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This study attempts to develop the argument that some
kind of relationship existed between the colonial state! and
response of its subject people and their strategy which ranged
from constitutional methods of appeals, petitions, boycott and
agitation to revolutionary warfare as demanded by the ongoing
anti-imperialist struggle for freedom.? The essential issue for
discussion is how the colonial state (its structure and function-
ing) and its agrarian policies, primarily dictated by the
overarching goal of economic exploitation to feed the industrial
revolution in England, fostered such conditions as led to the
- transformation of an apathetic, subdued and loyal people (who
had saved the raj in the armed struggle of 1857-59 by offering
their voluntary support in the form of logistics and manpower)®
into highly motivated and militant soldiers of the Indian
struggle for freedom. For a clear exposition of argument, paper
is divided into four sections. Section I analyses the self-image of
the British raj, law and the ruled. Section II discusses the
fashioning of the new state structure and its functioning. Section
II discusses the implementation of British agrarian policy and
peasant response. Section IV sums up the discussion.

I
Self-Image of the British Raj, Law and the Ruled

The self-image of the raj had partly been moulded by a
number of assumptions about the potential threat from a high-
spirited and martial local population and the border tribes, and
partly by the early British administrators’ perception of their

27



28 Pakistan Journal of History & Culture, XV /1 (1994)

role in the newly annexed Punjab and their attitude towards the
ruled. The British officers had projected themselves as saviours
of the raj from the cataclysm of 1857. Imbued with imperial
consciousness, they pursued their mission "to subdue, adminis-
ter, convert and improve without halting and without question".!
Sense of Angrezi Dharma provided justification and direction to
the functionaries of the British raj. Above all, these officers were
keen to carve their image as decisive, strong and efficient but
sensitive, fair and accessible to people.

Legitimacy of their rule was the vital concern of the
British.® Firstly, in order to legitimize their authority, the
colonial state was obliged to cultivate good will and support of
those institutions, social groups, religious elites, landed-aristoc-
racy, jagirdars, prominent families and war-like tribes, whose
help was regarded vital for political control. This major compul-
sion of the imperial authority was highlighted in a document on
"social and political inter course with Punjabis” distributed
amongst young officers.® Loyalty and trust of the more numerous
small peasantry was even more crucial for the expanding British
empire because its willingness to pay maximum land revenue
and to furnish large number of recruits only could ensure the
solvency and military security of the raj.

Secondly, law constituted the most significant basis of
legitimacy to colonial officials.” That was why the writings of the
spokesmen of the raj and even its functionaries are replete with
the advocacy of extension of ‘rule of law’ to the each territorial
constituent of the British empire in India.® It was argued that
the definition and codification of the law was central to the
process of legitimization of colonial state’s policies. For example,
the Punjab settlements from 1846 to 1870, which had been
undertaken without legal sanction’, were formalised by the Land
Revenue Act 1871. With the finalisation of assessment proce-
dures under the Land Revenue Act 1887, appropriation of land-
revenue, forests or natural resources became a lawful right of
the colonial state.® Besides, the utilitarians had assigned law a
valuable role in the modernisation of despotic and oriental
societies, particularly, India.”®

In spite of recurrent emphasis on the manifold uses of
law, occasional display of coercive power and repressive power
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of the state was deemed essential for keeping alive the myth of
the mighty British empire in the minds of its subjects.! How-
ever, it was punctuated by gestures of goodwill and sympathy in
order to establish its image as a benevolent public authority.
Undoubtedly, the Indian society as a whole had submitted to the
imperial authority, its laws and codes, regulating social relations
property ownership, eviction suits and exchange relations.
However, they had not accepted the intellectual and moral
leadership of their colonial masters. Conscious of this lacunae in
their citadel of power, particularly, its liberal spokesmen such as
Charles Grant and Lord Macaulay underlined the urgency of
buttressing their conquest by good will and support of the
people. In their view this could be done through the introduction
of English education.'

While developing the idea of conquest over mind, Charles
Trevelyan went to the extent of assigning an interventionist role
to the colonial policy which could lead India either to the path
of reform or revolution. In his view, the most effective strategy
was the inculcation of colonial mentality among Indians. That
was why the British raj, without reducing the quantum of
colonial exploitation, had concentrated on the dissemination of
colonial ideology through the introduction and spread of western
learning and institutions.” Such a step created new pockets of
vested interests in the perpetuation of the raj as well as trained
an army of western-educated Indians for fulfilling the require-
ments of the expanding administrative apparatus of the colonial
state. the most brilliant product of the process of European
improvement was the new Indian intelligentsia who rose ori the
crest of ‘renaissance’ in Bengal. In spite of their awareness of
the contradiction of interests and goals between British imperi-
alists and Indian nationalists, they had endorsed the ‘civilizing
mission’ of England.' Their ambivalent attitude was characteris-
tic of the colonial consciousness'®, both at the urban and rural
level. Perhaps unwittingly, this reinforced the British efforts to
create an illusion of permanence of the raj.

