of a tenant. Finally, rice-lands were
often allotted directly by the central government from Kathmandu.
Such holdings were excluded from the purview of redistribution
under the raibandi system.

To sum up, landholding groups in the local agrarian community
who could retain their rights in the land without cultivating it them-
selves, and, occasionally, even alienate it through sale, mortgage,
or allotment, were confined for the most part to the Tarai region,
the Baisi region, and the far-eastern hill region. The agrarian
society of the central hill region, in contrast, consisted for the
most part of small cultivators who held their lands on short leases
and usually forfeited their rights if they did not cultivate the land
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themselves. Such impermanence of tenure prevented the emergence
of tenancy and of a market in land in that region.

The Role of Landholding Groups

' During the early nineteenth century, official policy was generally
aimed at undermining the control that zamindars, kipat-owners,
and other landholding groups in different parts of the country
exercised over the agricultural lands under their jurisdiction. This
policy was dictated by several considerations of expediency. The
Gorkhali rulers aimed at implementing as far as possible the theory
that the state is the owner of all lands and other natural resources
in its territories. The reason for such a policy was that land in
early nineteenth-century Nepal was important to the government
not because it yielded tax revenue but because it could support an
army and a burcaucracy through assignments under the jagir system.
Such assignments resulted in the superimposition of the jagirdar's
authority over the local agrarian community. A multilayered
structure of landholding rights in the local agrarian community obs-
tructed the unrestricted exercise of the jagirdar’s authority to evict
recalcitrant cultivators or raise rents. Consequently, one of the
main objectives of Gorkhali agrarian policy was to bypass the land-
holding groups and promote a direct relationship between the
landowning elite and the peasant. Where the rights of the land-
holding groups had been too strongly entrenched to make possible
such a direct relationship with the peasant, they attempted to
reduce the area of land controlled by such groups.

In the Tarai region, for instance, the government introduced a
land tenure system which, in India, has been described as ryotwari.
The system ignored intermediary landholding groups and assessed
taxes directly on the cultivating peasant. It thus ignored the status
of zamindars as “‘a rural class other than, and standing above, the
peasantry.”’ A similar policy was followed in the Baisi region as
well. The redemption of lands mortgaged before 1806 by landhold-
ing groups was prohibited. Lands belonging to landholders who
did not cultivate them personally were taken away from them, and
granted to the tenants. The expropriated landowners were forbid-
den to collect rents and other payments, or to exact unpaid labour,
from their erstwhile tenants. Actual cultivators were thus enabled
to hold lands in their own names, whereas the owners were expro-
priated without compensation, Often such landowners were given
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the choice of either paying taxes on their uncultivated lands, or
letting the local administration reallot these lands to persons who
were willing to cultivate them.?® The objective of these measures was
to increase the number of households and check tenurial inequities
and concentration of landholding rights. With the same objective,
village functionaries were instructed not to wipe out existing home-
steads “‘by purchasing lands and people.”’3® There is evidence,
however, that these reforms were not effectively enforced, with the
result that the dispossessed landowners were often able to continue
collecting rents from their erstwhile tenants. The latter had then
to bear the burden of both these payments and the newly-imposed
state taxes.!

In the case of kipat, which was customarily tax-exempt, con-
version into raikar made the lands subject to taxation, and so
increased the area available for grant or assignment as birta or
jagir. The official policy was, therefore, to bring alienated kipat
lands within the ambit of the raikar tax system. During the last
years of the eighteenth century, the government also imposed ceil-
ings on kipat holings in the eastern hill areas. There were also
other considerations of a political nature behind the government’s
efforts to convert kipat lands into raikar which are not relevant to
the present discussion.®

Efforts to establish a direct relationship between the landowning
elite and the peasant had, nevertheless, only a palliative effect;
they did not seek to introduce structural changes in the local ag-
rarian community. Consequently, the system of intermediary land-
holding remained unaffected. It is, therefore, necessary to discuss
the position that the peasant occupied as the lowest stratum of the
three-tiered hierarchy of landed interests, with the landowning elite
or the government occupying the topmost position.

Landholding groups who occupied an intermediary position bet-
ween the landowning elite or the government on the one hand, and
the peasantry on the other, also claimed a share in the surplus
produce of the peasantry. However, this did not necessarily mean
that the peasant who worked under a zamindar in the eastern Tarai
region bore a cumulated burden of taxes and rents that was heavier
than the burden borne by his counterpart in the central hill region.
Irrespective of the form of tenure, the peasant who actually culti-
vated the land paid at least one half of the crop as rent. Interme-
diary landholding groups emerged in the Tarai and the Baisi
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region, but not in the central hill region, primarily because the
incidence of land taxation was lower in the former; and they could
subsist on the difference between the rate of rent paid by the
cultivator and the tax they themselves were under obligation to pay
to the government. In either case, the peasant who actually culti-
vated the land paid a rent which usually amounted to at least half
of his produce.

The fact that the landholding rights of intermediary groups had
been established by custom, and subsequently granted statutory
endorsement, did not, therefore, necessarily mean that the ordinary
peasant in the Tarai and the Baisi region occupied a status higher
than that of his counterpart in the central hill region. As pre-
viously noted, these rights had in many cases resulted ina divorce
between ownership and actual use, with the consequence that they
were possessed by the non-working owner, rather than by the
actual cultivator. In most of the country, therefore, the rights of
the peasant in the lands he tilled were limited to usufruct.

Position of the Peasant

The key element in this discussion of the hierarchy of agrarian
groups in different regions of the kingdom during the ninsteenth
century is the position of the peasant at ths lowest rung. Where
the government dealt directly with the peasant. as in the central
hill region, the peasant was treated no better than a tenant-at-will.
On the other hand, where select groups had attained a privileged
status in the local agrarian community, such as the zamindars of
the Tarai and Baisi regions, the peasant was left at their mercy,
and rarely became an object of concern for the government. The
security of the peasant’s tenure in these circumstances largely be-
came a matier of custom, liable to be violated at any time when
the local landholding groups could lay their hands on another pros-
pective tenant on more favourable terms. The most that the pea-
sant could expect to achieve in any part of the country during the
early nineteenth century was the customary ban, often reinforced
by administrative sanction, on arbitrary eviction so long as the
stipulated dues and exactions were paid.

It is essential, however, to keep the problem of tenurial security
in a proper perspective. Although no statistics are available, a
study of Nepali source materials during the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries inevitably leads to the conclusion that
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the Kingdom faced a shortage of manpower in relation to available
land resources. The problem of labour shortage was, in fact, seri-
ous enough to justify a liberal policy on immigration, particularly
into the Tarai from the adjoining areas of northern India. It also
fostered a competition between the government and the landown-
ing elite for prospective tenants to cultivate their lands. Local ad-
ministrators in the Tarai region, for instance, were repeatedly ins-
tructed to lure peasants from birta lands for the cultivation of tax-
able lands under the control of the government.?® Demographic
factors thus made the eviction of tenants a proposition of doubtful
benefit to the landowning elite.

Emergence of Property Rights

By the middle of the nineteenth century, several developments
occurred in the central hill region which had an adverse impact on
the security of the peasant’s tenure. The introduction of the kut
system for the assessment of rents on rice-lands was the most im-
portant of these developments. So long as the actual crop was
divided equally between the landlord and the peasant under the
adhiya system, it mattered little to the landlord who actually culti-
vated the land. He had, indeed, little to gain by replacing an exist-
ing tenant by a new one. But the kut system put an end to this
stability. Because rents were fixed in advance at specific rates under
the kut system, a newcomer could stipulate a higher amount than
the incumbent. The landlord had then a strong motive to evict his
tenant and accept the higher offer. The government accordingly en-
acted legislation which gave landlords full authority to evict pea-
sants who refused to accede to their demands for higher rents.
Peasants’ customary rights in the land were thus sacrificed at the
altar of the jagirdar’s greed.

To be sure, the customary law that peasants should not be evict-
cd so long as they paid the stipulated rents and taxes was reitcra-
ted from time to time through administrative orders in different
arcas of the country during the early nineteenth century.?® There is
also evidence that the government occasionally realized the a verse
impact of tenurial insecurity on agricultural production and the
cconomic condition of the peasant and made sporadic attempts to
mitigate that impact.3® Nevertheless, there is no evidence that any
attempt was made during the early nineteenth century to deal with
the problem of tenurial insecurity on a comprchensive basis.
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Rana Policies
Measures were initiated only after the emergence of the Rana

regime to provide tenurial security to peasants in all parts of the
country. The Rana rulers aimed at preventing the growth of the
Jagir-owning bureaucracy from entrenching itself as a powerful and
autonomous landed interest. They sought to achieve this objective
by frecing the pcasantry from excessive dependence on their jagtr-
dar-landlords.?” As already noted in Chapter 4, the 1854 legal code
specified the circumstances in which landlords were permitted to
evict their tenants. It provided full security of tenure to peasants
so long as they paid the stipulated rents and taxes. Simultaneous-
ly, records of rights were compiled, thereby providing the peasant
with documentary evidence of title to the land he tilled. These
developments set the stage for the emergence of property in land.
If a peasant’s holding was favourably located, or was of high fer-
tility, or if he had invested labour and capital to make it produc-
tive, he was now able to sell it, or take a loan and give the land
on mortgage. By the third quarter of nineteenth century, peasants
cultivating jagir and other categories of raikar lands in all parts of
the country had succeeded in acquiring property rights.2® The im-
provement that the Rana land reform measures brought about
in the status of the raikar peasantry as property owners thus
appears to have been substantial.

