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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is an examination of the evolution

and execution of British policies of agricultural improve

ment in Imperial India particularly in relation to the

institution of the Central and Provincial Departments of

Agriculture. The objective of this study is to elucidate

upon the structural constraints of colonial rule which

served to undermine the success of government activities

in promoting agricultural improvement. The Madras Presidency

was used as a case in point.

The British Government in India, as its administration

officials viewed it, was supported by two foundations,

physical power and just administration. India also played

a larger role in the sphere of empire as the cornerstone of

the Eastern Empire. These two foundations of colonial rule

consumed virtually all the administrative energy and revenue

of the Government of India and inhibited the assumption and

fulfillment of wider responsibilities of governance.

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century the

recurrence of famine forced the Government of India to con

sider the assumption of much wider responsibilities. High

famine mortality and extreme economic dislocation prompted

a questioning of strict adherence to the principles of

laissez-faire. Government had difficulty coping with the

political and economic repercussions of famine which threat

ened the stability of her rule. The programs devised by
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nineteenth century administrators to ameliorate the effects

of famine included agricultural improvement. Significantly,

Government programs were aimed more at increasing revenue

than improving agriculture.

By the turn of the century the Government of India

found herself confronted by a larger problem. Government

success in providing grain to famine areas served to demon

strate that famine was caused by the dire poverty of a

large section of the agricultural pOFulation who could not

buy food. The political repercussions of this realization,

while they caused Curzon's Government to adopt a more inter

ventionist posture, did not overcome the basic constraints

of colonial rule.

Although the Government of India spoke in terms of

improvement, Government aid and guidance to development,

she was unable to provide more than the bare framework of

a program. To seek more remained contradictory to the

governing philosophy of liberalism. Moreover, the Department

of Agriculture was one of many "development" departments,

all of which competed for a portion of a very small financial

pie. Military and civil administrative costs consumed an

average of eighty percent of the budget, leaving twenty

percent to be divided among the various departments concerned

with economic development and welfare of the population.

In the Madras Presidency agriculture never received as much

as one percent of the budget.

In addition to limited funding and the staffing problems
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this created, the Madras Department of Agriculture's

effectiveness was hampered by program guidelines rooted in

laissez-faire principles. These principles dictated that

the cultivator assumed the risk and paid a high price to

adopt improvements. These policies suggest that only a

small portion of wealthy cultivators could benefit from the

activities of the Department and hence, that the Department

was never able to address the needs of the smaller cul

tivators. As a result the economic impact of the Department,

measured in terms of extension of improvements and increased

yield, was minimal.

The situation did not change after 1919 when the

responsibility for agriculture was transferred to elected

Indian officials under the provisions of the Montagu

Chelmsford Reforms. The interests of the Justice Party in

Madras were political rather than economic. As a result

the Department of Agriculture, which did not lend itself to

political manipulation, was largely ignored and left to

function in the manner which it always had.
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I. INTRODUCTION

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century the

British established a vast centralized bureaucracy in India.

This bureaucracy absorbed approximately one-third the

budget and employed about 2,000 superior British admin

istrators and thousands of Indian subordinate officials.

The main work of this vast machinery was to provide a

rational and efficient legal-judicial system, to administer

the revenue agencies and to provide various public services.

The whole effect of this work was to lead to a modern,

strong Government.

An Imperial Department of Agriculture was part of this

administrative structure from 1872 and like other depart-

ments, was justified on the basis of increasing the revenue

of the country as well as fulfilling an obligation of the

Government of India for providing increased welfare to the

Indian subjects of British rule. This Department of Agri

culture was re-organized in 1882 and once again in 1905.

These re-organizations were thought to strengthen, ratio

nalize and make efficient the administrative machinery which

was to promote the development of agriculture. Yet, by

1929 , at the onset of the Great Depression, it was

conceded that Departmental efforts had barely scratched the

surface of the immense agrarian problem. 1 After close to

fifty years of Governmental activity and effort to promote

agricultural improvement whether measured in terms of
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increased revenue or welfare the efforts of the Government

had failed.

The purpose of this study is to present reasons for

the failure of Government attempts to improve Indian agri

culture. The fundamental reason for failure was prefigured

in the structure of colonial rule which inhibited and often

negated the functioning of Departmental programs. The

argument of this study is that the failure had little to

do with inherent technical problems of Indian agriculture

or the assumed conservatism of the cultivator. Neither was

the failure due to want of effort on the part of individual

members of the Department. The failure was the result of

the administrative machinery of colonial rule which was

geared toward the maintenance of law and order and military

power rather than to the economic development of India. A

structure in which all but certain forms of economic devel-

opment were neglected and often inhibited.

Although agriculture was the primary source of live

lihood and revenue throughout the British rule there are few

studies on Government efforts to promote welfare through

agricultural development in India under the Raj. Cotton

development is an informing exception, and that development

has provided the basis for the recent studies of Peter

Harnetty and Arthur Silver. 2 Both of these authors are con

cerned, however, with the strength of British textile inter

ests in convincing the Government of India to ignore its

principles of laissez-faire for the benefit of Manchester
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and Lancashire cotton industries. While these studies

clarify much of the mid-nineteenth century imperialism of

free trade they merely emphasize the generalized failure of

the Raj to promote and encourage economic development in

tended to strengthen the productive and welfare capacity of

Indian agriculture.

Similarly, there is no literature which deals with

India's economic devleopment in the context of the admin

istrative framework set by the Raj although there is a

copious literature dealing with revenue and land tenure.

Since agriculture was (and is) India's paramount industry

and employer, it is important to examine the role of Govern-

ment in its development. Such an examination informs us of

the way in which the British perceived themselves in

relation to the Indian economy and particularly their

commitment to the assumption of an active role in changing

that economy. Further, it allows us to determine the

policies and forces which served to rationalize and motivate

the limited Government involvement in agriculture. Finally,

such a study will allow us to discern the forces which

undermined the success of that involvement.

It should be noted at the outset that the failure of

the Departmental activities is measured against the criteria

set forth by the Government of India, not by any objective

measures provided by hindsight. As the Royal Commission on

Agriculture (1929) judged Departmental efforts to have

failed, this study seeks only to elucidate upon that
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assessment.

Scope and Focus of the Study

This study spans the years 1872-1929, a period in

which both British administrative officials and Indian

politicians grappled with the problem of agricultural devel

opment in the framework of the colonial administrative

machine. Crises define the period under study. It commences

with the efforts of the Government to deal with the basic

agrarian problems revealed by famines from the mid-nineteenth

century to 1900. The study closes in 1929 on the eve of the

World Depression which introduced a new set of economic

issues. These latter, although they relate to agriculture,

departed very substantially from the basic questions of

Governmental policies of improvement.

While the study concerns the policies adopted by the

Government of India and the constraints imposed by the entire

colonial structure, Madras Presidency will be used as a case

in point. Madras was considered by the British to be the

most backward of the Presidencies: Lord Willingdon, Gov

ernor of Madras, 1919-1924, called it the "Cinderella"

Province and decried its lack of economic development.

Economically, Madras was overwhelmingly based on agriculture.

There were at the turn of the century, few industries to

speak of and the city of Madras could not rival Bombay or

Calcutta as a commercial center. Moreover, a larger portion

of her land area was subject to repeated famine and drought
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which retarded any economic advance and contributed to the

general poverty of her agricultural sector.

Chapter II consists of a discussion of those principles

of political economy which supported the prevailing philos

ophy of government in nineteenth century India. This

discussion necessarily concerns itself with the development

of late nineteenth century thought on Governmental respon

sibility for the welfare of India's agricultural population,

particularly in light of the repeated occurrence of famine

in the subcontinent. Accordingly, this chapter will high

light the constraints of the Governmental structure on

development policy both in the nineteenth century and as

they relate to the direction of future policy.

Chapter III deals with an important re-definition of

the agrarian problem again as it relates to the occurrence

of famine. The British determined that while famine remained

the "spectre at the feast," the real problem was that of

rural poverty. Poverty, the Government reasoned, was the

result of the improvidence of cultivators, and the low

quality and productivity of agriculture. This chapter will

also explore the political atmosphere which served to force

the Government to adopt a more interventionist role in

agricultural improvement. This discussion will also seek

to demonstrate the change in British views on Governmental

responsibility to the welfare of the population, and how

this alteration was reflected in the reforms of Curzon's

viceroyalty. Opinion in late Victorian and Edwardian England
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was shifting to allow Government to assume greater inter

vention in the alleviation of the condition of the poor.

It will be noted that although the language of intervention

is new and the motivation for involvement appears to be new,

the structural constraints have not disappeared.

Chapter IV deals with the structure and functions of

the Department of Agriculture in Madras and will demonstrate

how the Department was inhibited by the structural demands

of colonial rule. This discussion deals with the elabor

ation of the bureaucratic structure as a means of solving

problems of agricultural development.

Chapter V examines and explains the minimal impact of

the Department of Agriculture in Madras in terms of the

development of agriculture and the welfare of the population.

This is done by a brief analysis of cropping and yield

patterns and the distribution of the economic benefits,

in order to emphasize the limited impact of the Department

as a result of its Imperial constraints.

Chapter VI assesses the progress of the Department of

Agriculture under the Indian Ministries in the 1920's. As

the period was one of continuity of policy, the chapter will

necessarily seek to explain the continuity in terms of the

goals of the Indian Ministers. It will be seen that the

continuity of policy was in large measure the result of the

political aspirations of the elected officials.

The argument of this study is that the failure of

Government efforts to improve Indian agriculture resulted



from the environment in which agricultural policy was

formulated in relation to other ends of the Government of

India. The very structure of colonial rule which demanded

primary attention to law and order and the maintenance of

military power insured that matters of welfare and devel

opment received inconsistent and slight attention.

7
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NOTES

1G t .. 1· 1rea Br~ta~n. Par ~amentary Papers. Roya
Commission on Agriculture in India. Report. (London: 1928).

2peter Harnetty. Imperialism and Free Trade:
Lancashire and India in the Mid-Nineteenth Century.
(Vancouver: 1972) Arthur Silver. Manchester Men and Indian
Cotton (Manchester: 1966).
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II. POLITICAL ECONOMY AND GOVERNMENTAL RESPONSIBILITY

Classical political economy was the guiding philosophy

of British rule in India during the nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries. The responsibilities prescribed by

the proponents of political economy are important for the

present study because they serve to both rationalize and to

explain the British emphasis on military power and law and

order which worked to forestall substantial Government

involvement in and thus the economic growth of Indian agri-

culture. Adam Smith, the father of classical political

economy, clearly defined the ideal duties and limitations of

Government and suggested an order of priority;

According to the system of natural liberty,
the Sovereign has only three duties to
attend to .•• first, the duty of protecting
the society from the violence and invasion
of other independent societies, secondly,
the duty of protecting, as far as possible,
every member of the society from the
injustice or oppression of every member
of it, or the duty of establishing an
exact administration of justice, and
thirdly, the duty of erecting and main
taining certain public works and pUblic
institutions. l

Strictly speaking these "duties" enjoined a course of action

which demanded the Government attention and expenditure be

concentrated on the maintenance of a large military force

and a legal and administrative system geared to the enforce

ment of internal peace. In fulfilling the third duty,

Government bore the responsibility only for those public

works and institutions which "were chiefly for facilitating
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the commerce of the society and ••• for promoting the

instruction of the people. ,,2

Although Adam Smith provides the best definition of

the ideal "duties and limitations" of Government it is not

until the last half of the nineteenth century that this

definition becomes applicable to British administration in

India. The application of these "duties" filtered to India

through the doctrines of various Utilitarian and Liberal

administrators of India. In turn, their doctrines were

tempered by Indian conditions.

The most decisive impact upon the Indian administrative

form came from the Utilitarian philosophy as propounded by

James Mill. Mill's purpose of centralized administration

was to provide a framework of law which would protect the

individual and his property, thereby releasing individual

effort to take advantage of the free rein given capital and

labor. 3 Government should refrain from intervening in the

economic or social process beyond the provision and main-

tenance of law and order. If the State provided this

protection with certainty, a veritable economic and social

revolution would take place. While the simplicity of this

administrative model died with James Mill, the fundamental

basis of the protection of person and property, through an

exact administration of justice, was laid.