Was this illusion of permanence and legitimacy of the
colonial state justified in view of the slow but irreversible
crystallisation of anti-imperialist sentiments and revolutionary
consciousness of the peasantry, mediated by the intelligentsia in
Punjab? The answer is no. A curious mix of authoritarian,
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paternal and democratic element, the initial policy of the
colonial administration in Punjab appeared "to guarantee a
.strong, simple paternal rule, devoted to the welfare of a society
of sturdy peasant-proprietors”.'® However, the ensuing discussion
would show that chiefs and jagirdars were wooed, once again,
after 1857 revolt, as powerful allies of the raj, but the peasant-
proprietors were gradually relegated to background because they
had no social influence and thus no political weightage. For a
proper understanding of the role of the state in driving the
peasant to rebellion, an analysis of the new state structure and
its functioning is relevant.

I
Colonial State-Structure and its Functioning in Punjab:

The British rulers, while fashioning a new state-structure
for Punjab after the absorption of the Lahore Kingdom into the
empire in 1849, were faced with a three-fold task: (i) to convert
"the sullen and bitter resignation of the vanquished into honest,
contented and hearty loyalty""” (ii) infusion of the elements of
civilized administration (iii) to convert Punjab into not only "a
secure but also profitable possession”.”® In order to execute this
three-fold programme efficiently, economically and vigorously,
Lord Dalhousie devised his own expedient, almost unique but
temporary model, designated as the Board of Administration',
which would function under the non-Regulation System.”

The Punjab Government, which drew at least half of its
corps of administrators from civil service was military in form
and spirit. Control over officers was achieved through the
application of the Benthamite principles of personal responsibili-
ty, accountability and inspectability.”’ A rigid system of record-
ing, and reporting and collation of all kinds of statistics (which
facilitated the compilation of information-packed document like
Punjab Administration Reports), was also enforced in addition
to the personal control exercised through almost the military
chain of commandment. The result was an autocratic rule which
could be easily grafted on the feudal system of the former Sikh
State. The colonial state also incorporated such elements of
customary laws and institutions in the structure of imperial
authority®?, and to the extent as were compatible with the
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general line of bourgeois policy.” The retention of the institution
of Panchayat was one such example.

The authoritarian element in the Puriab system was
further strengthened by the implementation of Dalhousie’s policy
of weakening the aristocracy, implying reduction in the feudal
incomes as far as political considerations permitted.?* With the
abolition of Board of Administration and the removal of its
President Henry Lawrence, John Lawrence as the Chief
Commissioner of Punjab was empowered to strike a decisive
blow at the landed-aristocracy. By appropriating their right to
collect land revenue including their rental share, the colonial
state could act as a despot without any strong rival centres of
power and as the supreme landlord without any co-sharer in
enormous benefits. Thus, the Punjab system had imposed "the
framework of a civilized state upon a bewildered peasantry"® in
an authoritarian though energetic manner.

In spite of the authoritarian style of administration, the
Punjab Government’s policy of light taxation in 1850s% and the
occasional projection of its sympathy and goodwill for the
peasantry such as relief measures, remission or suspension of
land revenue during short-term crisis of famines, drought and
epidemic,” won the active support of peasants-turned-soldiers in
saving the empire from the cataclysm of 1857.28 Ironically, at
this moment of glory for the Punjab School of administration,
began the process of dismantling, not only the rule of personal
discretion and unified structure of power but also of replacing
‘indistinct, ill-understood and fluctuating customs by the rule of
law’. The paternalist form of rule was no longer needed once the
property rights had been defined and land revenue fixed in cash.
In fact, ancient village communities, the core of the Punjab
system, were regarded as "unfavourable to the growth of wealth,
intelligence, political experience and the moral and intellectual
changes”, required for transforming India into a modern
commercial society.” Thus, a fierce controversy raged between
the paternalists and legalists® and it was resolved by Fitzjames
Stephen.

Perceiving no contradiction between the strong paternal
Government and the "rule of law", Fitzjames Stephen argued
that laws, being orders and articles of war, would improve
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efficiency of the Deputy Commissioners®!, who had the duty to
rule a turbulent and primitive people. The extension of ‘rule of
law’ to the Non-Regulation provinces would also legitimize the
executive action and prescribe limits of safety for the functionar-
ies of the colonial state.®? Armed with this deep conviction in the
‘civilizing mission’ of law, Stephen expedited the completion of
the system of codes generally applicable to the whole of India.
He also reduced to formal law those subjects hitherto left largely
under the direction of administrative orders. For example, in
1871, Punjab Land Revenue Act was passed to be followed by a
series of laws and codes® for bringing cosmetic changes in the
centralised structure and authoritarian functioning of the
Punjab Government.