At the same time, the inadequacies of these measures should not
be overlooked. They provided protection only to the raikar pea-
santry. As noted in Chapter 5, the 1854 legal code granted full
authority to birta-owners to evict their tenants in expectation of
higher payments from others. A large segment of the peasantry,
consisting of those who cultivated birta and other tax-free lands,
were, consequently, left at the mercy of their landlords. Nor was
this all. The tenurial security and property rights that the raikar
peasant was ablc to obtain thanks to the Rana land reform mea-
sures made it possible for him to sell or mortgage his lands, parti-
cularly as growing population intensified the demand for land.
Many peasants found it more profitable to expand their holdings
and sublet the lands than to cultivate them personally.®® They were
thereby able to subsist on the differences between the rents they
received and the taxes they paid to the government or to the jagir-
dar-landlord. In the event of such subinfeudation, the tenurial
sccurity and property rights provided by the land reform measures
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benefitted not the actual cultivator, but the non-working interme-
diary.

We may now recapitulate the main lines along which the tenu-
rial rights of peasants on jagir and other categories of raikar lands
evolved under the impact of policies initiated by the Rana govern-
ment. The chief feature of these policies was that the cultivator
was guaranteed security of tenure, and that the compilation of
records of rights made it possible for him to enjoy that security in
actual practice. Property rights in land emerged as a consequence
of this development. Such rights enabled the cultivator to sell or
mortgage his holding, thereby virtually obliterating the long-stand-
ing differences in the tenurial status of the peasantry in the Baisi
region, the Tarai region, and other parts of the country. Rana rule
thus witnessed a definite trend toward the strengthening of the
peasant’s right to own land as property. However, that right was

at times appropriated not by the actual cultivator but by an inter-
mediary landholder or a moneylender.
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The Village M oneylender

Our study of Nepal’s land tenure and taxation systems in the pre-
vious chapters showed how surplus agricultural production and the
peasants’ labour power were absorbed by the government or by
the landowning elite, rajas, birta-owners, and jagirdars, as well as
by village headmen and other categories of functionaries employed
by them. The peasant was compelled to bear the burden of sustain-
ing this hierarchy of landed interests because, under the existing
land tenure system, all land belonged either to the government or
to individuals designated by it under the rajya, birta and jagir sys-
tems. The authority enjoyed by rajas, birta-owners and jagirdars,
as well as village headmen and other functionaries who collected
revenue on their behalf, depended on their political power, and
bore no relationship with the services or benefits that they made
available to the peasant. The obligations that the peasant owed to
those landed interests were, consequently, a manifestation of poli-
tical domination. We shall now discuss how yet another category
of agrarian interests, the moneylenders, supplied the credit needs
of the peasant, and in return, exploited his labour power, or ap-
propriated a share in his production. The peasant’s obligations to
the moneylender were, therefore, a manifestation of economic
domination. '

The Problem of Agrarian Indebtedness

Agrarian indebtedness appears to have been a chronic and u-bi-
quitous problem in nineteenth-century Nepal. Subsistence farming
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at a low level of productivity, which was characteristic of Nepal's
agriculture during this period, compelled the peasant to borrow
from moneylenders when crops failed, or when death or illness in
the family hindered normal cultivation. The adverse effect of
agrarian indebtedness on agricultural production and the stability
of the rural population was serious enough to invite governmental
measures aimed at controlling rates of interest and scaling down
the amount of Icans. Even before the political unification of the
Kingdom, King Ram Shah of Gorkha (1606-36) had prescribed
the rate of interest on cash loans at 10 per cent every year, and on
loans in kind at 25 per cent, subject to a maximum payment of
twice the amount of the loan if payments had accumulated.! Dur-
ing the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, these provisions were
reconfirmed from time to time,*> and additional regulations were
promulgated prescribing that amounts collected as interest in
excess of these rates should be deducted from the principal.®

However, agrarian reform measures which militate against the
interests of elite groups such as moneylenders require considerable
administrative effort and organization to be effective. There is no
evidence that these regulations were backed by such effort and
organization. The repeated promulgation of regulations with subs-
tantially the same content over a long period of time indicates
that they were seldom actually enforced. Indeed, it might even be
correct to say that these regulations were often meant only to pro-
vide an excuse to increase revenue by imposing fines on recalci-
trant moneylenders.! Even in the possibly rare cases of actual
enforcement, the relief was available to the peasantry only on a
one-time basis. The problem, consequently, remained as intract-
able at the middle of the nineteenth century as it was during the
early years. As some debtors of a village in Nuwakot district com-
plained in 1854, ““We pay Rs 200 on a loan of Rs 100, or thirty
pathis of salt on a loan of one muri of rice, but the amount of the
loan always remains the same as before.”®

A high rate of interest does not in itself have an adverse impact
on the economic condition of the peasant, if the loan is meant for
a purpose that yields him a still higher benefit. In other words, the
adverse impact of high rates of interest may be offset to a signi-
ficant extent if the loan is used for productive purposes. There is
evidence, however, that peasants in nineteenth-century Nepal usu-
ally incurred loans in the form of such basic necessities as “‘food-
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grains, cloth, and money.””® Even if amelioration of the condition
of the debt-ridden peasantry was a serious objective of govern-
mental policy, efforts to achieve that objective through regulation
of rates of interest only tackled the symptoms and not the basic
causes of the problem. There is no evidence that the government
made any effort to improve the condition of the peasantry with
the objective of reducing their dependence on moneylenders.

Impact of New Tax-Assessment and Collection Systems

This interpretation of official policy in respect to agrarian indebt-
edness is substantiated by the manner in which the government
introduced innovations in the fields of tax assessment and collec-
tion that further tightened the squeeze on the peasant and made
him even more vulnerable to indebtedness. The replacement of
adhiya rents by kut rents in the central hill regions during the ear-
ly nineteenth century, as discussed in Chapter 4, was one of these
innovations. Notwithstanding the comparative advantages of fixed
kut rents as secure variants, which tend to improve reserve alloca-
tion and productivity,’ additional problems emerged for the small
peasant. The cost variant was, no doubt, secure in absolute terms,
but in terms of a percentage of the actual produce it was an ex-
tremely insecure variant. Chapter 4 had also discussed how the
peasant obtained an automatic remission in rents under the adhiya
system in the event of any damage to the land or crop failure. In
contradistinction, even when production declined by one-fourth,
no remission was given in kut rents. A partial failure of crops
consequently left the peasant worse off under the kut system than
under the adhiya system, and made him more vulnerable to indeb-
tedness.

There was also a progressive trend toward the commutation of
payments due on both rice-lands and homesteads, which meant
the superposition of a money-tax system on a subsistence economy
at a low level of monetization. For the small peasant, the chief
way to raise cash was to sell that part of the produce that was pay-
able in any case to the landlord. However, the village moneylend-
er, who usually also dealt in agricultural produce, was the sole
outlet for the conversion of the peasant’s produce into cash, both
because of the small quantities involved and the client-patron rela-
tionship between the two. The alternative way to obtain cash was
to borrow from the moneylender, If the peasant was lucky and
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recaped a good harvest, he repaid the moneylender in kind. Other-
wise, payments accumulated.

Nor was this all. Rice-lands yielded a crop only once a year, or,
if wheat too was cultivated, at most twice a year. A jagirdar ac-
cordingly received an income from his lands only once or twice in
a year. If the duties of his office required his presence at distant
places where rents could not be transmitted to him during the
months when crops ripened, he would even have to go without his
rents. Such a situation occurred frequently during the early years
of the nineteenth century, when many jagirdars belonging to the
army were deputed to the front. In order to meet that difficulty,
peasants who cultivated rice lands on adhiya or kut tenure were
placed under the obligation of supplying loans to their jagirdar-
landlords. Those loans were subsequently adjusted against the rents
due to the jagirdars when crops were harvested. Peasants were
allowed to charge interest on such loans at the rate of five per
cent.! The system may have helped to remove the financial diffi-
culties of jagirdars, but it increased the burden on the peasant.
He had to raise large amounts of cash before his crops were ready
for harvest, often at short notice. Moreover, he was allowed to
charge an interest of only five per cent, although the village money-
lender who supplied him with cash to meet this liability charged
several times as much. There is evidence, nevertheless, that the
obligation of peasants to supply loans to their jagirdar-landlords
became defunct after the gradual introduction of the tirja system
during the 1820s. Jagirdars were thereafter able to obtain payments
in advance from the brokers to whom they sold their tirjas.