Mill's simplicity was confounded by later administra

tors who sought to attach to Government wider functions and

responsibilities. Dalhousie, Governor-General 1848-1856,
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introduced Governmental responsibility for public works.

While Mill reasoned that a system of justice and protection

would provide the basis for India's evolution to a modern

political and economic state, Dalhousie sought to encourage

this development by providing modern communication, roads,

railways, telegraphs and postal works. 4

Superceding these currents, good law and a system of

public works, was the protection of the State by military

force. The East India Company's army and Royal troops had

helped to extend the area of India under the British and

served to protect it from outside invasion. By 1885 the

Indian army was approximately twice the size of the British

army in England and was frequently employed outside India. 5

It was in the post-Mutiny years that the three com

ponents of Smith's ideal duties and limitations of Govern

ment merge into the administrative rhetoric of India. The

transference of India from Company to Crown was accompanied

by administrative and policy changes which were intended to

rationalize the governing process and strengthen the British

position. Although the necessity of military force and the

provision of law and order were the paramount responsibil

ities of the State, John Stuart Mill and others raised the

question of whether there were further responsibilities in

the latter half of the nineteenth century. "It is not

admissible," John Stuart Mill wrote, "that the protection of

persons and that of property are the sole purposes of

of Government.,,6 Rather, the admitted functions of
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government embrace a much wider field
than can easily be included with the
ring-fence of any restrictive definition,
and it is hardly possible to find any
ground of justification common to them
all, except the comprehensive one of
general expediency; nor to limit the
interference of government by any uni
versal rule, save the simple and vague
one, that it should never be admitted
but when the case of expediency is
strong. 7

It is doubtful that Smith would have disagreed with him for

Mill did not question the primacy of the responsibilities of

protection and law and order, he merely added to them and

allowed for slightly greater freedom within them.

The application of these tenets of political economy

became important in the latter half of the nineteenth

century. This was the period in which the Government of

India, under the direction of men influenced by the utili

tarian philosophy of James Mill and the more Liberal

philosophy of his son, John Stuart Mill, set up the admin

istrative machine which was to rule India until 1947. It

was the fulfillment of the first two obligations, as defined

by Smith, and the strict adherence to nonintervention except

"when the case of expediency is strong" which was to under-

mine the fulfillment of the third "duty", as defined by

Smith and modified by Mill.

The third "duty" of government as propounded by Adam

Smith was the erection of public works and institutions.

These were not just any works or institutions, but only those

of such a nature that the profit could
never repay the expense to any indi.vidual
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or small group of individuals and which
it therefore cannot be expected that any
individual or small number of individuals
should erect or maintain. 8

These were pUblic works to facilitate the commerce of the

nation. The institutions Smith would allow Government

to establish and maintain were chiefly those for the

education of the people. An important adjunct to these

allowances was that they must be managed to furnish "revenue

sufficient for defraying tpp.ir. own expense.,,9 Thus Smith

allowed onl} for the state to initiate works and institutions

which must then pay their own way.

John stuart Mill was to modify this position slightly.

He reasoned that "there is scarcely anything really impor-

tant to the general interest which it may not be desirable,

or even necessary that the Government should not take upon

itself, not because private individuals cannot effectively

perform it, but, because they will not."IO For a population

incapacitated either by poverty or intelligence "a good

government will give all its aid in such shape as to

encourage and nurture any rudiments it may find of a spirit

of individual exertion .•. its pecuniary means will be applied

when practicable, in aid of private efforts rather than in

supercession of them."ll This was the case particularly in

which the population had been "conquered and ••• retained in

subjection." Hence, in a country such as India, Mill would

allow Government to spend its revenue resources to accomplish

almost anything necessary to the general interest, which was
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not provided by private individuals and which was within

the perceived capacity of the Government to fund.

Government's first two responsibilities were doggedly

adhered to in India. The edifice of British rule was girded

by military force and what purported to be a firm unequivocal

system of justice. James Fitzjames Stephen, Legal Member

of the Viceroy's Council in the 1870's, gave the most

eloquent expression of this position.

The British power in India is like a bridge
over which an enormous multitude of human
beings are passing ••. if it should fall,
woe to those who guard it, woe to those
who are on it, woe to those who would
lose with it all hopes of access to a
better land. Strike away either of its
piers and it will fall, and what are
they? One of its piers is military
power; the other is justice by which I
mean a firm and constant determination
on the part of the English to promote
impartially and by all lawful means,
what they (the English) regard as the
lasting good of the natives of India. 12

The purpose of this administrative and military machine was

dictated by the position which India occupied in the broad

sphere of Empire. As Anil Seal has said, "India became the

second centre for the extension of British power and

influence in the world. ,,13 Insofar as this was true, "the

Raj was beinq worked in the service of interests far larger

than India itself, since they bore upon the British position

in the world. ,,14 Indeed the military of which Stephen spoke,

served to extend the boundaries of empire to Burma, Malaya

and East Africa and to protect the subcontinent from invasion.

Invasion from Russia remained a lively concern throughout
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the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Curzon, who was

to be India's Viceroy, 1898-1905, wrote in 1889,

Whatever be Russia's designs upon India,
I hold that the first duty of English
statesmen is to render any hostile
intentions futile and to see that our own
position is secure, and our frontier
impregnable, and so to guard what
is without doubt, the noblest trophy of
British genius, and the most splendid
appanage of the Imperial Crown. 15

That this defense was in fact the first priority of the

English in India was amply borne out by the position the

military occupied in the expenditure of the Government of

India from the middle of the nineteenth century. Between

1890 and 1920 the military consumed approximately 40 percent

of the budget. (Table IIA)

Neither did the Government of India neglect the second

"duty" prescribed by political economy, the maintenance of

internal justice and order. The lessons of the Mutiny had

rendered this responsibility all the more necessary. The

Mutiny left the British "suspicious and alert" now convinced

16that theirs was an unwanted presence. The civilizing

mission was to be maintained through physical and military

power. Again Stephen enunciated the position most clearly,

The English in India are the representatives
of a belligerent civilisation. The phrase
is epigrarnatic, but it is strictly true,
The English in India are the representatives
of peace compelled by force •.• the belligerent
civilisation of which I spoke consists •.•
in compelling by force all sorts and
conditions of men in British India to
tolerate each other ••• No country in the
world is more orderly.more quiet, or more
peaceful than British India as it is; but,
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IMPERIAL EXPENDITURE, 1891/92-1920/21
AS PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL NET EXPENDITURE
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Heads of Expenditure

Debt Services 6.3 3.0 1.1 7

Military Services 41.6 42.2 36.9 51. 3

Collection of Revenue 10.4 11.8 12.0 9.4

Commercial Services
(Railways, Irrigation,
Post Office and Tele-
graphs) 2.4 Net Revenue

Civil Services
Civil Departments 21.5 22.5 28.7 24.6
Miscellaneous 7.8 9.4 7.9 .8
Civil Works 8.0 6.1 9.7 7.0

Total Civil Services 37.3 38.0 46.3 30.8

Famine Relief and Insurance 2.2 2.3 1.9 .9

Provincial Adjustments a 2.6 1.8 .5

Total Net Expenditure 100 100 100 100

Source: Vera Anstey. The Economic Development of India
(London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1952) p. 631. The per
centage figures have been calculated from her absolute
figures.
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if the vigour of the Government should
ever be relaxed if it should lose its
essential unity of purpose, and fall into
hands either weak or unfaithfuI~ chaos
would come again like a flood. 1 1

Internal peace was maintained at great cost. Civil admin-

istration, which included Courts of Justice, police and

general administration, was nearly as expensive as the

military. Together military and civil administrative costs

consumed up to 80 percent of the total Government expen-

diture between 1890 and 1920. (Table IIA)

There was no hesitancy on the part of the Government

of India to fulfill the two primary "duties" of Government

as dictated by the adherents to political economy. The

expansion of Russian control in Central Asia alone gave the

Government justification for increasing the military budget.

John Strachey, considered by one recent historian to be one

of the most influential Civil Servants in India, said,

The proximity of a great European power
has profoundly altered our position in
India, ••• It has thrown into the minds of
men uncertainties and hopes and fears
regarding the future; it has seriously
disturbed the finances ••• The result was a
determination to increase both the
European and Native Army.18

Internal peace was, along with external security, of

paramount importance. But, as Strachey emphasized, these

concerns "s e riously ••• retarded the progress of works

19essential to the prosperity of the country." Another

influential official Richard Temple, Finance Member during

the 1870's, put the matter in a similar way: lithe demands
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of a progressive age [public works and institutions] were

constantly causing increase of expenditure •.• but, there

remained the question as to how the needful money was to be

found. ,,20 Since the question of money was never satis-

factorily answered, the extent to which Government would

fulfill her third obligation was limited to the point of

non-existence.

It was India's susceptibility to famine which caused

the questioning of strict adherence to principles of polit-

ica1 economy. Indian welfare and revenue were notoriously

dependent upon the favorable regularity of the monsoon.

When the rains failed, huge tracts of the country became

liable to famine: a dearth of food and employment resulting

in high mortality. From the British ascension of power in

1765 to 1900 the country experienced thirty-one large scale

famines, nineteen of which occurred after the transfer of

t th Crown. 21 Th . d' t' dgovernance 0 e e econom1C 1srup 10n cause

by these famines and the ipability of the agricultural

population to withstand them called into question the limited

perceived responsibilities of Government and the efficacy

of strict adherence to the "laws of political economy".

Famine in India and the "laws" of Political Economy

Famine was an occurrence with which the Government of

India and the Presidencies~ dealt with difficulty. Initially

the British sought to mitigate the effects of drought and

the resultant dearth of food through interference in the
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grain trade. In the famines of the late eighteenth and

early nineteenth centuries the East India Company prohibited

the export of grain from famine areas and imposed stiff

penalties on merchants who hoarded or enhanced grain

prices. 22 Responses to famine began to alter after 1810

as a result of the popularity of the philosophy of political

economy. The doctrines of free trade and laissez-faire

government policy framed the formulation of famine policy.

Basic to these doctrines was the belief that man left alone

to act in his self-interest would act in the best interest

of society as a whole, with a minor compassionate departure

of Poor Laws and wider famine relief.

Adam Smith had sought to directly apply his principles

to famine. Scarcity, he claimed, may result from bad

seasons or even war, but "a famine has never arisen from

any other cause but the violence of Government attempting,

by improper means, to remedy the inconveniencies of a

dearth." Further, "the unlimited, unrestrained freedom of

the corn trade, as it is the only effectual prevention of

the miseries of a famine, so it is the best palliative of

the inconveniencies of a dearth.,,23 This meant that the

laws of supply and demand would operate to fulfill the

exigencies of a famine situation and that Government inter

ference in the trade mechanism was unwarranted and indeed

detrimental. The Government of India, during the famine

decades of the late nineteenth century and certainly after

1810, adhering to these dictates of political economy,
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adopted a noninterventionist policy in relation to the grain

trade.

Although the Government adopted the policy of laissez-

faire in regard to trade, it was difficult to ignore that

a consequence of the failure of the rains was the decline of

agricultural employment and, hence, a serious reduction in

purchasing power for the large rural labor force. Govern-

ment from the beginning of the nineteenth century took it

upon itself to develop famine relief works for the employment

of the able bodied who were willing to avail themselves of

the opportunity. The helpless and the infirm were seen to

be the responsibility of private charity.24 The massive

mortality of the Orissa Famine of l866--nearly one million

dead--caused the Government to modify this view. Hence,

during the famines of the Northwest Provinces and the Punjab,

1868-69, District Officers were advised that they would be

held personally responsible for any preventable deaths in

their areas. In addition, Government declared its intention

t 1 t . tub" h . t 25o supp emen pr~va e s scr~pt~ons to c ar~ y.

Notwithstanding the Government's willingness to assume

broader responsibilities of charity, she continued to rely

upon the "laws" of political economy to regulate the grain

trade. According to the "laws" the grain trade would auto-

matically supply areas of short supply because the prices

would be higher. In 1839-40 John Thomas, a longtime Madras

Civil Servant, challanged this view, denying that the Indian

trader was in a position to supply the needs of the numbers
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stricken in any given famine. He maintained that only

Government had the machinery and energy to supply grain on

the level demanded during the famine. 26 This opinion was

reiterated by Dalyell, an investigator of the Madras Famine

of 1866. Dalyell found that Indian traders not only lacked

the means to supply the stricken areas but the cost of

transportation and the high risk involved offset the gains

of high prices. For mnny traders the best option was not to

sell if prices became too high; selling at this "advantageous"

level the trader would risk retaliation by townsmen or

villagers who might loot his shop. Dalyell went on to

question the actions of a "Christian Government" which would

adhere to the "so-called rules of political economy" and

allow its subjects to die in phenomenal numbers. 27 The

mortality rates during the mid-nineteenth century famines

and general mismanagement by Government began to undermine

belief in the doctrines of political economy as applied to

famine.