After the revolt of 1857, the state had also used law to
reinforce the position of the landed-aristocracy after reassessing
their political and economic weightage in the long-term colonial
and imperialist goals and policies in India. That was why the
Punjab Tenancy Acts of 1868 and 1887 were passed. Targeting
at checking the growth of occupancy tenants, these two mea-
sures led to a fast conversion of peasant-proprietors into
tenants-at-will** and agricultural labourers but to the economic
advantage of the feudal classes. To add to the hold of landed-
aristocracy over the peasants, feudal chiefs were given magiste-
rial, revenue and police powers. In the capacity of Honorary
Magistrates, these Jagirdars, invested with the special powers
of Assistant Commissioners in Criminal and revenue cases
(below Rs. 300/-), regained their power to exploit peasantry.®

111
Agrarian Policy and Peasant Response

Owing to constraints of space, I have focussed my
discussion on such issues/measures of the British agrarian policy
as agitated the peasantry and alerted the top-brass of the
colonial state and a few key functionaries in the Punjab Govern-
ment regarding dangers from a disgruntled peasantry to the
political stability of the raj and its economic stage in India. One
such issue was the state revenue-demand and the second was
the rural indebtedness leading to land-alienation.
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In the early period of British revenue settlements
beginning with summary settlements in Jullundur ( 1845),
highpitched revenue demand.and its rigorous collection on a
rigid schedule (without any concession for the weak financial
position of the peasants or for crop failures owing to natural
calamities) created friction between the state and the high-
spirited peasantry. The Punjab Administration Report 1851-52
conceded that the militancy of the Punjab peasantry, who
preferred to abandon their lands rather than accept oppressive
terms and high state-demand, had noticeable impact on the
shaping of the early revenue policy.*® As a result of peasantry’s
effective ‘intervention’ in the colonialization of Punjab economy,
the assessment terms were lowered and final loss was compen-
sated through confiscations and resumptions of jagirs in Multan
province where warlike Muslim peasantry lived.”

- The lasting impact of this ‘social intervention’ was visible
in the Regular Settlements® which were based on the principle
of ‘light assessment’. Dennis FitzPatrick, while explaining the
essential purpose underlying the agrarian policy in Punjab
observed that low taxes and rule of law would ensure peace and
contentment under British rule.

The problem of rural indebtedness was the second major
issue which evoked an aggressive response from the peasantry.
It was evident from the reports of looting, arson and attack upon
rich. Hindu money-lenders by the numerically dominant but
‘poor Muslim Zamindars from the warlike tribes in West Punjab.
From 1880s onwards, S.S. Thorburn’s Minutes and publications
had drawn official attention to the steady impoverishment of
peasantry owing to the exhaustion of their meagre resources in
fulfilling heavy debt obligations and expropriation of their lands
by the sahukar* His ominous observations, endorsed by the
reports of Deputy Commissioners of Gurdaspur, Muzaffargarh,
Shahpur and Ambala about the large scale sale or mortgage of
land*, forced the British rulers to review their policy of laissez
faire, only fit for highly industrialized western societies.

After a prolonged debate between the advocates of policy
of non-interference in economic competition in rural society and
paternal protection of ‘irresponsible’ peasant proprietors, the
Punjab Alienation of Land Act 1900 was passed.” The crucial
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consideration underlying this legislation (restricting peasant’s
right to sell or mortgage) was to avert the imminent ‘political
danger’ of wide-spread anti-government disturbances throughout
Punjab, signalled by the "animosity of the agricultural classes”
directed mainly against the Hindu money-lenders. It was a
protest of the premobilised peasantry, whose socio-economic
behaviour was undergoing the process of fermentation in the -
nineteenth century.

v

Conclusion

By using the procedure which W.H. Walsh has described
as "colligation”, an attempt has been made to highlight two
points: (i) the role of the colonial state — its unified structure
and aggressive-cum-paternalist style of functioning in reactivat-
ing the subdued militancy of the high-spirited Punjabis especial-
ly peasantry; (i) impact of the militant ‘intervention’ of peasant-
ry on the form of implementation of agrarian policies in Punjab.

While attempting multiple changes ranging from revenue
settlements to social engineering for colonial exploitation of
India, the State had intensified the Punjabi cultivator’s predilec-
tions for violence. The provocation to his ‘martial traits’ was the
. strongest in the central Punjab where the world economic forces
mediated by colonialism had the greatest affect in 1860s and
1870s. Hard-pressed between the relentless state revenue-
demand in cash and the oppressive burden of indebtedness, the
peasantry grew increasingly poor, discontented, and desperate.
Even for the resourceful and enterprising peasant-proprietors in
the Central Punjab, who managed to save their land from
eviction or expropriation by utilizing their income from employ-
ment abroad for meeting revenue demand or debt-payment, the
struggle for existence became nerve-racking. These premobilised
masses, who had no incentive for remaining loyal, were the
potential recruits in the first large scale agrarian unrest,
reinforced by the urban democratic intelligentsia.

Secondly, the militancy of Punjabi peasantry possessed a
certain amount of autonomy. Nurtured on the egalitarian values
of Jat society and memories of a tradition of organised protest
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against state oppression and injustice of the ruling classes under
Mughal rule, the peasants expressed their discontent through
threats to migrate if their demands were not conceded.

It may be argued that the intensity of militancy of
peasantry in the 19th century was born out of triangular
synapses between the material conditions created by the colonial
rule, peasant consciousness of shared grievances and a sense of
their historical mission to fight for justice and a righteous cause.
But it had yet to acquire anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist
stance in the twentieth century.
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