If tax assessment and collection policies made the peasant more
vulnerable to indebtedness, measures aimed at increasing agricul-
tural production through the reclamation of virgin lands made him
no less so. The problem was prominent particularly in the Tarai
region. There the government traditionally followed the policy of
allotting large tracts of virgin lands to enterprising individuals for
reclamation and colonization. Such individuals were expected to
attract settlers from the adjoining Indian territories and provide
loans and other facilities to them. Although there is very little
direct information concerning the rates of interest charged on such
loans, contemporary accounts of the adjoining Indian territories
lead us to infer that the rates were usurious. In Purnea district of
Bihar, which adjoins Morang in the eastern Tarai region of Nepal,
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Francis Buchanan noted in 1809-10:

On most estates it is customary to assist new tenants by a little
money advanced. If he brings implements and cattle, the land-
lord or his agent advances grain for seed and food. The latter is
paid back from the first crop, with an addition of 50 per cent;
twice as much is required from the former. As the loan is sel-
dom for more than six months, this is an enormous usury.?

Buchanan has also noted that ‘‘a large proportion of the farmers
are in debt chiefly to merchants of various kinds who make ad-
vances for their produce.”??

Slavery and Bondage

The foregoing sections show how the cumulated burden of in-
debtedness consequent to usurious rates of interest enhanced the
economic burden borne by the peasant. The problem did not con-
cern solely his financial condition, but affected even his personal
liberty. When loans accumulated, the transaction often culminated
with the purchase of the debtor by the moneylender. The debtor
then became the moneylender’s slave. Alternatively, the debtor
worked for his creditor without wages in lieu of interest,'! and
thus became a bondsman. Bondage meant that “‘the creditor shall
not demand interest, while the debtor shall not demand wages.’’!?
The system owed its origin also to the traditional taboo on Brah-
man landowners operating an ox-drawn plough with their own
hands to till their fields.!® They accordingly advanced interest-free
loans to landless agricultural labourers, who were usually of low
caste status, to do the work.

The prices at which poor people were sold as slaves may be
regarded as reliable indicators of the economic condition of the
lower strata of the peasantry in the hill regions of Nepal during
the nineteenth century. These prices appear to have been determined
by the low capitalized value of human labour as well as by demand
and supply. In Jumla, a poor and mountainous region where the
supply of slaves was possibly higher and the demand lower than
in the capital town of Kathmandu, a slave could be bought for
Rs 20! and an entire family, consisting of parents and two child-
ren, for Rs 80.1° The official price of rice in Jumla at that time
was seven parhis per rupee,!® hence a slave girl was worth about
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10} muris of rice. In Kathmandu, on the other hand, ‘‘the price of
slaves ranges for females from 150 to 200 rupees, and for males
from 100 to 150 rupees.”!?

The size of the loans for which people were bonded, and the
long periods of time for which they remained in bondage as a
result of their failure to repay the loan, are additional economic
indicators. In early 1865, Kathmandu received a complaint from a
blacksmith in a village of Doti district that some local persons had
wrongfully claimed his mother to be a slave and kept her in deten-
tion. The woman had been bonded by her father several years
previously for a loan of Rs 6. The loan appeared to have remained
unpaid for at least two decades.’® At Barhabis in Jumla, a land-
less labourer remained a bondsman for six years for a loan of
Rs 12. He was then freed by a local landowner and set up on a
service-tenure allotment; the loan had not been repaid even 17
years later.!®

For the moneylender, slaves and bondsmen were a source of
cheap labour which he could use in various ways. In Kathmandu
Valley, ‘“‘most great proprietors . .. employ stewards with their
servants and slaves, to cultivate some land for supplying their
families.”’?? In wealthy households, slaves were ‘‘generally employed
in domestic work, wood-cutting, grass-cutting, and similar
labour.”’?! In the hill regions, wealthy rakam landlholders often de-
puted their bondsmen to transport mail and government supplies
on their behalf. In one case, a moneylender who had been conscript-
ed during the 1855-56 Nepal-Tibet war fulfilled his obligation by
sending his bondsman instead.?® Because of such economic and
other benefits, the enslavement and bondage of the peasantry as a
result of indebtedness appear to have been chronic problems in
several parts of the country during the nineteenth century.??

At the same time, available evidence suggests that the institution
of slavery, unlike bondage, was often not economic for their owners.
Both slaves and bondsmen forfeited their labour power as a means
of economic gain, but the creditor was under no obligation to
provide a bondsman with means of subsistence. A slave, on the other
hand, had to be fed, clothed, and sheltered. It was possibly because
of the high costs of the slave’s maintenance, compared with his low
productivity, that owners in the western hill region often set up their
slaves on small allotments.2* This ensured them a cheap supply
of labour without bearing the obligation of the slave’s maintenance.
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The foregoing sections discussed two ways in which a money-
lender could get a return on his investment during the early
years of the nineteenth century: collection of interest in cash
or in kind, or the exploitation of the debtor’s labour-power
through slavery or bondage. Because the element of risk was high,
neither arrangement was a satisfactory one from the viewpoint of
the moneylender. Collection of interest was, at times, difficult
because the debtor’s crops might be destroyed by natural calami-
ties, or the debtor himself might die or abscond. The liabilities of
a deceased debtor or bondsman were assumed by his heirs, but a
dead slave meant a complete loss of the owner’s capital. High
rates of interest, or harsh conditions of slavery or bondage, were,
therefore, often no more than an attempt by the moneylender to
provide insurance for his investment.

Land Mortgage

Moneylenders usually seek to avoid such risks by advancing loans
against the security of the peasant’s land. This can be done in
either of two ways: through a simple or possessory mortgage. A
simple mortgage means that the borrower assumes the obligation to
pay interest on the loan, empowers the creditor to forfeit the plot
of land mentioned in the bond, and meanwhile, cultivates the land
himself. Under the system of possessory mortgage, on the other
had, the borrower does not stipulate any interest, but surrenders
his land to the creditor, who then cultivates it personally or
appoints a tenant, often the borrower himself. Mortgage entitles a
moneylender to collect an income from lands which he does not
actually own or cultivate. Consequently, moneylenders become yet
another category of interests, along with the landowning and
village elites, who claim a share in the crops the peasant harvested.

The system of possessory mortgage, in particular, causes econo-
mic hardships to the peasant because it deprives him of a source
of income with which he could pay back the loan. Even if he
continues to cultivate the mortgaged land in the capacity of
a tenant, he is compelled to pay at least half of the produce as
rent to his moneylender-landlord. In other words, the peasant’s
financial obligations increases, whereas his income declines. Posses-
sory mortgages, therefore, often long remain unredecmed. Of greater
importance is the ratio between the size of the loan and the area
of land mortgaged. If a moneylender acquires a large area of land
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on mortgage on a small loan, the income he can get from the land
means a very high rate of return on his investment.*® From the
borrower’s point of view, this means an unduly high rate of interest,
At the same time, the system makes it unnecessary for the borrower
to undertake the obligation of paying interest, and even enables
him to redeem the mortgage whenever he can acquire the means
to do so.

It is possible that the borrower fares worse under the system of
simple mortgage, because he then remains under the obligation of
making interest payments regularly. In the event of default in such
payments, the moneylender can add up the arrears and renew the
bond, in effect charging compound interest. When arrears of pay-
ment accumulate to a level which the moneylender judges to be
approximate to the value of the mortgaged land, he may compel
the borrower to surrender the land, thereby cancelling the loan.
The moneylender then augments his land holdings, whereas the
borrower becomes a landless labourer.

Obviously, the debtor can mortgage his land to his creditor only
if his rights in that land are secure either by law or by custom
that has gained administrative sanction. At the middle of the nine-
teenth century, not all categories of individual rights in land enjoy-
ed that status; hence the scope for mortgage was usually limited to
birta, kipat land in the eastern hill region, and raikar lands in the
Baisi region. Available evidence shows that possessory mortgage
transactions were quite common in these categories of lands during
the early nineteenth century. Indeed, the steps that the government
initiated from time to time to mitigate the adverse effects of
possessory mortgages on the economic condition of the peasantry
indicate the acuteness of the problem. In 1809, for instance, all
lands mortgaged in the eastern hill region were restored to their
owners, and the debts were cancelled, if the creditor had already
collected the amount originally loaned.?® In 1844, moneylenders
in Jumla were similarly ordered not to enslave their debtors, or
dispossess them of their lends.?” We may assume that these orders
were ignored by moneylenders. In fact, moneylenders at times
behaved in such a high-handed fashion that they refused to restore
the mortgaged lands even when the debtor repaid the loan, or to
accept repayment and restore the mortgaged lands to the debtor.?®

Inasmuch as occupancy rights in raikar land in the central hill
region were not transferable during the early years of the nine-
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teenth century, mortgages of the type common in the kipat areas
of the eastern hill region and in the Baisi region were usually un-
known. Nevertheless, there is evidence that extralegal mortgage
transactions were quite common in that region on jagir, rakam,
and other categories of raikar lands. In 1832, for instance, the
government received reports that a large number of mail-carriers
employed under the rakam system at Thankot in Kathmandu had
mortgaged their lands to moneylenders and left the village.?®
There is evidence that a similar problem affected other parts of the
central hill region as well,30

Rana Policies

Agrarian indebtedness, and the consequent impoverishment,
enslavement, or bondage of the peasant, or the loss of his rights
in the lands he tilled, appear to have become acute problems at
the time of the commencement of Rana rule. In view of their
adverse impact on agricultural production and stability of the
agrarian population, the Rana government initiated a number of
measures aimed at mitigating the burden of indebtedness, regulat-
ing enslavement and bondage, and ameliorating the condition of
slaves and bondsmen.