Not until the famine of 1876-78 did the discrepancies

of the situation appear in sharp relief. At the start of

the famine the Government was of the opinion that grain

shortage was not so much a problem as was the lack of employ

ment. 28 Relief works providing cash wages were initiated

early to meet this contingency by providing increased pur

chasing power. However drought continued and prices of grain

soared. Under these conditions of increased prices merchants

and rich farmers, for reasons already mentioned, refused to
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release their grain for sale, thereby compounding the

situation. Although the Collectors in Madras reported stocks

of grain, there were none on the market. 29 The cash wages

paid on relief works were meaningless so long as there was

no grain for sale. In October 1876 the situation became

dire and Collectors asked permission to pay for work on the

relief projects in grain rather than cash. The Madras Board

of Revenue refused. Finally, at the end of the month the

Government of Madras realized it could no longer rely on

lithe ordinary processes of supply and demand" and sanctioned

the clandestine purchase of grain through private firms.

In January the Government of India severely criticised this

procedure and prohibited further interference in the trade. 3D

Only after grain riots loosened the shopkeepers from their

hoarded grain did prices fall. By this time the situation

had become so bad that the army was called in to protect

grain transport from marauders. 31 At the end of the famine

in 1878 nearly 30 percent of the population of the Ceded

. . . d h d . h d 32D1str1cts 1n Ma ras a per1s e •

Disaster on this scale could not easily be accepted

by either the British public or Parliament. The famine

was reputed to be one of the worst to have ever hit India.

The Times alleged that the death toll in Southern India

had exceeded six millions, other public journals carried

yet more spectacular stories. 33 The India Office responded

with an All-India Famine Commission. As unofficial reports

came in from India the Secretary of State was subjected
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repeatedly to Parliamentary inquiry regarding the extent

of the famine, the mortality and the Government handling

of it. To all queries, the Secretary of State counseled

patience and urged them to wait for the Famine Report. 34

The built up anticipation insured that the Famine Com-

missioner's Report would not be overlooked.

The recommendations of the Famine Commissioners were

extensive. After lengthy debate, they advocated interference

with private trade when "exceptional circumstances" (famine)

required it. 35 However, they hoped to avoid these "excep-

tional circumstances" by a three pronged program which,

while it would not guarantee the monsoon, would alleviate

the distress of its failure. The program consisted in the

devising of famine codes, the extension of railways, irri-

gation systems, roads and the improvement of Indian

Agriculture.

The principles of the Famine Codes were to enable

Goverrunent to forecast scarcity and to initiate a system of

I , f 36re I.e • Separate codes were to be developed for each

drought-prone area and were to be based on the intensive

collection of agricultural and meterological statistics as

well as information regarding the health and economic

condition of the populace. The code would enable Government

to gauge the approach of famine and its severity in order

to tailor their relief measures accordingly. These measures

were similar to those of earlier famines; public work was

to be provided at State cost, gratuitous relief in villages
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and poor houses would be provided for those unable to work. 37

Improved and extended communications, transport, and

irrigation systems were also called for by the Commission.

Transport and communication systems would lead to improved

internal trade during normal times and greatly enhance

d ' t 'b' 't' f 'I ,38 I t~s r~ ut~on 1n ~mes 0 reg10na scarc1ty. Deve opmen

of irrigation works were also stressed. Two types of

irrigation works were classified by the Famine Commissioners:

productive and protective. Productive works were those which

would increase acreage and output of existing cultivation

areas. Charges for water would eventually pay the cost of

these works. Protective works were those which would be

used in dry-land cropping areas in times of drought. As

they could not be expected to yield regular revenues, the

COlrumission advised that income from the remunerative works

should be used to offset the costs of the unremunerative

protectiv~ schemes. 39

The Commissioners also called for Government inter-

vention in the improvement of agriculture. They argued

that past attempts to improve agriculture had been unsys-

tematic, based on ignorance of Indian conditions; thus, they

directed an agency be set up to advise the Government on all

matters relating to agriculture, and to direct efforts to

improve it. 40 In 1881 the Secretary of state for India

declared that the recommendations of the Famine Commission

meant "a policy of maintaining agricultural operations at

the highest attainable standard of efficiency ••• [andl implies
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the full sustenance of agricultural labor and the complete

provision of agricultural requirements.,,41 Although

production was important, improved mechanisms of distribution

held the key to solving persistent problems of scarcity.

The Government of India fulfilled its obligation

to provide some public works with relative ease. A network

of railway lines begun in the 1850's yearly increased its

web over the subcontinent. Irrigation works and canals,

although not so popular as railways, were also undertaken by

the Government. The reasons are not so difficult to discern.

Both railways and irrigation systems were remunerative.

Railways gave a guaranteed return of 5-8 percent and were

sanctioned on the strength of their capacity to yield revenue.

Irrigation works operated in much the same manner, although

the return was not as high. 43 Moreover, some railways had

the added advantage of serving military purposes, such as

those on the Northwest Frontier. Government initiatives in

pursuing public works or institutions which were directly

related to economic ends alone were less easy to promote.

The need to not only control but to prevent famine

prompted John Strachey to argue that "the duties of the

Government of India go far beyond those which we expect

from a Government in countries like our own. ,,44 But how far

beyond and at what cost were questions answered with dif-

ficulty. The mid-Victorian Liberal view, still clinging to

political economy conceptions, held that Government duties

should include only military protection, the maintenance of
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law and order and a few remunerative public works and

institutions. Attempts of Government to interfere in the

lives of the population beyond these restricted functions

were unwarranted. The Famine Commissioners in their recom-

mendations for "protective" irrigation works and the

improvement of agriculture appeared to be going a step

further than the Liberal philosophy. A more progressive

view, held by men such as Strachey, and Viceroys Mayo

(1869-72) and Ripon (1880-84) leaned to the opinion of Mill

which bid Government to not only satisfy the first two

"duties" but to substantially broaden the third.

Significantly, all shades of opinion held that in any

case, whatever the Government activities in enhancing the

welfare of Indian subjects, they should be remunerative.

Hence there were two basic constraints to the fulfillment

of Government's third responsibility. Government inter

vention was to be practicable and it was to be remunerative.

These were the guide lines of Mill's vague rule of

"expediency".

A Department of Agriculture

The Famine Commission recommendation to form a Depart

ment of Agriculture was not the first time the idea had been

raised in India. After the Orissa Famine of 1866, the idea

had been broached to John Lawrence (Viceroy 1864-69).

Lawrence, believing the idea to be premature, rejected it

immediately. 45 It was next brought up in 1869 by Viceroy
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Mayo who believed that "the time [had] come when we ought to

start something like an agricultural department ••. agriculture

on which every man here depends is almost entirely neglected

by the Government. ,,46 Mayo's intention to initiate such a

department sprang from his belief that,

For generations to come the progress of
India ••• must be directly dependent on
her progress in agriculture ••. There
is perhaps no country in the world in
which the state has so immediate and
direct an interest in such questions •.•
Throughout the greater part of India,
every measure for the improvement of the
land enhances the value of the property
of the State. The duties which in
England are performed by a good land
lord fall in India, in a great measure,
upon the Government. Speaking generally,
the only Indian landlord who can com
mand the requisite knowledge is the
State. 47

Only one aspect of Mayo's beliefs were shared by many others,

that of enhancing the revenue of the state.

The result of Mayo's efforts and the advice of the

India Office brought forth the creation of the Department of

Revenue, Agriculture and Commerce. The title was important

in revealing the priorities of the Home Government. While

Mayo wanted a Department for the improvement of the stock

and quality of agricultural staples and the development of

practical and scientific agriculture, the India Office was

concerned with revenue. Mayo used the title "Department of

Agriculture and Revenue." Argyll, the Secretary of state for

India, objected stating that such a title would "give rise to

the notion that the revenue subjects which are undoubtedly
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of the first importance, are not so esteemed.,,48 Moreover,

Argyll added,

Of such paramount importance are these
subjects [revenue] that it is obviously
necessary that the officer appointed
to the post of Secretary of this depart
ment should always be chosen on account
of his knowledge of the subjects connected
with revenue rather than from any know
ledge which he may possess of agricultural
or commercial matters. 49

The emphasis on revenue was clear when the Department was

created in 1871; it became clearer in 1878 when the Depart-

ment was abolished.

The post-Mutiny Government of India conceived itself in

a perpetual financial crisis, but Lord Lytton's Government

(1876-80) had special reason to feel itself under financial

constraints. Pressured by the Secretary of State to exempt

certain cotton goods from import duties the Government of

India stood to lose 200,000. 50 In addition to this loss,

the disasterous Second Afghan War of 1878-80 left India's

f ' '1 t t' , 51 h Go f d'1nanC1a s a e 1n rU1ns. T e vernment 0 In 1a

responded to the financial strain with a program of retrench-

mente A committee appointed by Lytton to review the budget

of the Government of India advised that the Department of

Revenue, Agriculture and Commerce be abolished because it

"had not fulfilled the primary intention of the Government .••

namely the development of revenue.,,52 Thus the Department

conceived with the idea of promoting agriculture was abol-

ished because it did not generate revenue for the state.

To appreciate the full irony of the situation, it must
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also be understood that the Department had done nothing for

agriculture. A.a. Hume, the Secretary of the Department said,

There is not, and never has been any
real agricultural department in India.
There is a Miscellaneous Department of
the Government of India which among its
various titles bears the word agriculture,
but that Department has not and cannot
from the nature of things exercise any
potential influence on agriculture of
the country. 53

For the most part, attempts to stimulate production of

certain crops or to run experimental farms rested on Pro-

vincial finances. There were no Imperial grants to help

local governments develop agriculture. 54 The work of the

Department was primarily that of keeping records on

emigration, agricultural statistics, land revenue adminis-

tration and survey and settlement. Hume complained that the

only time he saw a field lIwas from a train on the occassion

of the half-yearly migration of the Government of India

between Calcutta and Simla. 11
55

The Famine Commissioners of 1880 once again brought up

the question of an agricultural department. In 1882, the

weight of this Famine Commission and public opinion convinced

the India Office and the Government of India to institute

the Department of Revenue and Agriculture. The functions

of the new Department were to be "agricultural inquiry,

agricultural improvement, and famine relief. 1I 56 But, while

the Famine Commissioners and the Government of India spoke

in terms of agricultural improvement, the directives to the

Department of Agriculture in the Presidencies revealed an
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emphasis once again on revenue.

Agricultural inquiry, according to the Famine Com-

missioners, meant lithe more complete and systematic ascer-

taining and rendering available of the statistics of vital

agricultural and economic facts for every part of India."

The Government of India defined it more narrowly as Survey

and Sett1ement--key terms in revenue administration. In

1884 the picture was clear as the reorganization was

finalized and the Department of Agriculture became part of

the Department of Land Records and Agricu1ture. 57 As the

Director of Madras Agriculture caustically put it, the

statistics collected were "to be of use in enabling the

authorities to localize all cases in which the revenue was

falling off."S8 Statistics were also to provide the measures

by which the Government could gauge the approach and severity

of famine through an analysis of prices and rainfall patterns.

The more complete accounting of production was also to enable

Government to recognize areas of grain surplus which could

be directed to areas of shortage. In giving direction to

the Provincial organization~ the Government of India laid

particular stress on the development of the village record

system. This improved system of local records would also

reduce the cost of revenue settlement and provide a more

59secure basis for revenue assessment and collection.

As far as agricultural improvement was concerned, the

new Departments were never provided adequate resources. The

Government of India obviously considered it doubtful that
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it could promote agricultural improvement and reasoned that

to consider that the departments were established for that

purpose would put undue burden on the state finances. 60

Accordingly, special training in agriculture was no longer

seen as necessary for members of the Department. Ironically,

a degree in agriculture did not guarantee employment in the

Department of Agriculture, even if that had been the person's

t ' t h i , It" 61pos pr10r 0 1S spec1a ra1n1ng.