The 1854 legal code reiterated the traditional ban on the collec-
tion of interest in excess of 10 per cent yearly. It prescribed that
on accumulated loans only double the amount of the principal
need be paid after 10 years. The maximum that could be paid on
accumulated loans in kind after 10 years was three times the
principal amount. Another provision was that all payments of
interest made in excess of 10 per cent in the past should be dcd.uct-
ed from the principal amount.®* The code, in addition, contam.ed
provisions permitting a debtor to declare himself bankrupt. \ylth
the consent of his creditors. In that event, his assets were utilized
to settle their claims in proportion to the amount repayable to
each. The creditor was given the choice of accepting repayment
whenever the debtor became able to do so.*? .

Neither of these measures appears to have been overly effective
in mitigating the burden of agrarian indebtedness. For the 'debtor,
the pressure of the moneylender was always more tanglblt.: .and
effective than the force of the law. Nor were the legal prqvnslons
practical. For instance, provisions relating to rates of interest
were subject to the condition that documentary evidence of the
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loan was available. The condition was obviously inapplicable in
cases of agrarian indebtedness. Similarly, it is doubtful that the
facility of declaring oneself bankrupt was actually available to
agrarian debtors.

The Rana government also attempted to regulate indiscrimi-
nate enslavement and bondage. Several castes and communities
were declared immune from enslavement. These included members
of those Newar groups from whose hands high-caste people were
permitted to take water,?® and the Limbu communities of the far-
western hill region.®? Slaves could thereafter be procured only
from liquor-drinking or untouchable castes and communities.38
Members of these castes and communities too could be enslaved
only if they were guilty of such crimes as incest,®® burglary, and
infanticide.

In 1852, the Rana government banned the sale of free men in
the Baisi region; only existing slaves and their children could there-
after be bought and sold.?® Inasmuch as the measure were not
retroactive, the condition of existing slaves remained unchanged.
This lacuna was partially filled up in the Baisi region during 1853-54,
when all persons enslaved after the commencement of Rana rule in
1846, and children born of slaves were declared free.®® These pro-
visions received countrywide application through the 1854 legal
code, which imposed a general ban on the enslavement of default-
ing debtors and other free men.?® The code also abolished the right
of parents to sell their children into slavery.4!

Because of these reforms, indebtedness no longer remained a
cause of slavery. In 1851, Captain Orfeur Cavanagh noted that
“many slaves are born free, being the children of parties in neces-
sitous circumstances and sold by their parents.””? About a quarter-
century later, Dr Daniel Wright, writing on the same problem, did
not mention indebtedness as a cause of slavery. He noted that
people could be enslaved only ““for certain crimes, such as incest
and some offences against caste.”’*?

In addition, the Rana government initiated several measures to
ameliorate the condition of slaves and bondsmen. Slaves tradition-
ally enjoyed the right to own personal property.*! The legal code
prescribed that such property should not be confiscated even when
slaves committed offenses ordinarily punishable through confisca-
tion of property. Slaves could also inherit property, and even
received priority in subdivision of property if their coparcencers
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were free men. Owners could, of course, emancipate their slaves,
but the legal code also envisaged partial freedom, under which ex-
slaves continued working for their masters but could not be sold
to others.’”® The legal code, in addition, prescribed the value of
slaves for the restitution of claims on the basis of sex and age. The
highest price of Rs 120 was fixed for a slave girl in the 12-40
age group, while a male slave of the same category was worth
Rs 20 less. Prices were lower for slaves who were below 12 years
or above 40 ycars of age. A 60 years old slave woman fetched
only Rs 50.1¢ Although these prices were not applicable to actual
transactions in slaves, it is possible that they set the minimum
limits.

The 1854 legal code similarly contained a number of provisions
aimed at making the bondage system less oppressive. Bondage
was permitted only with official sanction.4” The bondage of child-
ren under 16 years of age was prohibited. Persons of above this
age were declared free if they complained that they had been bond-
ed forcibly by their parents. Relatives of a dead bondsman were
under no obligation to assume his debts, and even his son could be
held as a bondsman only if this had been so stipulated previously
in writing.1®

Nevertheless, these were only palliative measures aimed at mak-
ing the institutions of slavery and bondage less oppressive and
inhuman; the objective was obviously not to abolish them. The
1854 legal code actually buttressed the authority of owners over
their slaves. Disobedient slaves could be given physical punish-
ment, or else put in irons or shackles and kept in confinement,
albeit with official approval. However, no such approval was
necessary in the case of runaway slaves.’® Persons who helped
slaves to escape were liable to pay compensation to the owners.?
The property of runaway slaves accrued to their owners.*!

Bondage too remained a lawful institution, and the government
even provided assistance to moneylenders in capturing runaway
bondsmen %2 If a runaway bondsman was recaptured, he was forced
to pay compensation for his creditor’s loss of his services, subject
to a limit of double the amount of the original loan. Alternatively,
he could be put in fetters and kept in detention for a term which
varied according to the amount of the loan.*

Rana efforts to regulate the systems of slavery and bondage, and
to amecliorate the condition of slaves and bondsmen, nevertheless
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left untouched the basic role of the moneylender as one of the
several claimants to the peasant’s crop. In fact, several other
developments occurred in the agrarian field after the commence-
ment of Rana rule that reinforced that role of the moneylender.
The manner in which a market in land emerged in raikar land in
all parts of the country as a result of the agrarian reforms under-
taken by the Rana government during the third quarter of the
nineteenth century has already been discussed in Chapter 8.
Thanks to that development, raikar lands in all parts of the country
were mortgaged on a growing scale. Paradoxically, the gradual
strengthening of the peasant’s rights in land made him more vulner-
able to expropriation by moneylenders.

In these circumstances, it is not surprising that restrictions on
the enslavement and bondage of debtors had little practical effect
on the moneylender’s operations. Rather, he was now able to
undertake mortgage transactions in land with greater confidence
and security. More important, he was often even able to foreclose
mortgages and assume legal ownership of the debtor’s land.

Proletarization and Emigration

There seems little doubt that agrarian indebtedness was the main
factor responsible for the progressive proletarization of the small
peasant in Nepal during the nineteenth century. Even if he was
not actually expropriated from his holding, the burden of debt
increased from year to year at compounded rates of interest and
was often so heavy as to remain a permanent legacy. Consequently,
even peasants who held the lands they tilled in their own names
were little better than tenants or bondsmen.

The nineteenth century witnessed a large-scale emigration of
people from the hill areas of Nepal to Bengal, Assam, Burma and
elsewhere. There is no doubt that a number of factors were res-
ponsible for this phenomenon, such as growing population and
the consequent pressure on the available agricultural land. There is
evidence, at the same time, that a sizeable number of these emi-
grants consisted of slaves and debtors who were harassed by their
owners and creditors, and expropriated from their lands.®® The
economic loss that Nepal incurred as a result of such large-scale
emigration of its economically active labour force is indicated by
the contributions the emigrants made in the development of the
Indian economy. The development of the coal-mining industry in
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the adjoining provinces of Bihar and Bengal, and of the tea indus-
try in Bengal and Assam, during the third quarter of the nine-
teenth century created a big demand for unskilled labour which, to
some extent, was met through Nepali emigrants.5® These emigrants
also made a significant contribution in opening up new areas for
reclamation and settlement in India. They have been described by
a contemporary European observer as:

. .industrious and enterprising cultivators, greatly superior to
the other races in this quarter, and destined to do more and
more for the settlement and colonization of these hills. They are
the men who break up the land with the plough, and show the
other races how to give up the barbarous method of tillage with-

out it.gs

There can perhaps be no better words to illustrate the basic ineq-
uities of Nepal’s agrarian system, which compelled the nation to
export an important economic asset in this manner.

The main consequence of agrarian indebtedness in nineteenth-
century Nepal in the context of the present study was the emergence
of a class of moneylender-cum-landlords in the village who were
interested in agriculture only to the extent that they might draw an
income from it. Along with the landowning and village elites, these
groups too claimed a share in the peasant’s surplus produce. To
be sure, the moneylender performed the essential task of credit
supply in an economy where alternative sources were virtually non-
existent. Even then, the interest that he charged was high enough
to provide insurance for his risks. The peasant was, consequently,
forced to pay the premium for insuring the moneylender against
risks due primarily to the heavy burden of taxes and other pay-
ments exacted from him by the landowning and village elites.
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Agricultural Development Policies

The previous chapters dealt with the different categories of elite
groups who had a claim in the peasant’s produce, and the institu-
tional mechanism through which the claim was actually enforced.
The objective of the system was to maximize the amount of econo-
mic surplus extracted from the peasantry within the limits of the
current techniques and volume of production. In other words, the
agrarian institutions that the Rana rulers and their predecessors
devised during the nineteenth century were designed primarily to
enable the government to augment its revenue, as well as the in-
come of the landowning elite, rather than to increase agricultural
production. Such an increase, which helped the government to
widen the tax-base, was the objective of another set of measures,
which will form the subject matter of this chapter.

Efforts to Extend the Cultivated Area

Agricultural production can be increased cither by increasing
productivity per unit of the cultivated area, or by extending the
area under cultivation, Nineteenth-century Nepal faced no real
choice as between these two alternatives. Productivity can be in-
creased through the application of more labour and capital, both
of whom were in short supply, whereas land was relatively plenti-
ful. Measures to increase agricultural production were, consequent-
ly, confined for the most part to an extension of the area under

cultivation.
Efforts to extend the cultivated area during the nineteenth cen-
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tury were concentrated mainly in the Tarai region. The reasons are
obvious. This region possessed considerable potential for develop-
ment becausc of relatively low density of population and extensive
tracts of cultivable lands and forests. Proximity to the markets of
northern India increased the commercial value of its timber and
other natural resources and also facilitated trade in agricultural
commodities. Such favourable factors had led to efforts to develop
the Tarai region as early as during the closing years of the eigh-
teenth century. The observation made by Hamilton in 1814, that
“‘the Gorkhalese have clecared much of the country’” in the Tarai
region,! bears testimony to the success of these efforts.

Conditions during the latter part of the nineteenth century were
unusually favourable for accelerating the pace of agricultural deve-
lopment in the Tarai region. As noted in Chapter 2, more stable
and friendly relations werc established during that period with the
British Indian government. Traditional constraints in the coloni-
zation of the Tarai region, which had already weakened after the
advent of Gorkhali rule, became obsolete. Nor was this all. The
latter part of the nineteenth century also witnessed a big spurt in
economic activity in northern India, mainly because of the develop-
ment of railway transport facilities. This inevitably had spread
effects on the Tarai region of Nepal. By the end of the nineteenth
century, India’s railway network had touched the Nepal-India
border at several points. The construction of railway tracks led to
an increased demand for construction materials, such as timber
and boulders, which were readily and abundantly available in the
Tarai region of Nepal.? Of greater importance was the fillip the
new transport facilities gave to the production and export of such
agricultural commodities as rice and jute from the Tarai region.
These developments opened up unprecedented prospects for agri-
cultural expansion in the Tarai region. The Rana rulers took
prompt advantage of the situation, inasmuch as the land and other
natural resources of that region constituted a major source of the
income not oniy of the landowning elite but also of the govern-

ment.

Land-Reclamation Policies

Measures to e¢xtend the area under cultivation formed the main
plank of thc agricultural development policy of the Ranas. The
traditional policy of encouraging private cnterprisc in this ficld
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through fiscal concessions® formed part and parcel of these mea-
surcs. The legal code, therefore, prescribed that any person who
brought under the plough lands adjoining cultivated holdings
should be granted tax-exemption for three years in the hill region,
and for five years in the Tarai region.*

Tax concessions alone could not provide a sufficient incentive for
the reclamation of waste lands. The benefits usually went to indi-
vidual farmers who would have reclaimed lands of convenient
location even in the absence of such concessions in order to meet
the needs of a growing family. Available evidence also suggests
that the fiscal concessions granted by the government to encourage
land reclamation through small-scale individual effort were fre-
quently abused. The result was that though the government relin-
quished revenue through tax concessions, there was little net addition
to the cultivated area.® In any case, small-scale individual enter-
prise could not provide the capital and entrepreneurial ability need-
ed to open up the vast tracts of reclaimable forest and other lands
then available in the Tarai region.

The main thrust of land reclamation policy in the Tarai region
throughout the nineteenth century was, therefore, to encourage
private enterprise in the colonization of large tracts of forests and
other uncultivated lands whose development lay beyond the capa-
city of the local farmers because of inconvenient location or pau-
city of capital.® The Rana government assigned the role of such
colonization to jimidars. Chapter 5 had described the jimidari
system from the viewpoint of tax-collection, but the role of the
jimidar as an agent of agricultural expansion in the Tarai region
during the nineteenth century is no less important.

Legislation was, therefore, enacted to provide additional conces-
sions and privileges to individuals who undertook colonization
schemes on a large scale. According to the legal code:

If any person obtains an allotment of virgin lands anywhere in
the Kingdom of Gorkha after 1852, and reclaims and irrigates
such lands through his own labour and resources, he shall be
granted as birta lands yielding an income of one rupee for each
eleven rupees of additional revenue collected. He shall also be
granted tax exemption for thrce years on the remaining area,
and permitted to hold it on a taxable and inheritable basis from
the fourth year, He may be granted tax-exemption even for five
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years or ten years, provided he does not seek one-tenth of the re-
claimed lands as birta.?

More liberal regulations were promulgated for the eastern Tarai
region during the 1860s with the same objective:

Any person who undertakes to settle new moujas on uncultivated
tracts of land between the Narayani and Mechi rivers in the
Tarai region shall be allotted such lands. No taxes shall be col-
lected from him for the first ten years. At the end of that period,
one bigha of land shall be granted as birta for each eleven bighas
reclaimed by him, and taxes shall be assessed on the remaining
area. His rights in the reclaimed lands shall be inheritable, and
the allotment shall not be cancelled even if he commits any
crime,®

The colonizer was expected to procure settlers from India, or from
tax-free lands in the district, and provide them with permanent
allotments with full tax-exemption for the first five years. He was
also required to supply necessary credit at statutory rates of in-
terest. Such liberal concessions and privileges were necessary to
compensate the initial overhead investments made in clearing
forests, digging irrigation channels, building huts, and procuring
bullocks and agricultural implements.

The Role of the State

For the government, jimidari was a useful and effective institu-
tion in implementing the policy of agricultural development in the
Tarai region. The system provided full scope for private enterprise
and capital investment without imposing any liability on the gov-
ernment. Because of these advantages of the jimidari system, colo-
nization schemes were often executed under the direct auspices of
the government only in forest lands comprising valuable timber
whose export would fetch large amounts of revenue. The forests
were then cleared, and the lands allotted to individual settlers,
under the dircct supervision of the government. Such schemes were
executed in Morang in 1883% and in Nepalgunj in 1897.1° Revenue
from the sale of timber was the chief objective of these projects,
but their impact on the agricultural development of the Tarai can-
not be overlooked. No information is available about the execution
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of the projects, but there seems little doubt that they were largely
successful, in view of the prospects of immediate profit from the
sale of timber, and the favourable location of the project areas
close to the Indian borders.

The development of irrigation facilities was another field in
which the government often took a direct initiative, inasmuch as
such facilities were of key importance in ensuring the success of
land reclamation and settlement policies. The general policy in the
eastern Tarai region was that the government would meet half of
the cost of irrigation facilities constructed by local farmers or
jimidars.’* The government appears to have taken direct initiative
in the construction of irrigation schemes in that region only during
the late 1860s, possibly as an aftermath of the widespread drought
and famine which had ravaged that region a few years previously.
Such schemes were then taken up in several districts of this region
under the supervision of the army, and local functionaries were
placed under the obligation of raising half of the costs of construc-
tion from farmers whose lands would get irrigation facilities from
the canals.'? In the far-western Tarai districts of Banke, Bardiya,
Kailali and Kanchanpur, local authorities were instructed to make
arrangements for the repair of existing irrigation channels if such
repair was beyond the capacity of the local people. They were also
authorized to construct new irrigation projects at government ex-
pense if additional lands could be reclaimed through such facili-
ties.1?

Although these measures look impressive on paper, it is difficult
to say that they rendered any permanent contribution in protect-
ing crops in the Tarai region from the vagaries of the monsoon.
There is little evidence to show that jimidars and other landlords
in the Tarai ever took any real interest in agricultural production
to spend much initiative and effort in undertaking the construction
of irrigation schemes. It is similarly doubtful that local authorities
ever took their duties seriously in such matters. Even in the rare
cases of actual implementation, it is doubtful that the additional
irrigation facilities were durable. Most of them were possibly noth-
ing more than temporary channels and earthen embankments which
did not outlast the first monsoon.

Immigration Policies
Measures aimed at encouraging land reclamation and settlement
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in the Tarai region could be implemented successfully only if ade-
quatc agricultural manpower was available and peasants were will-
ing to go through the pioncering venture of breaking new soil and
fighting against the lush vegetation of the tropical Tarai, malaria
and other scourges, and the ravages of wild animals. However, the
low density of population constituted the main constraint in the
agricultural development of the Tarai region during the nineteenth
century. Efforts to attract settlers to take up landholdings in the
Tarai were, therefore, an important component of the land policy of
the government. These efforts gathered further momentum after
the emergence of Rana rule.

The problem of encouraging immigration into the districts of the
Tarai region was not a simple one involving the transfer of popu-
lation from the hill areas, because there also governmental policy
aimed at stabilizing the rural population and checking the depopu-
lation of homesteads. Moreover, pressure of population on the
cultivable area available in the hills was not critical enough to
induce migration to the Tarai, and the climate of the Tarai was
unsuitable for hillsmen.