In Madras presidency the duties of agricultural inquiry,

as conducted in the Department of Agriculture, were land

survey and settlement and district analysis. District

analysis was to stress land settlement, assessments and

t t ' t' , d t' 62 F th'revenue s a 1S lCS, pr1ces an occupa 1ons. or 1S

purpose the Department staff were to aid District Collectors

in their settlement operations by performing the tasks of

resurvey to provide a complete systematic account of lands

within the presidency. As F.A. Nicholson, Collector of

Coimbatore and advocate of agricultural improvement, put it,

the inquiry "was to be one of rural economy and statistics

for famine purposes only and not for agricultural investi

gation.,,63 Provincial Departments were in fact "debarred

from expending public money on agricultural experiment save

under careful restriction. ,,64 Nicholson condemned the

utility of the Department as it functioned.

Experiment was subsequently abandoned in
favor of inquiry; inquiry has largely
dwindled to the collection of statistics;
positive improvement barely exists; the
only considerable operations are those
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against cattle disease which is described
••• as insufficient and inefficient and
a disgrace to a civilized country •.• [a
Department] conceived in error, born by
chance, bred by accident, developed in
starvation, guided by change, never had
any vigorous vitality.65

The Government of India and the Finance Commission of 1889

did not share the views of Nicholson. Agricultural inquiry

throughout the sub-continent had increased Government

revenues. Huge tracts of land, heretofore unsurveyed and

hence unassessed, were assessed and added to the rent

rolls. 66 Through a more thorough procedure of revenue

assessments and a decrease in staff, the Government of India

achieved a net gain in revenue. 67 The Department of Revenue

and Agriculture was, in the eyes of the Government, a

success.

While the Government of India congratulated itself on

the successful operation to increase land revenue, the

Indian monsoon continued its havoc. Widespread famine hit

India almost continuously from 1896-1900. The devastation

once again acted as a spur to provoke the questioning of

Governmental responsibility and programs.

Famine and Government Responsibility

In the wake of the 1896/97 famine, the Government

appointed a commission to examine the system of relief,

inquire into the degree of success attained in meeting

famine, record the lessons and recommend further measures. 68

No sooner had the Commission submitted its Report than came
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another famine of greater intensity. Predictably, another

commission followed with virtually the same instructions for

inquiry.

The two commissions wrote their reports closely to

specifications. They detailed numbers of people receiving

relief, numbers employed on relief works, costs of works

and mortality of humans and live stock. By and large they

were satisfied that the Famine Codes, with slight modifi-

cations, were adequate to the task. Yet, some aspects of

the famines were disturbing.

A greater percentage of people applied for and received

assistance in these famines than previously thought likely.

The early Commission (1880) judged that a maximum of 15

percent of the population would ever be in need of relief,

and that 7 to 8 percent was the average. In the 1899/1900

famine the average was 15 to 20 percent of the rural pop-

ulation which rose in some areas to 44 percent. The 1901

Commission attributed this increase to the rush for charity

which took the administration off guard and resulted in

I 't f t t 't 69 h 1898 .,a aX1 y 0 ests 0 prove neceSS1 y. T e Comm1SS10n

ascribed somewhat different causes for the mounting distress

of famine. It was argued that the extension of railways

had worked to increase market integration which during famine

tended to level up prices of food grains allover India. 70

Combined with this was the disturbing finding that a large

section of the population was living so precarious an

existence, often with high indebtedness, that they were
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incapable of paying famine inflated prices. 71

The Commissions also found that while Government had

devised adequate schemes of predicting and dealing with the

famines she had done little in the way of encouraging or

enabling the cUltivating classes to take care of themselves.

Government had done nothing in drought-prone areas to develop

drought-resistant strains of food and fodder crops. Also,

few of the protective irrigation projects suggested by the

Famine Commission of 1880 had been undertaken. This, in

addition to the chronic indebtedness of the agricultural

classes, made rapid recovery from the famine extremely

difficult.

The findings of the Commissions brought quick action

from the Government. As a result of their recommendations

to extend irrigation to famine susceptible areas, an Irri

gation Commission was appointed to report on the feasibility,

need and costs of protective works. The allegation that the

land tenure system was a cause of the cultivator's inability

to withstand famine brought a study of the land revenue

systems of India. 72 Also, the inability of the cultivators

to buy available food, allegedly caused by their indebtedness,

persuaded the Curzon administration to embrace Nicholson's

scheme for rural cooperative banks. 73 Having appointed

Commissions and Committees to investigate the major con

clusions of the Famine Reports, all that remained was for

Government to respond to the pleas of the 1901 Commission

that "steady application to agricultural problems of expert
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research is the crying necessity of the time.,,74

It was Curzon's viceregal administration, 1898-1905,

which finally committed itself to a program of agricultural

improvement. Curzon informed the Secretary of State for

India that the past "lukewarm efforts" of agricultural

development would now turn into a full fledged assault. His

administration immediately granted, on a permanent basis,

two million rupees to Provincial Governments to "enable

them to take effective steps for the development of agri-

cultural research, experiment, demonstration and instruc

tion.,,75 His plans included scientific experts at both the

central and provincial levels, reorganization of the

provincial departments, an agricultural research center and

college at Pusa and at least one other in every province.

The Secretary of State for India was informed that a

"Government which owns the largest landed estate in the

world should do far more than we are now doing for the

improvement of Indian agriculture. ,,76 It seemed that the

Government of India was entering a new era in agricultural

improvement.

Summary

Throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century

the doctrines of political economy held sway. Government

attention to India focused on the fulfillment of what were

seen to be the primary responsibilities of a sovereign:

the maintenance of a military force and the internal
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administration of law and order. Government's concern with

all other aspects of rule was dominated by the necessity of

generating revenue to maintain these two purposes. Although

there was discussion and some conflict of opinion over

Government's obligation to fulfill her responsibility for

welfare, there was no attempt to question her primary

"duties" or to lessen their force. John stuart Mill's vague

rule of "expediency"--where practicable and the constraint of

remunerative works--also provided curbs to fulfillment of

the perceived third responsiblility of government.

Famine provided the impetus to enlarge Governmental

responsibility for welfare. This was not unrelated to

Government emphasis on her paramount responsibilities.

Famine seriously disrupted the regular collection of revenue

and often caused Government to remit revenue. Famine and

the death and economic dislocation it caased drew attention

tothamoral justification for imperial rule and directed

criticism to the Government of India. As such famine posed

a complex political threat. There were hazards to British

ministers from parliamentary opposition and popular elections.

A discontented Indian population was a source of unrest and

hence a vital threat to this the "most splendid appanage

of the Imperial Crown." Sir Richard Temple, Finance Member

and Foreign Secretary in the 1860's and 1870's, voiced the

concern of the Government at large.

The empire is safe, provided that
vigilance is unceasingly exercised. It
is fraught with elements of trouble
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and surrounded with dangers, ••• British
rule has two supporting pillars--just
administration and physical power--
without a just administration and with a
discontented people, not even an
European army would keep India down.
But, with good Government, and with a
people contented in the main ••• the European
army, together with the flavouring
influences [native troops] within the
country, will keep the Government settled
as on a rock. 77

Famine brought into question the "good government" provided

by the British and caused the Government to maneuver to

meet criticism of her policies.

It will be seen in the chapters which follow, dealing

with the early twentieth century, that the Government of

India will attempt to meet the criticisms of her rule

through the avenue of agricultural improvement. She will

tightly define the agrarian problem and bureaucratise it,

but the agricultural program will never function in the

economic realm. Neither agricultural production nor income

will be substantially altered by the agricultural programs

of the Government of India. The reason for this will be

seen as the same as we have seen in the nineteenth century.

The prime concerns of Government remained military and law

and order. The preoccupation with these concerns precluded

financial support of programs of economic development,

particularly those which bore no promise of immediate

financial return.
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III. RURAL POVERTY

AND A POLICY OF AGRICULTURAL RESPONSIBILITY

Ironically, the famines of the 1890's demonstrated the

success of Government efforts in meeting the problems caused

by drought. People died from plague or diseases related

to malnutrition, but the Government was able to move food

about the country. Although there were still lessons to be

learned in the provision of relief and relief works, Govern

ment was satisfied that the problems would be overcome. The

Secretary of State for India could happily report that

history would judge British rule by "what we have been able

to do to render India permanently more free, more immune

from the periodic desolations by famine."l

All measures adopted after 1882 were seen as successful

in combating famine. The main difficulty during famine had

been food supply and the organization of relief. The

extension of railways, which had doubled since 1880, was

credited with the prevention of starvation for it made

possible the transportation of grain to areas of need. The

collection of agricultural statistics enabled Government to

recognize the approach of famine and to organize relief

more promptly and effectively.2 Too, Government, through

its statistical knowledge, knew the.conditions of food

supply throughout India and was able to insure that areas

of surplus could supply areas of need. The London Times

reported: "even in the worst times India has practically no
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need to resort to foreign countries for food.,,3

(Table III A) Indeed, India remained a net exporter of food

grains throughout the 1890's.

Yet, behind the success lay a grimmer picture. More

people applied for famine relief than ever before. The Famine

Commissioners felt this due in part to the laxity of tests

for need and the "rush for charity. ,,4 Still they admitted

of a large sector of the population who simply had no means

to sustain themselves. 5 The Secretary of State, in demon

strating the success of Government programs, also pointed

to this other reality when he said that famine was now a

problem of purchasing power, not food supply. W.S. Caine,

a member of Parliament, quickly recognized in Hamilton's

statement "an awful admission of the state of things to which

the country had been reduced. Poverty, not scarcity is the

root cause of Indian famines. ,,6

It was India's poverty which fueled the controversy

over India policy and formed the agricultural development

policy of the Government. Indian critics of Government

and their European supporters had long claimed India to be

poor. The admission of poverty by the Government now neces

sitated the adoption of means to alleviate the problem. The

means Government devised were, however, more a product of

British economic philosophy and a reaction to the protests

of the critics than a direct attack upon poverty itself.



TABLE III A

BALANCE OF TRADE AS A MEASURE OF
IMPORTS AND EXPORTS OF FOOD GRAINS FOR BRITISH INDIA INCLUDING BURMA

1B91/92 - 1B9B
in CWT

1B91/92 1B93/94 1B95/96
August

1B97
March

1B9B

EXPORTS

IMPORTS

Net Export

55,030,71B

470,292

54,560,426

39,241,201

394,430

38,846,771

39,042,B95

246,236

38,796,659

30,B91,275

1,072,413

29,B18,862

Source: India. Famine Commission. 1B9B. Appendix. p. 52.
In regard to the export of food grains it should be noted that these
figures include exports from Burma which contributed the bulk of India's
rice exort. Also, during the period 1B91/2 - 1900/01 India imported
B,140,000 cwt of rice (Annual average) from Burma, this figure does not
appear in the above table. (See Cheng, p. 211).

tl:oo
VI
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The Political Climate

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century much

of Indian criticism of Government revolved around the

economic issues of the Imperial connection. The main tenet

of their agitation was the theory of the "drain" and the

poverty of India first propounded by Dadabhai Naoroji in

1878 and refined in the 1890's by Gopal Krishna Gokhale.

These arguments became the basis of political criticisms

leveled both in India and in England by the Indian National

Congress. Although the bulk of the drain theory rested upon

criticisms of the balance of trade and the Gover~~ent

expenditure, by the turn of the century Gokhale and R.C.

Dutt had focused the question on the problem of rural poverty.

Naoroji had argued that Britain was draining India's

productive capacity through excessive expenditure on European

services and the annual debt.? The theory, broadening to

include all aspects of the economic connection, was then

utilized to espouse the view that Indian revenues paid for

projects which were at base in the political and economic

interest of England rather than India. Britain's military

necessities were increasingly paid for by India. The Indian

army, used throughout the Empire, was kept on a war-time

basis to suit Imperial policy.8 In addition to the military

expenditure was the expenditure on European salaries and

pensions. 9 By 1900 the cost of the military and the civil

administration was over 80 percent of total expenditure.
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Opponents of Government policy maintained that Govern-

ment's internal expenditure also increased the drain.