Since the early years of the nineteenth century, the government
had tried to encourage hillsmen to occupy lands in the Tarai re-
gion, mainly through concessional rates of taxation.” The Rana
government, in particular, also liberalized regulations relating to
crime, slavery, and indebtedness as an additional inducement for
hillsmen to shift to the Tarai. For instance, criminals and runaway
slaves, who reclaimed waste lands, were entitled to pardon and
freedom, while debtors were permitted to repay their loans in in-
stalments.!® These efforts appear to have met with some measure
of success. In 1897, for instance, a part of the approximately 76,000
bighas of taxable lands in Kailali and Kanchanpur was being culti-
vated by 346 families from the hill region.!®

Because of the difficulties in attracting settlers from the hill dis-
tricts on a large scale, the Rana government continued the tradi-
tional policy of encouraging immigration from the adjoining areas
of northern India also. Any Indian who moved into Nepali territory
along with his family was given a free allotment of agricultural
land, in addition to a homesite, and free supplies of building mate-
rials.' Such immigrants were even eligiblc for appointment as
Jimidars, although preference was naturally given to scttlers from
the hill areas of Nepal.’® Non-resident Indians too were permitted
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to cultivate lands in the Tarai region of Nepal, subject to the con-
dition that a local person stood surety for their tax liabilities.!®
These precautions were obviously necessary to prevent settlers from
evading taxes by escaping into British territory immediately after
reaping the harvest.””??

These ““pull’” factors from the Nepali side would possibly have
remained ineffective in encouraging immigration into the Tarai
region had not strong ‘‘push” factors operated from the Indian side
during the nineteenth century. These “‘push” factors consisted of
the insecurity of tenure from which the actual cultivator suffered in
Bihar and Bengal, which adjoin the central and eastern Tarai dis-
tricts of Nepal. The East India Company government had intro-
duced new systems of land tenure and revenue collection in those
provinces in 1793.%! These systems, which became known as the per-
manent settlement, vested lJandownership rights in non-cultivating
Zamindars, whereas the actual cultivators were recognized as no
more than tenants.?? It was, therefore, impossible for them to acquirc
ownership rights in the lands that they tilled. Nor was this all. The
actual cultivators were also denied the protection of the law in
matters concerning the amount of rents they paid to the zamindars
and the security of their tenure. Under the permanent settlement.
therefore, the rights of cultivators deteriorated to the point where
they become little more than tenants-at-will. An attempt was made
to retrieve the situation in 1859, when legislation was enacted giving
the right of occupancy to cultivators who had been in continuous
occupation of the land for twelve years. For most cultivators,
however, it was a difficult task to prove such continuous occu-
pation.??

The situation was even worse in the Ibdian areas bordering the
far-western Tarai districts of Banke, Bardiya, Kailali and Kanchan-
pur. After the 1857 rebellion, the British government recognized
only the rights of non-working landlords, called Talukdars, and
not those of the actual cultivators. The reason was that landlords
wielded both power and influence to support the British rule,
whereas ordinary peasants had neither.*! Subsequently, steps were
taken to protect the interests of the actual cultivators, so that they
might not be ‘““abandoned to the mercy of the Talukdars.”’** Per-
sons who had been in continuous occupation of their holdings
since 1844, that is, twelve years before the annexation of these ter-
ritories by the British in 1856, were granted permancnt rights, but
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all future accrual of occupancy rights was put to an end.?® The
situation became worse when the 1868 Oudh Rent Act conferred
the right of occupancy ' on every tenant, ‘‘who, within thirty years
next before February 13, 1856, was in possession as proprietor of
some portion of land in a village.” Such a tenant was given a heri-
table but not a transferable right of occupancy from August 24,
1866. No occupancy rights were recognized in the case of ordinary
tenants. The result of these measures was that the majority of the
peasantry were tenants and had no protection whatever against
eviction or enhancement of rents.?’

In view of the disabilities to which cultivators in the adjoining
areas of India were thus subject, the tenurial and other facilities
and concessions offered by the government of Nepal must un-
doubtedly have proved attractive. Chapter 7 discussed how tenurial
rights were made secure in the Tarai region, and how holdings were
eventually recognized as transferable. The right to transfer lands in
this manner meant that settlers who had invested their labour and
capital in financing reclamation schemes could sell these lands if
they wanted to do so. This naturally reduced the risk and uncer-
tainty involved in such schemes. Thanks to these policies, Indian
immigrants were assured of land-allotments on liberal terms, with
full prospects of legally-recognized ownership rights. Consequently,
there was strong incentive for them to cross over to Nepal and
obtain an allotment of waste land in which they had immediate
assurances of a legal title. Available evidence indicates that settlers
did come from India in large numbers.2®

The Scale of Achievement

Although statistics of the area under cultivation in the Tarai re-
gion at different periods during the nineteenth century are not
available, there seems little doubt that it recorded a significant ex-
pansion. During the 1850s, when the far-western Tarai had not yet
become a part of Nepal, Oldfield had noted:

On the outskirts of the forest portions of jungle are, from time
to time, ‘cleared,” and the hitherto uncultivated land becomes
absorbed into the open tarai. . . . By this process of ‘reclaiming’
land, which is constantly going on to a greater or less degree, not
only does the forest become gradually diminished in its width,
but the amount of land under cultivation in the open tarai is
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steadily but slowly increasing in extent, and consequently in value
also.*®

This observation is substantiated by the following statistics, which
show that during the period from 1852 to 1862, land-revenue
collections in the eastern Tarai region more than doubled:®

LAND-REVENUE COLLECTIONS IN THE EASTERN TARAI
REGION, 1852-62

District 1852 1862 Percentage

Rs Rs of Increase
Morang 151,081 276,094 82.74
Saptari 181,582 357,921 97.11
Mahottari 174,025 352,467 102.53
Sarlahi 96,233 171,377 78.08
Rautahat 69,990 192,587 175.16
Bara 47,555 143,578 201,91
Parsa 43,676 92,777 112.42
Total Rs 764,142 Rs 1,586,801 107.65

The Rana government’s land-reclamation policies were possibly
even more successful in the far-western Tarai region, if only be-
cause the region was less developed than the eastern Tarai. For
instance, an official report stated in 1867 that in Banke district,
“new lands are being brought under the plough each year. Large
tracts of forest lands have been cleared and converted into rice-
lands through the construction of dams and canals.”®!

The Central Hill Region

Efforts to encourage private enterprise in extending the cultiva-
ted area were made in the hill region also. Reference has been
made earlier to the provision made in the 1854 legal code to pro-
vide tax concessions and other facilities to persons who undertook
large-scale land-reclamation schemes. A few such schemes appear
to have been executed in the hill region also, particularly during
the later years of the nineteenth century.** However, the hill.y ter-
rain provided relatively little scope for extending the cultivated
area. Such extension, particularly in the case of rice-lands, usually
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meant terracing hillsides. The majority of peasants were seldom
able to provide the costs of digging waste lands, and providing the
additional seeds, equipment, and food required to finance large-
scale reclamation schemes. Land reclamation in the central hill re-
gion was, therefore, largely limited to the growing needs of indivi-
dual peasant families.

Multi-cropping is one way in which agricultural production can
be increased in a situation where the scope for extending the culti-
vated area is relatively limited. Efforts were, therefore, made during
the 1860s, albeit in a half-hearted fashion, to encourage the culti-
vation of wheat and barley in winter after the rice crop was harvest-
ed. During 1866-67, for instance, recurrent failure of crops set off
a proposal to encourage the cultivation of such crops in Gulmi,
Argha and Khanchi districts. The only measure taken to attain that
objective was, however, the imposition of a ban on the grazing of
cattle in the fields after the rice crop was harvested.?® One wonders
to what extent the ban was enforced, and whether big farmers,
who owned most of the cattle in the village, actually refrained
from using the rice fields of their poorer neighbours as pastures. In
any case, the cultivation of winter crops does not appear to have
been a successful experiment in the central hill region. Consequen-
tly, the ban on the grazing of cattle on rice-fields during winter
was reimposed several times during the early years of the twentieth
century.3

On the whole, it would appear correct to conclude that any in-
crease in agricultural production that was achieved during the nine-
teenth century was due mainly to an extension of the cultivated
area, particularly in the Tarai region. There is no evidence that
there was any net increase in agricultural productivity or in the
peasant’s income. Given the relatively low density of population
during the nineteenth century, policies aimed at extending the culti-
vated area were quite natural, but in the absence of any net incre-
ase in productivity or in the peasant’s income, such extension alone
did not contribute to economic growth,3?
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We have now come to the end of our study of peasant and land-
lord in nineteenth century Nepal. In the foregoing chapters, we
have surveyed political developments in Nepal during the nine-
teenth century and the nature of the Rana political system. Against
the background of that survey, we have identified the major groups
that were entitled by virtue of their political or economic status to
1ppropriate the economic surplus generated by the Nepali peasant:
‘ajas, birta-owners and jagirdars, mukhiyas and jimidars, and
village moneylenders. We have also described the form in which
the economic surplus was appropriated by these groups: taxes in
money or in commodities, compulsory labour obligations or cash
levies imposed in lieu of such obligations, and interest and other
payments.

The study showed how the different categories of elite groups
extracted surpluses from the peasantry through rents and taxes in
the form of money, commodities, and labour. The majority of the
population lived just on the level of subsistence, but produced
cnough to maintain a relatively affluent and high-living aristocracy
and bureaucracy. An increase in the numbers of the aristocracy
and the bureaucracy had necessarily to be balanced through an
increase in rents, taxes, and labour services. Taken separately, it
may be difficult to find fault with any individual tax or imposition.
It is only the cumulative burden of all these taxes and impositions
that left the peasant with a bare minimum of subsistence. The
collection of additional exactions and scrvitudes in various forms,
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both illegal and extra-legal, by various layers of the aristocratic
and bureaucratic hierarchy, as well as by the village elite at the
local level, added considerably to that burden. Moreover, measures
regarding the extraction of the agricultural surplus werc applied
during a period when agricultural productivity was virtually stag-
nant. If the state, or the landowning elite, or any of their local
agents and functionaries, increased their share of the surplus, the
peasant’s income dwindled proportionately. Indeed, without
increases in productivity, squeczing a surplus from agriculture
becomes a process of peasant exploitation—cither by powerful
landowners or by the state.”’!