Although improved communications were ostensibly in the

interests of Indian economic development, in practice they

too satisfied Imperial concerns. The railways, which saddled

India with an annual debt of six million sterling, were

built for military and export commerce. It was charged that

many of the lines, designed to serve strategic needs, were

unremunerative. Moreover, railways assisted British com-

mercial interest by easing the importation of European

manufactured goods and the export of India's raw materials. 10

The Government, if it were truly interested in India's

welfare, would do better to invest their revenues in

irrigation, agriculture and the support of indigenous

industry.

Until the opening of the Legislative Councils in 1892

most Indian critics of Government had only the annual Con-

gress session during which to air their economic and poli-

tical grievances. While the majority of resolutions dealt

with questions of political representation, the 1888 debate

on a resolution concerning representative institutions

dealt directly with India's poverty. The resolution called

for the extension of representative institutions as "one of

the most important practical steps towards the amelioration

of the condition of the people."ll A number of Congressmen

found the resolution difficult to accept. The causes of

poverty, they said, were not all political and no extension
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of representative institutions would alter that fact.

Imperfect agriculture, the neglect of industrial pursuits

compounded by overpopulation all caused poverty. A repre

sentative from Calcutta felt they "should see whether it

is any undue increase in the population which prevents their

being supplied with food, or the scantiness of the production

due to imperfect agriculture. We must look into all causes,

we must realize the fact not of a single cause, but of a

great many causes." One Congressman submitted that the

destruction of indigenous industry was the fault of Indians

for allowing it to happen and for not modernizing to compete

with foreign manufacturers. The resolution passed only

when it was made clear that representative institutions

would enable Government to more fully realize the economic

problems. In his 1902 Congress address Surendranath Bannerjea

reiterated the position. Only with representative councils

"will economy be ensured, the burden of taxation lightened,

the material prosperity of the people stimulated and financial

position••. placed on a sound and satisfactory footing.,,12

The opening of the Legislative Councils in 1892 to Indian

non-official participation in budget debates gave the Con-

gressmen a platform from which to inform the Government of

their specific economic concerns.

Participation in the budget debates carried no official

power. Non-official members could not propose any reso

lutions or demand a vote of the Council. A competent member

could, however, use the position as a platform from which
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to publicize particular views to a larger audience. In

large measure this was the way in which Gokha1e functioned

throughout his membership in the Imperial Legislative Council

(1902-1913). Through his budget speeches, he refined and

articulated the moderate nationalist economic viewpoint.

Gokhale's program of rural economic reform reflected

his political philosophy. His approach was liberal and

reformist. He did not seek to sever the Imperial connection,

rather he sought a gradual reform of its worst aspects. In

the days of laissez faire principles Gokhale sought increased

Government intervention along the lines advocated by con-

temporary British Socialists. He saw the duty of Government

as fostering and insuring the material prosperity of the

country. It was Government's duty and responsibility to

see that her subjects were fed and clothed, and it would be

to her ultimate benefit to do so.

Does not the security of the country lie
in the real prosperity of its teeming
millions? Does not the permanence of
the British rule mean that the Natives
should live, should be able to pay
taxes, should be able to save and
should be strong and healthy to meet
any other foreign power?13

He was in full support of Curzon's programs of rural coop-

erative societies, scientific agriculture and technical

education.

After the continuous opposition which it
has fallen my lot to offer to ••• Govern
ment [he said] it is both a pleasure and
a relief to me to find myself in a position
to give my cordial and unequivocal support
to the present [Credit Co-operatives] Bil1 ••• 14
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The adoption of a policy which aimed to maintain an active

Department of Agriculture "indicate that the Government at

last have made up their mind to recognize in a practical

manner the supreme importance of scientific agriculture in

this land." Gokhale, and the Congressmen whose views he

reflected, believed in and supported the ideals of modern

progress and economic development. They felt, as did Curzon,

that India was destined to assume a place in the world as an

industrial power and a partner to Britain.

The economic policies of the Government of India drew

a wider and more powerful audience than a vocal group of

Indian critics. Annually, India policy was subject to the

criticisms of Parliament. In 1889 some members of Parliament

constituted themselves as the British Committee of the Indian

National Congress. In 1893 the group broadened their base

and established themselves as an Indian Parliamentary Com-

mittee pledged to attend to Indian interests in the House

of Commons. By 1905 the group and their public members

numbered over two hundred. l s This group, unlike non-official

members of the Legislative Councils, could propose legis-

lation and seek to divide the Parliament on India questions.

In its ability to raise embarrassing questions and to sully

the reputation of the Government of India it was a powerful

opinion-maker. In its constant threat to subject Indian

policy to an annual Parliamentary inquiry, the lobby was a

f t ' d' 1 h h t I' 16orce 0 ~n ~rect y s ape t a po ~cy.

From 1888 through 1906 the Parliamentary Committee
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sought continuously to pressure the Government to ameliorate

India's material condition. The basis of their criticism

was that India was poverty-stricken and that the poverty

was chronic and increasing. The substance of every pre-

sentation of the India Office was India's growing prosperity,

the land revenue, her exports and length of railway lines

all indicated progress. The lobbyists disagreed and alleged

that anyone who had gone to India had seen poverty in every

part. 17 William Digby unearthed the results of Dufferin's

inquiry into the conditions of the lower classes and added

substance tothe claims of the lobbyists. From a comparison

of income figures released by Curzon's Government and those

of Dufferin's inquiry Digby found the absolute average annual

income to have declined by one third between 1880 and 1899. 18

Curzon's attempt to save the situation by are-calculation

of Dufferin's figures and his own did not satisfy the

't' 19
oppos~ ~on. The situation in Parliament was touchy when

the Secretary of State made his inadvertant admission that

India's problem was poverty. Although he would not admit of

India being the poorest of all countries under western rule,

Hamilton finally conceded the standard of life and comfort

of Indians to be "far below that of European nations. ,,20

The Government of India was thus backed into a consideration

of the question of poverty, its causes and remedies.

The Poor

Who were the poor whom everyone now agreed did exi~t?
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Given the rural nature of the population both the critics

and Government agreed that it was primarily a problem of the

agricultural sector. The preponderance of Government

research regarding poverty was connected with the Reports

of the Famine Commissions. The true test of poverty, as far

as the Commissioners were concerned, was the inability to

withstand famine. Those who were dependent upon Government

relief works and charity were the landless laborers, small

tenant farmers and unskilled artisans. Insofar as mortality

from nutritional deprivation was an index of poverty, these

were the poor. 2l Dufferin's inquiry into the conditions

of the lower classes resulted in the same conclusions. 22

Landholders and:t:enants with occupancy rights could borrow

against the security of their holdings. The landless and

tenants at will were .~poverished as a result of low wages

and limited credit opportunities.

The critics of Government policy were not so concerned

to find out exactly who the poor were. Their argument was

that India was poor. The statistics they used to demonstrate

poverty were aggregate income statistics. Thus they spoke

of an "average annual agricultural income" which they

counterbalanced against the expenditures of landless

laborers. 23 To the critics, the agricultural sector was poor,

the laborers simple more poor than others.

Just how poverty-stricken these people were was a ques

tion the Government answered with difficulty. Dufferin's

inquiry demonstrated a wide divergence of opinion in the
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Madras presidency. A sufficient diet in Madras was thought

to be three meals a day of rice or ragi, meat once or twice

a week, toddy but no butter, buttermilk or ghee. The Govern

ment report concluded "no considerable proportion of the

population suffer from a daily insufficiency of food.,,24

Not all reports from the Collectors supported this view.

In Vizagapatarn it was reported that the agriculturalists

lived miserably and could not afford food; "the labourer is

probably the poorest creature in the world." The Collector

of North Arcot said, "grinding poverty is the widespread

condition of the masses." But in Bellary it was "thought

that the standard of comfort has risen ... 25 The conclusions

of the Government report notwithstanding, there was no clear

picture.

The Famine Commission of 1898 surveryed the previous

twenty years and refuted the comforting conclusions of the

Dufferin inquiry in Madras. The Commissioners reported that

there had been a general increase in the incomes of the land

holding and cultivating castes; these groups appeared more

capable of withstanding famine. But beyond these classes

there existed a large section of the population who lived

"hand to mouth." These were the day laborers, small tenants

and unskilled artisans. Their incomes had not risen in

proportion to the rise in their necessary expenditure.

Finally, the Deccan ryots were in a worse position than

before 1878. The frequency of bad seasons and the devas~

tating effects of the 1876-78 famine had retarded any
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advance. 26 The conclusion was that the really poor who

lived at a subsistence level were those with no secure stake

in the land or alternative employment.

There is very little reliable data regarding wages

of agricultural labor in India. One of the main difficulties

is that labor was often paid in kind rather than cash with

the result that conversion of the wage to approximate a cash

wage is difficult. The analysis of agricultural wages

conducted by Dharma Kumar has taken this factor into account

and her conclusions supoort both the views of a few indi

vidual collectors in 1888 and the conclusions of the Famine

Commission. In Bellary there was a 32 percent rise in real

wages between 1873/75 and 1886/1900. 27 Between 1886/90 and

1896/1900 the wage of the Bellary laborer fell 53 percent.

(See Table III B) Overall, however, the trend of the period

was a general decline in real wages from 49 percent in

Vizagapatam to 8 percent in Salem. Only Tanjore saw a rise

of 36 percent. The standard of living for the average la

borers had in fact shown a steady deterioration.

British Views on Poverty and their Application in India

The British view of poverty in India was closely allied

to discussions of the "social problem" in Britain. At the

turn of the century British social reformers and politicians

were deeply concerned about poverty in urban areas, its

causes and remedies, the discussion of which would lead in

later years to England's programs of social welfare. The



TABLE III B

INDEX OF AVERAGE ANNUAL RURAL WAGES IN GRAIN FOR SELECTED DISTRICTS
IN MADRAS FROM 1873 to 1900

Ganjam Vizag- Bellary Tanjore Tinne- Salem Coim-
Years apatam velly batore

1873-1875 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

1876-1880 61 65 79 110 86 67 76

1881-1885 82 73 98 104 121 86 162

1886-1890 73 69 132 156 82 122 114

1891-1895 72 53 84 130 56 82 83

1896-1900 61 51 79 136 61 92 66

Source: Dharma Kumar, Land and Caste in South India, p. 164. These figures differ
slightly from those of Kumar. The above figures were calculated on a
three-year base period (1873-1875).

U1
U1
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attitudes which surfaced in the period 1890-1905 were

reflected in the policies adopted in India during Curzon's

Viceroyalty.

The attitude of the mid-Victorians to poverty was a

product of their belief in economic liberalism and indivi

dualism. 28 The poor were depicted as deserving poor and

undeserving poor. The deserving poor were the old, infirm

and children who were needful of charity and relief. Those

undeserving of charity were poor as a result of personal

flaws and character deficiencies. The mass of the "really

poor" were notable for their lack of foresight and self

control. Private relief or charity when given was to be of

a nature to stimulate self-help and responsibility. The

greatest fear of relief organizations was that charity, if

not wisely administered, would destroy the few seeds of

responsibility left in the poor. This fear formed the basis

of the nineteenth century Poor Laws, noted for their harsh

ness, and was a guiding force in social legislation until

World War I. The view was also explicit in every Famine

Commission Report in India. Relief works in India were

designed in much the same fashion as relief in London. The

poor were not to be encouraged to seek aid and Government aid

was to be withheld unless absolutely necessary.

The turn of the century saw a shift in the perception

of the role of society in poverty and its alleviation.

Britain's tremendous industrial growth had encouraged the

belief that industrial advance would eradicate poverty or at
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least its worst aspects. Detailed statistical studies by

men such as Charles Booth and Seebohm Rowntree, however,

demonstrated that no less than thirty percent of England's

population was living considerably below what was regarded

as a subsistence standard. 29 The studies, based on the

income and budgets of the poor, pointed out that many of the

poor, far from being thriftless, simply earned too little to

escape the poverty cycle. Rowntree in particular came to

the view that poverty was the result of the very social and

economic environment which was thought to solve it. Only

Government intervention in the form of minimum wages and

social security could alleviate the poverty he saw. The

revelations of Booth and Rowntree sharply undermined certain

nineteenth century assumptions and drew attention to the ques

tion of the role of the state inalleviating poverty.

The first decade of the twentieth century saw Govern

ment intervention in the realm of the deserving poor. School

meals for children and pensions for the old were the major

social reforms of the period; there were also major shifts

in the educational policies to emphasize technical and

scientific education. 3 D Importantly, neither Government nor

the mass of public opinion came to view the Government or

the economic system as the cause of poverty. The individual

still was responsible for his fate and Government measures of

amelioration and enablement were based on the idea of

stimulating self-help and responsibility.

Two aspects of the British discussion of poverty and
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the social problem had immediate relevance to the Indian

situation at the turn of the century. The first was the

transference to India of the basic British notion that man

was the ultimate cause of his state of deprivation. Although

the tests for famine relief were eased during the 1890's

the Famine Commissioners still held the opinion that Indians

"rushed for charity" and were reluctant to leave it to go

back to their farms. Secondly, although the state did not

accept the responsibility as a cause of poverty, it was

willing to consider reform measures and state action in

stimulating the poor to help themselves. The Government

of India did not labor under the same political constraints

as Parliament. Critics of British rule pressed for reform.

Liberal reformers, such as Gokhale, viewed social problems

in much the same light as the British socialists. Thus, the

Indian Government under Curzon felt constrained to press

for Government stimulation of social and economic reform.

Much of the difficulty in maintaining consistent

economic policies in India stemmed from the fluctuations of

British politics. Although India policy was theoretically

free from party politics, in practice it did reflect the

economic philosophy of the party of power. The Cabinet

which placed Curzon in office was the Conservative Ministry

of Salisbury and the ministry remained in Conservative hands

throughout Curzon's tenure. In the Conservative Party there

was a growing section which openly criticized the doctrine of

laissez-faire. Government intervention was often necessary
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and desirable when it was economically and politically

advisable. 31 Curzon had great sYmpathy with this point of

view and was thus willing to increase Government sponsored

economic reforms. His reforms called for Government guidance

to agriculture, education, commerce and industry. The tone

was essentially Liberal and progressive. Government would

guide and enable India to develop along lines Government

perceived to be desirable. While Curzon was willing to inter-

vene in the economic process, the extension of political

power to Indians was not part of his plan. His successor,

Minto, and the Secretary of State, John Morley, believed

in a reverse policy.

The Liberal Party, which put John Morley in the posi

tion of Secretary of State for India, came to power in 1906,

largely on a platform of economic freedom. The Liberal creed

was laissez-faire. To John Morley "the role of Government

was to pursue a policy of peace, retrenchment, and national

education and leave as much freedom as possible for the

application of capital for the exercise of skill and indus

try and the general operations of trade. ,,32 The philosophy

of Morley was to effectively retard Government encouragement

of industry in India. Had his Viceroy, Lord Minto, been of

a weaker sort Morley would have also reduced the role of the

Department of AgriCUlture.
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The Causes of Poverty

The acceptance by the India Office and the Government

of India of the fact of poverty, given the political climate

in India and England, entailed the need to more fully define

the causes of the problem and to effect a remedy. In this

the Government saw two tasks. On the one hand it was

necessary to refute the claim that poverty was the result of

British rule. On the other hand it was necessary to promote

an alternative, acceptable thesis to that of the critics.

Since India's poverty was primarily in her agricultural sector

and land revenue policy was put forward as a cause of poverty

Curzon chose to refute that claim.

During Curzon's first years in office he received a

series of letters from R.C. Dutt, a retired Civil Servant.

The substance of Dutt's letters was that the non-zamindari

land revenue systems, through their high fluctuating demand,

caused India's poverty and hence the inability of agri

culturalists to resist famine. In 1900 the Secretary of

State received a Memorial from Dutt, and other, European,

retired Civil Servants reiterating Dutt's thesis and request

ing certain strictures on the land revenue assessment. 33

The request for a revision in the land settlement in

non-zamindari areas was rooted in the belief that fluctuating

assessments were a basic cause of poverty. All the ryots'

surplus, it was felt, was given to the State in the form of

land revenue. The ryot was incapable of turning to any other
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source for aid but the moneylender. In contrast to areas

of temporary assessment, Dutt raised the image of a pros

perous, progressive Bengal, flourishing under the zamindari

settlement. Bengal, he said, possessed an "educated and

influential class of landlords", a "strong and intelligent

middle class [who form] the strongest element in a pro

gressive society.1l34 Moreover, the peasantry was "resource

ful" and able to resist failure of their crops. Only in

Bengal did Dutt see the peasants and landlords reaping the

profit of their efforts. Dutt was not explicitly requesting

the extension of the zamindari settlement, but he appeared

to be doing so implicitly by referring to Bengal's settlement

as the only one encouraging agricultural prosperity. Gokhale

also indicated a preference for the Permanent Settlement of

Bengal.

Dutt's thesis was not new when he raised it in the late

1890's. The effect of the fluctuating demand had long been

debated among British Civil Servants. Administrators such

as John Lawrence and Dunlop Smith criticized high assessments

as being ruinous to the cultivator. 35 Long before Sir

Thomas Munro had also. But these views were in the minority

during the late nineteenth century. Sir Richard Temple,

Finance member in the 1870's, spoke for the majority when he

claimed assessments not only to be moderate but also an

encouragement to the ryot to control his natural indigence

and laziness. 36 The Famine Commission of 1880 which investi-

gated the question agreed with Temple and concluded that
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there was little connection between the land revenue assess

ment and the ryots ability to withstand famine. 3? The

Commission decision held ground until the time of Dutt's

letters to Curzon.

Dutt's letters and the Memorial of 1900 raised two

separate issues to Curzon. The first was the question of

the severity of the fluctuating revenue demand. The second

was that of the extension of the Permanent Settlement.

Curzon took a personal interest in the questions to the

extent that he drafted the final Government resolution.

With the aid of Sir Anthony McDonnel and Sir Bampfylde Fuller,

he set himself to the task of formulating "an answer to our

critics and laying down the lines of a sustained and liberal

. . 38polJ.cy J.n the future."

The Resolution on the Land Revenue was delivered to

Parliament in January 1902. In it Curzon demonstrated that

the land revenue assessments were not sufficiently severe as

to render the cultivator under a fluctuating assessment more

susceptible than the cultivator under a fixed assessment to

the effects of drought. 39 While he admitted that assessments

were often too high and collected with unreasonable exac-

titude and promptness, he pointed out that those most effected

by famine were the landless. Landholders could borrow on

the security of their land. In addition, land assessments

had progressively diminished over the previous decades, yet

famines had become more intense, not less as Dutt's argument

would have predicted. Finally, the cost of famine relief
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had been, in the Central Provinces alone, as high as the

land revenue demand and the farmers had sustained losses

many times over the cost. Even with no assessment, culti-

vators could not have sustained themselves.

Next, Curzon turned to the question of the Permanent

Settlement. He demonstrated that Bengali cultivators, far

from being immune to the ravages of famine, had themselves

suffered over the years. But the real thrust of Curzon's

denial of the extension of the Bengal system lay not in its

effects upon famine, but rather in Curzon's conservative,

anti-aristocratic approach.

As regards the condition of the culti
vators of Bengal who are the tenants of
the landowner instituted as a class in the
last century .•. There is still less ground
for the contention that their position,
owing to the Permanent Settlement, has
been converted into one of exceptional
comfort and prosperity. It is precisely
because this was not the case, and
because, so far from being treated
generously by the Zemindars, the Bengal cul
tivator was rack-rented, impoverished
and oppressed that the Government of India
felt compelled to intervene on his behalf,
and by a series of legislative measures to
place him in the position of greater
security which he now enjoys.40

He conceived of the Government of India as the protector of

the "real" India, "the patient humble millions toiling at

the well and the plough", not the India of the educated

middle classes. Over the years Government had sought to

give security of tenure to tenant farmers. In the midst of

protecting the "rustic cultivator" and the zamindari tenant,

the Government was not about to extend the settlement which
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created elite, urban middle classes. The opinion of Govern

ment critics regarding the Permanent Settlement simply

demonstrated how out of touch with the "rear' India these

men were.

The Resolution on the Land Revenue was a policy land

mark. Curzon accepted for India a policy of revenue assess

ment based on the cultivators' ability to pay rather than

State demand. The principles of future assessment were to

be based upon "greater elasticity in the revenue collection,

facilitating its adjustment to the variations of the seasons

and circumstances of the people." Further, the Resolution

advocated a "more general resort to reduction of assessments

in cases of local deterioration.,,41 While the Resolution did

not fully satisfy objections to the land revenue settlement

in non-zamindari areas, it hastened a decline in the pro

portion of land revenue to the total revenue. 42 (Table III C)

An Alternate View

In disposing of the linkage between land revenue and

famine the Government of India came up with an alternative

view of India's poverty, one which closely reflected the

spirit of opinion in England. The destitution of India's

agricultural sector was the result of certain character

failings. Indians could not manage their money. In the

field of agriculture, "in the economy of the means of pro

duction and in the practice of organized self-help, the

Indian cultivator is generally ignorant and backward.,,43
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TABI.E III C

IMPERIAL REVENUE BY SOURCE AS PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL REVENUE
1891/92 - 1920/21

Land Revenue 1891/92 1901/02 1911/12 1920/21

Land Revenue 40.04 40.49 35.10 21. 84
Forests 2.54 2.67 3.40 1.18
Tributes from
Native States 1.26 1.28 .69 .43

Opium 10.74 7.49 9.17 1.63

Taxation

Salt 14.31 13.12 5.50 4.12
Stamps 7.36 7.88 8.34 7.69
Excise* 8.83 9.28 13.21 14.31
Provincial
rates 6.10 2.39 .96 .04
Customs 2.85 8.64 11.03 21.99
Assessed Taxes** 2.85 3.15 2.88 14.85
Registration .68 .70 .77 .79
Sub Total 42.48 45.16 42.69 63.79

Commercial Revenue
Railways 1. 94 6.64 4.00
Irrigation .38 1. 40 1.26
Posts and
Telegraphs .31 .01 .13

Miscellaneous .48 .11 .43 .31

Exchange 1. 85 .05 .18 5.41

Total 100 100 100 100

Source: Vera Anstey, The Economic Development of India
(London: 1952) p. 630. The percentage figures have
been calculated from Anstey's absolute figures. In
Madras land revenue declined from 47.6 percent of
total revenue to 19.4 percent between 1882 and 1933,
see Baker and Washbrook, South India: Political
Institutions and Political Change, 1800-1940,p.209.

*Excise: liquor, cigarettes, drugs
**Assessed Taxes: Income taxes
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Finally, the overwhelming reliance of a growing population

on agriculture as a.source of employment caused the percapita

income to decline. 44 Thus, Government saw its task as

encouraging thrift, industry and aiding the development of

agriculture.

On the question of the perpetual indebtedness of the

cultivators the Government had a mass of material from

which to draw her conclusions and eventual course of action.

The Reports of the Famine Commissions pointed out the

universality of indebtedness. It was thought to be "un-

doubtedly an institution of rural life in India", a condition

which stemmed from the "peculiarity of the rustic" in his

"fondness for borrowing." It became problematic because

of the rapacious moneylenders and the tendency of the

"oriental character ••• to succumb to difficulties and accept

them as inevitable. 1l 45 By the turn of th-= century the only

hope was Government stimulation of self-help, thus Nicholson's

scheme for rural agricultural cooperative societies was

readily adopted. The scheme was advantageous for it

addressed a perceived central problem and did not demand

substantially increased expenditure. The move was heartily

endorsed by Gokhale in the Legislative Council and rural

46politicians everywhere.

Curzon was convinced that industrial development was

vital to make India "more and more self-providing in the

f II d 'd 1 t t 't' 47uture, an to prov1 e more emp oymen oppor un1 1es.

In England it was understood that he "more than any living
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Englishman" realized the necessity of India's industrial

48development. The Conservative Ministry in London supported

Government of India efforts in promoting the exploitation

of mineral resources by both Indians and Europeans, and

encouraging investment. To the minds of Curzon and his

Council, industrialization was to be pursued, in addition to

steel and coal, by fostering the development of industries

based directly upon agriculture.

The most important step which can be
taken •••will ••• be found in the devel
opment of industries based directly
upon agriculture, that is in locally
working up our raw products, extracting
our own oil from seeds, producing our
own textiles from silk, cotton and wool,
tanning our own hides. 49

To stimulate and guide this development Curzon created in

1905 the Imperial Department of Commerce and Industry.

The crucial question was how far Government ought to

go in playing an active role in the encouragement of industry.