The study showed that Nepal’s political and economic system
during the nineteenth century mignht aptly be described as an
agrarian bureaucracy, or a system that depends upon a central
authority for extracting the economic surplus from the peasantry.
In essence, the system represented a coalition between the land-
owning and local elites ranged against the peasant. The entire state
apparatus, and its legal and administrative policies, were geared to
the task of extracting economic surpluses from the peasantry for
the benefit of these groups. This institutional link between these
two elite groups was one of the main factors responsible for the
stability of the Rana political system for over a century.

Because the political clite formed the dominant segment of the
landonwing elite, the agrarian policy of the state was determined
by the birta and jagir owning members of the aristocracy and the
bureaucracy. They had a vested interest in a high level of agricul-
tural taxation, without any care for developing agriculture or
improving the condition of the peasantry. Changes in the system
were motivated primarily by their desire to facilitate the collection
of rents and taxes. They had otherwise little interest in land and
the peasant. For example, during his visit to England in 1850,
Prime Minister Jung Bahadur seems to have been interested by
an arsenal more than by anything else in London.”> Nowherc do we
find any evidence that he was interested in the industrial and agri-
cultural progress that England had made during the nineteenth
century. The class he belonged to had nothing in common with
producers, nor any desire for change.

Indeed, official policy toward the peasant remained one of
apathy and exploitation throughout the nineteenth century. Both
the Ranas and their predecessors faithfully adhered to King Prithvi
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Narayan Shah’s dictum that ““the King’s storehouse is the people.”?
The peasant’s worth consisted in his role as tiller of the land and
a source of taxes and labour services. The official world of Kath-
mandu was shaken from its apathy only when the peasant found
the burden so intolerable that he left cultivating the land.

Because agricultural productivity was low, and the burden of
rents and taxes high, the majority of peasants in nineteenth-century
Nepal lived on the margin bctween subsistence and destitution.
The scale was tilted in favour of the latter condition when crops,
always a gamble in the rains in the absence of organized irrigation
facilities, failed because of drought. Famine was the inevitable
result. Such a famine occurred in almost all parts of Nepal during
1863-66. The evidence contained in official orders and regulations
promulgated from Kathmandu* shows that many people died of
starvation in both the eastern and western parts of the Tarai
region. The government sanctioned funds for relief, and even
arranged for the supply of free food to destitute persons. However,
these measures were shackled by bureaucratic procedures, and
Kathmandu was forced to admit ruefully that “people are still
dying of starvation.” Its concern apparently stemmed from the
realization that dead people can pay no taxes, and an attempt was
made to force jimidars to bear the fiscal liability caused by deaths
from famine. The concern felt by the landowning elite was appar-
ently even less, because less than Rs 6,000 was collected in the
course of a fund-raising campaign for the relief of the victims of the
famine. The significance of the figure becomes obvious from the
fact that birta incomes alone from the Tarai region during that
period approximated Rs 900,000 a year.®

To be sure, the wider interests of the state occasionally acted as
a constraint. We have seen how in nineteenth-century Nepal, as in
other bureaucratic societies, the ruling elite’s policies showed great
preoccuptions with the social and economic status and activities of
the peasantry.® The enactment of legislation seeking to impose
limitations on the right of the landowning elite to evict their
tenants may be cited as an example. Such examples would tend to
show that the peasant gained whenever there was any conflict be-
tween the interests of the state and those of the landowning elite.
Unfortunately, however, the two were too closely enmeshed to
make such conflict a frequent occurrence. Indeed, their interests
converged at points of vital importance to the peasant. The mon-
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fatization of the rice-land tax system in the central hill region, for
instance, was initially intended to facilitate the transfer of income
from the land to the hands of jagirdars, but it also helped to in-
crease the flow of cash revenue to the state treasury from newly-
reclaimed and other lands that were under the direct control of the
government.

The improvement in the peasant’s status, if not in his income,
during the third quarter of the nineteenth century, which was dis-
cussed in Chapter 8, was due less to the Ranas’ concern for the
peasant than to their desire to maintain their control over parti-
cular groups of landowning elite. One set of policies that the Ranas
adopted with the objective of fulfilling this desire encouraged the
peasantry n their attempts to free themselves from excessive depend-
ence on the landowning bureaucracy. In raikar land, therefore,
the goal of Rana policy was ‘‘to create and maintain an indepen-
dent free peasantry with small holdings.””” Official policy aimed at
breaking the peasant-bureaucracy (jagirdar) nexus so as to prevent
the bureaucracy from entrenching itself as a powerful and autono-
mous landed interest. It is noteworthy that the policy that the
Ranas followed toward peasants on birta lands was radically differ-
ent. The peasant-aristocracy (birta-owner) nexus was left by and
large unchanged because the Ranas used their political authority to
derive economic benefits for themselves primarily by virtue of their
role as an important constituent of the traditional birta-owning
aristocracy.

From the viewpoint of ‘“‘the ratio between services rendered and
the surplus taken from peasants,”® the relationship between rajas,
birta-owners, and jagirdars, on the one hand, and the peasantry
on the other, was clearly exploitative. These elite groups of ascrip-
tive landowners were surperimpositions upon the local agrarian
community. They performed no function that was an essential
aspect of the peasant’s way of life. Agricultural production would
have remained unaffected, and productivity might even have increas-
ed, had these groups ceased to exercise political domination over
the peasant. In fact, the landowning elite were allowed to exercise
domination over the peasant only in order that the political elite
might avoid an attack upon their political authority, while the
village elite were necessary in order that this domination might be
exercised effectively. In other words, the peasant bore the burden of
sustaining not only his political and economic overlords, but also
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their local bailiffs.

Indeed, so exploitative was the agrarian system thatjthe village
moneylender’s role in contrast appears relatively benign. To be
surc, the moncylender was no more than a usurer, charging exor-
bitant rates of interest on the loans he supplied in order that a
starving peasant might live from hand to mouth, but there is also
an clement of cconomic service in the role he fulfilled under the
systcm. The moneylender, in lact, performed the essential function
of credit supply in an agrarian socicty where traditionally it was
the peasant who provided loans to his landlord rather than vice-
versa. Among the groups that extracted the economic surplus
gencrated by the Nepali peasant during the nineteenth century, the
moncylender accordingly scems  lcast exploitative. Nevertheless,
this fact only highlights in bolder rclief the unmitigated naturc of
the exploitation practised by the other groups.

The deleterious clfect of such cexploitation on the cconomic
condition of the peasant might have been offset in some measure
had the landowning clite invested at least a part of their income
for raising the productivity of agriculture. There s, however, no
cvidence that they regarded land and the peasant as anything more
than sources of income, which they used for unproductive invest-
ment and ostentatious consumption. For instance, construction of
houses appears to have been one way in which the landowning
clite of Kathmandu uscd their income. As Oldlicld has recorded:

Scveral of the sardars have during the last few years built large
houses in dillerent parts of the city. The sites on which they
stand having been well selected, the ground levelled, and the
surrounding buildings cleared away, give to them rather an
imposing appearance, and make them contrast very strongly with
the humble and dirty, but still very picturesque exteriors of the
mass of the old Niwar dwellings in their neighbourhood.?

It may be argued that when the landowning clite used their
income from rents in this manner, this would stimulate a demand
for building materials and services of masons, carpenters and
labourers, and thus foster cconomic activity in ficlds concerned with
the supply of these materials and services. Nevertheless, this argu-
ment ignores two vital aspects of the question. Firstly, such a usc
of surplus agricultural production increases the wealth of the com-
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munity, but not its stock of wealth-producing capital. Secondly,
the temporary spurt of economic activity in the building construc-
tion industry is gained at the cost of keeping the peasant starved
of resources which he might have been able to usc for increasing
agricultural production.