In Madras the Government since 1898 had played an active

role. Mr. Alfred Chatterton, an engineer connected with the

agricultural department, developed the aluminium industry.

with the aid of a Government grant he started a business

which once it was successful was turned over to private

hands. 50 This type of Government activity, although a rarity,

was strongly disliked by the European business community who

considered it a threat to their sphere of activity. In 1910,

when the Provincial Governments expressed an interest in

expanding their activities further along the lines of the
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introduction of new industries, the Secretary of State

voiced strong disapproval. Morley made it clear that

Government intervention should be left to instruction in

technical and industrial activities. lilt must be left to

private enterprise to demonstrate that •.• improvement could

be adopted with commercial advantage. II Sl Morley's position

grew as much from the pressure exerted by European business

men in India as it did from his laissez-faire ideology.

Morley's objections mthe encouragement of industries

could not be applied to agricultural development for three

reasons. Firstly, there was no threat to European enterprise.

Agricultural development could only help the European trading

firms who exported the raw commodities. Secondly, C~vernment

was not involving herself in commercial activities. The

basis of agricultural development was to be scientific

research and education. Agricultural experiment stations and

model farms would not be turned over to private hands once

successful. Thirdly, although Curzon's belief in Govern

ment's role as landlord did not seem to find sympathy with

the Secretary of State, John Morley, Minto, Curzon's suc

cessor as Viceroy, was of the opinion that where the

Government derived such a large share of its revenue from

the land, it was the State's duty to work for its material

development. 52

The Agricultural Solution to Rural Poverty

The lnanner in which the Government sought to redress



69

rural poverty through agricultural development was circuitous

at best. The rural poor were landless laborers and small

farmers. The Government devised a program of research,

education and demonstration through which to introduce

scientific methods to Indian agriculture. How was scientific

agriculture, adopted by more substantial ryots, to alleviate

the poverty of the landless? The answer lay in the model

of economic development which would in the long run,

theoretically, raise the standard of living of all India.

Roughly the model was the following. The productive

capacity of India's agriculture was rarely measured but

considered to be low. 5 3 Since India's trade was rooted

firmly in the export of commercial crops, her products had

to be improved in order for the producers to gain a surplus

which they could invest. This investment would theoretically

be in industries. Any industrial development was seen as

necessarily beginning in agriculturally related activities,

thus commercial products needed to be developed to feed these

industries, as well as to export. The increased economic

activity and creation of industries would raise the living

standard of the poor by opening other employment avenues and

relieving the pressure on the land. This conformed to a

model of development supported by classical economic theory.

Adam Smith saw a "natural" order of development stages.

The improvement of agricultural technology and the division

of labor in rural areas produced a growth of agricultural

surplus. This surplus provided a basis for the growth of
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towns which, in turn, became markets for agricultural

surplus, towns pursued manufacturing and commerce hence

producing goods to be exchanged for the agricultural sur

plus. 54 John Stuart Mill saw the progression in this manner:

All nations which we are accustomed to
call civilized, increase gradually in
production and population ••• the progress
of civilized society is a continual increase
in the security of person and property •••
of this increased security one of the
most unfailing effects is a great increase
both of production and of accumulation
[and] an improvement in the business
capacities of the general mass of man
kind .••As wealth increases and business
capacity improves we may look forward to
a great extension of establishments,
both for industrial and other purposes
[and] ••• a great increase of aggregate wealth,
and even, in some respects, a better
distribution of it. 55

In both cases, "civilized" progress emerged from a base of

increased agricultural production.

But the gains were not simply in long run trends. An

early version of the "trickle down" theory was in vogue in

Indian circles. This version, implicit in the writings of

Naoroji and Dutt, was based on the assumption that any

increase in the wealth of India would be equitably distri-

buted. Naoroji believed that if India's produce remained in

country, there would be a percapita rise in prosperity. All

export contributed to the poverty of India. 56 Dutt's view

was more directed to the agricultural sector and the land

revenue demand. A severe land tax or rent took away from

the prosperity of the cultivator who then employed less

labor at low pay. "Where the cultivator is lightly taxed
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and has more to spare, he employs more labour and labour is

better paid.,,5? The logical extension of this view was

that any increase in the productivity of the soil, which

thereby benefited the landlord or cultivator, would be

passed on to the landless poor or tenant at will.

The Government of India's plan to encourage agri

cultural development through research, education and

demonstration commended itself to public opinion for a

variety of reasons. The agrarian outlook of the Nationalists

was, according to one historian, the "weakest link in their

chain of economic thinking. lisa If this was true it was so

only because of the peculiarities of their political position.

At the turn of the century the Nationalist movement was a

middle-class phenomenon which did not pretend to be a mass

movement. While they demanded a reduction in land revenue,

they opposed legislation of tenant rights in Bengal and the

Punjab Land Alienation Act. In all questions concerning

class relations in India the Nationalists were either silent

or squarely in the camp of the middle class. 59 Agricultural

improvement would help the substantially landed primarily

and the landed were politically important to both the Govern

ment and the Nationalists.

The development scheme also fit with their ideas of

long term economic development. Early critics were convinced

of the need to develop along the lines of the West. This

view dictated the importance of industrialization and com

mercial enterprise and hence the transformation of the
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agricultural economy. Critical opinion, when it addressed

the needs of rural India, objected not to the type of

cultivation encouraged by the British but to the terms of

trade and land revenue policies which inhibited the pro

ducer's realization of the rewards of his efforts. Gokhale,

one of the few to address specific agricultural problems,

perceived them in much the same light as did the British.

In his first budget speech he decried the dimunition in net

cropped area. But, he was careful to point out, the ~ropped

area was a subordinate factor since the profitability of

agriculture depended primarily on "the kind of crop grown

and the crop yield obtained. ,,60 His concern was specifically

the area and yield of superior crops, wheat, sugarcane,

oilseeds, cotton, jute and indigo. Even R.C. Dutt indirectly

recognized the benefits of commercial cropping tDthe Indian

cultivator. He believed the areas of Bengal which exported

rice were "more resourceful in the present day ••. owing to the

large increase in cultivation." Rice producing areas of

Madras were not so well off owing to the fluctuating land

revenue demand. 6l It was for later politicians to decry

the expansion of commercial cropping and the perceived

destruction of the "self-sufficient village republic". At

the turn of the century Indian opinion welcomed the entry of

Government into the field of commercial agricultural

development.
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The Path to Agricultural Development

The thirty years of experience and record gathering

since the institution of the Departments of Agriculture

lead to a recognition that Government's primary task was to

apply European scientific methods to Indian agriculture. 62

These scientific methods meant systematic and controlled

research into crop improvement through cross-breeding and

acclimatization, research into disease and pest control and

proper fertilization. In addition, it meant rigorous

training and education of individuals who could demonstrate

the new knowledge to the Indian cultivator. To further this

aim Curzon's Government re-organized the Imperial and

Provincial Departments to more effectively deal with the

triple functions of research, education and demonstration.

The Imperial Department of Agriculture was the first

to undergo a transformation. In 1901 an Inspector General

was appointed tooversee and coordinate the agricultural

development of India. Curzon's concern for agriculturalists

so impressed an American, Mr. H. Phipps, that he gaver30,OOO

to be applied to any scheme of development Curzon desired. 63

The grant made possible the foundation of the Agricultural

College and Research Station at Pusa. The aim of the college

was "to provide such facilities for scientific training as

will eventually enable the country to depend on its own

resources for the recruitment of its agricultural staff in

the higher branches [of administration].,,64 Pusa's role was
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to train Indians for Government service and to research

specific agricultural problems of an all-India significance.

The real work of agricultural development was to be pursued

on a Provincial level.

The Provincial Departments of Agriculture as organized

in 1882 were subsidiaries of the Department of Land Records

and Settlement. Their funds and personnel came from the

larger Department of Revenue and Agriculture. The inherent

difficulties with this system were a lack of operating

funds and staffs which were rarely qualified or experienced

in agriculture. The recognition of the necessity of placing

local governments in receipt of funds and experienced staff

was one of Curzon's first goals of the Provincial Depart

ments. The Government of India made permanent financial

grants to each Province and initiated steps for hiring

expert scientific staff. 65 The Departments were made

separate under the sole charge of a civilian officer uncon

nected to the Revenue Department.

To complement Pusa, each larger Province was to have

an agricultural college. In Madras this was to be at

Coimbatore. Facilities for developing improved strains of

the important Provincial crops would be the basis of the

research work. 66 Expert staffs of economic botanists,

agricultural chemists and mycologists would work on new

seeds, experiment with various manures and irrigation

possibilities, and teach at the college. Although the

initial groups of experts were to come from the West, the
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educational facilities would enable India to supply her own

staffs.

While the more exacting phases of research were to be

pursued at Coimbatore, specific field researches would be

located elsewhere. The ultimate aim of Government was to

establish an experimental farm in each representative eco

logical area. 67 These experimental farms would specialize

in research in the cultivation techniques of the area and

the problems of local cropping. The farms would also help

to demonstrate the results of research and provide a base

from which to distribute improved seed varieties.

The stage appeared to be set for the transformation of

the rural economy. It remained to be seen how committed the

Government was to a Department of Agriculture and to the

alleviation of rural poverty through agricultural improvement.

Financial Commitments

Curzon's reforms appeared to indicate Government's

firm commitment to active involvement in pursuit of economic

change. Unlike his predecessors in the nineteenth century

he was willing to risk initial expenditure in the hope of

long term gain. But the basic fact remained as he well

knew, that "Indian fiscal policy was settled and decided •••

not in Indian interests but British.,,68 Regardless of the

personal philosophies of viceroys and influential Civil

Servants, Indian policy was directed by the interests of

the British empire. This fact became glaringly apparent
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during the term of John Morley, Secretary of state for

India, 1906-1910.

The economic philosophy of Morley, as one of his

biographers noted, was a "mid-Victorian mixture of laissez

faire and retrenchment. ,,69 As we have seen, his policies

of laissez-faire precluded government involvement in the

encouragement of Indian industry. His policies of retrench

ment went further. Morley spent his years at the India

Office cutting budgets. His retrenchments were pursued with

a view "to 'enrich' India through measures of 'greater

economy' which would allow the government to 'lighten tax

ation,.,,70 Although Morley's retrenchments did not alter the

dominance of administrative and military costs, the military

budget did corne under his axe.

The Anglo-Russian convention of 1907, which produced

a diplomatic solution to the Russian menance, removed the

threat of Russian invasion. This led Morley to conclude

that the "time has now arrived when Indian military expendi

ture should be reviewed." Moreover, he instructed Minto,

Viceroy of India, "If it may safely be reduced, ••. it is your

duty to effect reduction without delay. ,,71 A reduction of

1500,000 was made in 1907. But Morley was subject to greater

powers and in 1908 was forced to add }300,000 to Indian

expenditure to help pay for the training of British reserv

ists for the War Office. Again in 1909 India was forced to

meet the demands of the British Empire and to contribute

}100,OOO to a Foreign Office loan to Persia. 72
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Regardless of the plans of the viceroys, India was

clearly subject to the greater demands of the Empire.

Within the total framework of colonial rule and imperial

needs, the improvement of agriculture was to occupy a low

rung on the ladder of priority.

Smwary

At the turn of the century the Government of India and

the India Office, reacting to criticism of imperial rule,

redefined the agrarian problem and developed a program of

solution. The agrarian problem was defined as one of

poverty due to, in addition to other factors, low produc

tivity of agriculture. Curzon's government re-organized the

Departments of Agriculture in a manner which, it was reasoned,

would be conducive to promoting agricultural improvement and

hence an increased standard of living.

While the Government of India and the India Office now

seemed committed to a responsible role, the basic structure

of colonial rule had not altered to allow for a full com

mitment. As John Morley's experience with the War Office

and the Foreign Office demonstrated, Indian finance, in

addition to being constrained by the demands of the two

pillars of Imperial rule, military power and just admin

istration, was subject to the greater interests of the

British Empire.
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IV. THE ADMINISTRATIVE ORGANI ZATION

OF THE MADRAS DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE

When the Government of India, in response to criticisms,

finally devised a program of agricultural reform, the program

was one of tentative and restricted technical sOlutions.