A sumptuous picture of the life-style of the landowning eclite of
Nepal emerges from contemporary descriptions of their palaces
and reception rooms, Wright has given a graphic description of
the residence of Prime Minister Jung Bahadur at Thapathali in
Kathmandu, which consisted of ‘‘a succession of squares of gigan-
tic houses, four or five stories in height,”” with “large, lofty, and
ornamented’ public rooms containing ‘‘pictures and carvings,”
and other “curiosities of Nepalese, Chinese and English manufac-
ture, from a baby’s frock to a reflecting telescope or an Erard's
piano.’’1® Nor was this aflluence a monopoly of the Rana Prime
Minister and his family. We have it on the evidence of Oldfield
that the public reception rooms in the houses of the lesser nobility
also were “built in the English fashion, with lofty ceilings and
glass windows, the walls of which are ornamented with mirrors and
pictures, and the floors covered with Brussels carpets.”!! Oldficld
also noted that thesec rooms were filled with “the most curious
medley of uscful and ornamental articles of English and French
furniture. Steel fire-places, with marble mantlepieces; sofas,
couches, easy chairs, billiard tables, and four-posted beds; candel-
abras, pianos, organs, glassware, vases, & ¢ .. .."!*

A significant portion of the income that the landowning clite
derived from rents was thus spent not on indigenous goods and
services but on imported luxuries. It was because of their income
from birta and jagir lands that ‘‘the Gorkhas are decidedly the best-
dressed part of the population” in Kathmandu Valley.™

At the other end of the spectrum were the peasantry who tilled
the land and paid the rents and taxes that were the source of the
affluence of Kathmandu’s elite. Hamilton has described the peas-
ants of the castern Tarai region as ‘“‘cxtremely nasty, and appar-
ently indigent.”’** He adds:

Their huts are small, dirty, and very ill calculated to keep
out the cold winds of the winter scason, for a great many of
them have no other walls but a few reeds supported by sticks in
a perpendicular direction. Their clothing consists of some cotton
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rags, neither bleached nor dyed, and which seem never to be
washed. They are a small, hard-favoured people, and by no
means fairer than the inhabitants of Bengal, who are compara-
tively in much better circumstances.'®

Wright similarly noted that ‘‘the people are poor, and have few
wants that are not supplied by their own country,”’'® and ““can
barely earn enough to feed and clothe themselves in the poorest
manner.”’!” There was, of course, a gap of nearly half a century
between Hamilton’s account of the reed-huts of the peasants and
the stucco palaces of the Ranas in Kathmandu as described by
Oldfield and Wright, but there is no evidence that the economic
condition of the peasantry improved during the interval.

The contrast between the thatched huts of the peasantry, and
the stucco palaces of rajas, birta-owners, and jagirdars, and the
economic and psychological gulf that separated them, are accord-
ingly a characteristic feature of nineteenth century Nepali economy
and society. A substantial portion of the peasant’s produce was
reserved for individuals and groups who did not have any role in
production, whereas his own income consisted of what was left
aftcr meeting their claims and exactions. As a consequence, where-
as the landowning elite lived in ostentatious luxury, the peasant
lived on the margin of subsistence, with neither the will nor the
capacity to increase production.

To conclude: Under the agrarian system that existed in Nepal
during the nineteenth century, resources were extracted from the
peasant without any compensation, and neither the state nor the
elite groups who absorbed these resources took serious interest in
the lowly occupation of tilling the land and raising crops. Inas-
much as “‘productivity—or output per man-hour—depends largely,
though by no means entircly, on thc degrece to such capital is
employed in production’® such a situation had a deleterious impact
on agricultural productivity. Low productivity due to inadequate
capital investment in agriculture, the mainstay of Nepal’s economy,
was, consequently, the key link in the chain of historical causation
that explains why Nepal remained a poor country during the ninc-
teenth century.
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Glossary

Adalat Goswara: Central Court of Justice, established in 1860

Adhiya: A system of sharecropping in the central region under which the land-
lord (or the government) appropriated half of the produce as rent (or tax)

Adhiyar: Sharecropper in the eastern Tarai region

Amanat: A system of revenue collection through officials or functionaries ap-
pointed by the government or by Jagirdars

Anna: A unit of account equivalent to four paisa; 16 annas m:de one rupee,
although there were local variations also

Asmani: Income from fines and penalties collected in the course of the dispen-
sation of justice by the landowning or local elite

Bhith: Unirrigated agricultural lands and homesites in the Tarai region

Bigha: A unit of 1and measurement in the Tarai region. A bigha comprised 20
katthas, with a total area of 8.100 sq. yds. There were also local variations.

Birta: Land grants made by the king to individuals, usually on an inheritable
and tax-exempt basis

Chardam-Theki: (1) A cash levy on rice-fields in the hill region. (2) A fee pa:id
by a tenant to the landowning or local elites on the confirmation or renewal
of his tenure,

Chaudhari: A functionary who collected land and other taxes in the Parganna in
the Tarai region

Chuni: (1) Peasants who had not been enrolled under the rakam system. (2)
Landholders in the far-western hill districts and the Tarai region who were
listed as taxpayers in the official records.

Dara: A revenue sub-division comprising a number of villages in the Baisi
region

Dhanahar: Irrigated lands in the Tarai regions where rice can be grown

Dharma-Kachahari: A high-level anti-corruption court estatlished in 1870 and
abolished eight years later.

Dhokre: Brokers who purchased firjas from jagirdars and collected rents on
jagir lands
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Dware: A revenue collection functionary appointed by the jagirdar on jagir
villages in the hill region

Ghiukhane: A cash levy paid on rice-fields in the hill region
Guthi: An endowment of land or other property for any religious or philanthro-
pic purpose :

Hulak: Porterage service for the transportation of mail or goods

Ijara: A revenuc-collection contract
Ijaradar: Contractor; the holder of an ijara

Jagir: Lands assigned to government employees and functionaries in lieu of their
emoluments

Jagirdar: The holder of a jagir land assignment

Jaisi: A caste comprising the offspring of an informal alliance between a
Brahman man and a Brahman girl, married woman, or widow

Jhara: Compulsory and unpaid labour obligations due to the government

Jimidar: A functionary responsible for revenue collection in the villages of the
Tarai region

Jimidari: Pertaining to a jimidar

Jimmawal: A functionary in thc hill districts who allotted rice-lands to local
peasants and helped jagirdars to collect rents

Jirayat: A plot of tax able land attached to a jimidari holding as part of the
Jimidar's emoluments

Kagate-Hulak : Porterage service for the transportation of mail. (See Hulak)

Khet: Irrigated lands in the hill regions on which rice can be grown

Kipat: A system of communal landowncrship prevalent among the Limbus and
other Mongoloid communities in the hill region

Kut: A system of sharecropping in the central hill region under which the land-
lord (or the government) appropriated a specific quantity of the produce, or a
stated sum in cash as rent (or tax)

Lokabhar: A system under which the local community undertook liability for
payment of the stipulated revenue through a rcprescatative designated for that
purposc

Mohi-Boti: Tenant's share of the crop

Mouja: A village as the primary unit of revenuc administration in the Tarai
rcgion

Mukhia: A village headman in the hill districts.

Mukhivabhar: A system under which the village mukhiya undertook liability in
his personal capacily to pay the higher amount of revenue stipulated by a
prospective ijaradar
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Muri: (1) A unit of land measurement in the hill region. The area varied accord-
ing to the grade: 1190 sq. ft. for lands of the best grade, and 1339 sq. ft., 1487
sq. ft., and 1785 sq. ft. for lands of inferior grades. Four muris of land were
equivalent to one ropani. (2) A volumetric unit equivalent to 48.77 kg. of

paddy, 68.05 kg. of wheat or maize, or 65.78 kg. of millet; one muri consists
of 20 pathis.

Paisa: A unit of account. Four paisa madc one anna

Pakho: Unirrigated high land or hiliside land in the hill regions, on which only
dry crops such as dry rice, maize and millet can be grown

Panchakhat: A tetm uscd to denote the crimes of bribery, smuggling, murder
(including infanticide), assault resulting in the shedding of blood, and cow
slaughter. These crimes were punishable through confiscation of property,
banishment or degradation of the caste status, amputation, or death

Panchasala-Thek: A system of revenue-collection used in the eastern Tarai region
between 1828 and 1849 under which local chaudharis stipulated the amount of
revenue payable each year during a five-year period

Parganna: A revenue subdivision in the eastern Tarai region, comprising a
number of villages

Pathi: A volumelric unit equivalent to 2.48 kg. of paddy, 3.40 kg, of wheat or
maize, or 3.28 kg. of millet; 20 pathis makc one muri

Raibandi: A system of periodic rice-land redistribution in the villages of the
central hill region

Raikar: State-owned, taxable lands, which could be granted as birra, or assigned
as jagir

Raja: The chief of a vassal principality in the western hill region

Rajya: A vassal principality in the western hill region

Rakam: Unpaid 'and compulsory labour services due to the government from
peasants cultivating raikar (including jagir), kipat and guthi lands

Rekh: Proprietary landholdings in Jumla and clsewhere in the Baisi region

Ropani: A unit of land measurement used in Kathmandu Valley; comprising four
muris of land. The actual area varied according to the grade. (Sce muri)

Sardar: A top-ranking officer in charge of military affairs
Sauncfagu: A tax levied on the roof in the hill region
Serma: Homestcad tax in the hill region

Talsing-Boti: Rent, or the landlord’s share of the crop

Thaple-hulak: Porterage service for the transportation of goods. (See Hulak)

Thekbandi: A settlement with mukhiyas in their individual capacity for the col-
lection of homestead revenue in the villages of the central hill region

Thekthiti: A settlement with the village community represented by the mukhiya
for the collection of taxes on rice-lands and homesteads in the villages of the
fareastern hill region and the Baisi region
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Tirja: A letter of authority issued to a jagirdar entitling him to collect rents of
his jagir lands

Upadhyaya: A pure Brahman, as distinguished from a Jaisi
Zamindar: A class of landowners in the eastern Tarai region and the Baisi

region who were responsible for the collection of revenue from peasants liv-
ing in the villages under their jurisdiction
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