Government was to provide the scientific foundation for

increased production of cash crops. This, it was supposed,

would improve the economiccandition of the population

and provide encouragement to industry which would diversify

employment opportunities and thus relieve poverty. In effect,

the Government was assuming that she need only to provide

a modest, technical framework for development, and economic

laws would take their natural course to fulfill the goals.

The means adopted by the Agricultural Department did

not appear modest--they were to be research, demonstration

and education. Nor was the goal of the Government modest

in appearance; it was the "development of the gross output

on which the agricultural population depends."l This was

to be accomplished according to the "generally accepted

principle that effective improvement in Indian agriculture

depends largely or mainly on the application of European

science to Indian conditions." 2 Government was also intent

to provide "facilities for the best agricultural training•••

made available in India in order that the country may become

self-supporting••• in the scientific development of agri

cultural methods. ,,3
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The method of demonstration was to follow the lines

set out by Ripon some twenty years before.

Government is very far from being able
to do all and it is a very great mistake
to suppose that only Government is
capable of doing for the people of any
country that which they can do better
for themselves: and therefore it is
to native Gentlemen, to the great
proprietors of India, to those who have
a large stake in agriculture, that the
Government must look to aid them in this
work, to take the lead and to set an example
to those who are less wealth~, have less
means and less intelligence.

This avenue of extension through a small number of sub-

stantial cultivators tended not surprisingly to shore up

their positions and to hamper the extension of benefits.

Substantial cultivators were generally those who paid over

Rs. 30 in revenue. This meant that the attention of the

Department was to be directed to approximately ten percent

of the landholders in the Madras presidency, (Table IV A).

The very skewed landholding pattern in the Madras Presidency

meant that less than 10 percent of landholders controlled

over 50 percent of cultivated land, in holdings which

averaged over 15-16 acres. It was this small group which

could, as a result of the nature of the Department's

activities, derive any benefit. Another aspect which should

be noted is that the ranks of the small holders became larger

over time while that of the large holders was decreasing.

This suggests that small holders were increasingly culti-

vating land on the margin and experiencing fragmentation.

In developing the framework for agricultural improvement
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TABLE IV A

RENT ROLL MADRAS PRESIDENCY

1905 - 1906
Pattas Acreage Average holding

(acres)
Rs. 0-10 1,620,898 (68.9) 5,884,746 (19) 3.63

10-30 501,761 (21.3) 8,156,594 (26 ) 16.25
30-50 118,033 (5.0) 4,305,618 (13.9) 36.48
50-100 74,458 (3.2) 4,820,863 (15.6) 64.75

100-250 29,959 (1.3) 4,334,527 (14 ) 144.68
250-500 6,255 ( .3) 2,048,185 (6.6) 327.44
500 1,911 ( .08 ) 1,269,924 (4.1 ) 664.53

Total 2,353,275 (100 ) 30,820,457 (100 )

1925/26

Rs. 0-10 2,505,658 (73.8) 8,139,971 (22.5) 3.25
10-30 617,093 (18.18) 9,466,741 (26 ) 15.34
30-50 144,721 (4.2) 4,952,134 (13.6) 34.22
50-100 83,230 (2.4) 5,211,883 (14.4) 62.63

100-250 32,835 ( .9) 4,628,286 (12.8) 140.95
250-500 7,042 ( .2) 2,256,905 ( 6.2) 320.50
500- 2,404 ( .07) 1,492,572 ( 4.1) 620.87

Total 3,392,983 36,148,492

Figures in parenthesis indicate percentages of total

Source: Madras. Reports of the Settlement of Land Revenue
of the Districts of the Madras Presidency.
(1905/06, 1925/26)



86

the Government of India was constrained by the fact that she

had no model of Government intervention in agricultural

affairs. She did have, however, the British experience

of agricultural development. It was this experience which

largely shaped the activities of the Departments of Agri

culture in India.

The British Experience

In Britain a Department of Agriculture was first

established in 1889. Like its counterpart in India, this

organization spent the first two decades of its existence

collecting and collating statistical information. The

scientific development of Britain's agriculture throughout

the nineteenth century was the work of private individuals

who established research institutes, colleges and agri

cultural associations. 5 Parliament kept out of agricultural

affairs to such an extent that although England suffered

a massive depression in the farming industry during the

last quarter of the century the Government did nothing save

appoint Commissions tostudy the effects.

state intervention in agriculture came slowly. In

1890 Parliament empowered County Councils to spend money on

technical and agricultural education. There was no incentive

for all Councils to raise local rates to do this thus only

those dominated by farmers cooperated. In 1909 the Board

of Agriculture made grants of f12,300 for agricultural

research and education through private institutions. The
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following year Parliament established a Development Com

mission charged with the economic development of agriculture

and forests. 6 By 1914 the outline of an organized Government

effort in agricultural development began to appear through

the establishment of more colleges and research institutes.

British Government participation in agriculture was

based upon private organizations which preceded Government

involvement. British farmers and interested benefactors

established the Rotharnstead Research Institute. Rotharnstead

and the Royal Agricultural Society, both founded before

1850, were the most notable of private endeavors. 7 Their

research and publication covered a wide variety of agri

cultural topics. By the latter decades of the century,

private seed firms were developing and marketing improved

strains and fertilizers. 8 with more modern scientific

methods and equipment, the gap between the new knowledge

andoarnmon practice was too wide for private endeavors to

bridge. It was primarily the need for education which the

British Government stepped in to fill, although she also

took a hand in guiding and funding research.

The activities of the Imperial and Provincial Govern

ments of India must be viewed in the light of the English

developments. Notably, it must be recognized that the Raj

was creating a situation which had been developed in England

without the direct involvement of Government. In admin

istrative terms, the Raj was developing a structure with

which she had no previous experience. The parsimonious
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nature of the Government of India, combined with the recency

of State intervention and contribution to English agri

cultural development, possibly accounts for the general

tentativeness of the Government of India and the low priority

of agriculture in the budget. In Madras the Agricultural

Department would barely approach one percent of the total

budget. (Table IV B) This led to a constant lack of staffing

and constricted all Departmental activities.

Administration

Inadequate staffing plagued the Madras Department of

Agriculture from its inception. The lack of staff hampered

the Department's ability to reach village areas and retarded

the advance of scientific inquiry. Although the reorgan

ization of 1904/05 established a more complete administrative

framework than had existed in the nineteenth century, it

was never fully staffed. By 1915 it was apparent that the

framework itself was insufficient and a re-ordering was

necessary. While revisions in 1904 and 1915 slowly increased

the Department's capacity to penetrate the Districts of the

Presidency, the sanctioned staff strength was never com

pletely filled.

The administrative framework of the Department itself

was inadequate. The Director, a member of the Imperial Civil

Service, in addition to overseeing the activities of the

Department was a member of the Board of Revenue, the Court

of Wards and the Legislative Council. 9 Directly under him



TABLE IV B

MADRAS GOVERNMENT AGRICULTURAL EXPENDITURE
(in Rupees)

89

1902/02

1907/08

1912/13

1917/18

1922/23

1927/28

total Agricultural Percent of
expenditure Expenditure total

69,181,409 1,36,300 .19

59,310,064 2,69,705 .45

86,130,941 4,41,934 .31

89,046,708 6,61,952 .75

137,307,242 11,59,428 .84

164,750,389 14,70,357 .89

Source: India. Finance. Civil Estimates. 1902-1930. The
figures are the actuals rather than the estimated
expenditure.
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were two Deputy Directors, each in charge of a Circle of

the presidency.l0 In addition, the Director was to oversee

the operations of the Coimbatore Agricultural College and

Research Institute.

The Deputy Directors and the scientific staff at

Coimbatore were all members of the Imperial Agricultural

Service appointed by the Secretary of State for India. These,

although funded by the Provincial Government, could be

transferred by the Government of India. The Central Govern

ment, to make good losses occurring at Pusa or other

Provinces, used their right of transfer liberally. In one

year the Department in Madras had four different Directors.

In the same year both Deputy Directors were recruited to

special assisgnments elsewhere in the country and the

Botanist was shifted to Imperial sugarcane work. l l The net

result was administrative confusion and a slowdown in all

phases of the work.

Each Circle of the presidency commanded a network of

experimental agricultural stations. The Deputy Directors

and their assistant were to oversee the experiments conducted

on these farms and the extension work. The farms were

handled by the officers of the Provincial Agricultural

Service. Although the original plan was to have an experi

mental farm in every representative tract and a demonstration

farm in every revenue unit, the goal was never fulfilled. 12

By the outbreak of World War I there were only ten agri

cultural experiment stations, each with a maximum of three
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related demonstration farms.

In 1914 it was decided that the spartan structure

and staff needed to be broadened. Vast areas of the

Presidency were totally untouched by the Department. The

districts of Ramnad, Salem, North Arcot, Anantapur, Cuddapah,

Nellore and Ganjam had never been visited by an agricultural

officer. Seven other districts had only one extension

worker. The scientific staff for two years had also served

as extension staff to the detriment of their research. To
"-. ....

improve this situation permission was requested and received

to divide the Presidency into seven circles (later to be

. ht) h .. th f d . . t 13 he~g eac compr~s~ng ree or our ~str~c s. T e

circles were each to be under the charge of a Deputy Director.

A total Provincial staff strength of 213 was requested

including additions in every level of work. The reorganiza-

tion was effected in 1915, but the increase in staff was

halted due to the war needs and financial retrenchments.

By the end of the War theDepartment lost eight of her

Imperial service officers, or half her expert staff, to Pusa

and other parts of the Empire. 14 Even in 1924 the Provincial

staff strength amounted to no more than 169, of whom 83

weIevillage level demonstrators. 1S

The paucity of staff was the result of the Government's

conception of her role in agricultural development rather

than a lack of qualified applicants. By 1919 almost the

entire Provincial staff was Indian, while only 20 percent

of the Imperial staff were. 16 Although the Public Services
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Commission of 1915 recommended that at least half of each

service should be Indian, the Government took the position

that European experts only could fill the scientific staff. l ?

As it became more expensive to compete for European experts,

and as Indian discontent grew louder, the constitution of

the Imperial Service in Madras gradually changed. 1S The

underlying principles of the Government were that an expert

staff, aided by Indian extension and research workers, was to

develop and extend the scientific side of agricultural

improvements. Real extension of improvements was to be left,

as it had been in England, to private associations and

market forces. Government's role was simply to guide and

o 'to t 19
~n~ ~a e. These principles were implicit in the working

of the three branches, research, demonstration and education.

Research

Prior to 1905 the activities of the Madras agricultural

department, when not gathering statistics, had been in

attempting to introduce exotic varieties to India. The

efforts were mostly unsuccessful and the new Department

resolved to concentrate its efforts on the improvement of

indigenous strains and cUltivating practices. Research

revolved around the production of high yielding staple

varieties, improved cultivation techniques and fertilizers.

Crop Development: The first priority in the development of

strain quality and yield was to be in those crops which were
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of the "greatest economic importance to the presidency".20

The crops which received the most attention were: cotton,

sugarcane and groundnut. Rice strain improvement initially

received less attention because it was found that since only

certain types were eaten by cultivators, they would not

21grow others. As a result, cotton and sugarcane received

the bulk of the attention.

Departmental efforts to increase the productive

capacity of Indian crops were constrained for two reasons.

The first was the need to engender confidence and trust of

Indian cultivators by improving those crops which "promised

the quickest return.,,22 These were necessarily crops which

had the greatest marketability. This view was in large

measure correct. Cultivators, it was found, would not adopt

any new seeds or methods which did not promise a significant

increase in return. 23 The second constraint under which the

Department worked was that agricultural science had not

yet reached a stage where it was possible to seek to create

both high quality and high yielding seed strains. Thus

research was confined in the early y.~ars to improvements in

quality of the crop rather than the yield.

Efforts to produce long staple and irrigated cotton

resulted in the development of four indigenous varieties

and the extension of a new variety. In the Ceded Districts,

the Northerns and Westerns varieties of cotton were refined.

Uppam and Karunganni stains were developed for the Southern

districts. 24 The striking success, however, was the
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development of Cambodia cotton, an irrigated variety which

could be grown on red soil.

The possibilities of growing irrigated cotton had

long been debated. Every time the prospects of irrigating

the dry tracts of the Ceded Districts became brighter, the

discussions of irrigated cotton came up.25 The Ceded

Districts, holding an average of 45 percent of the total

presidency cotton acreage, were extremely important to the

cotton trade. The report of the Irrigation Commission which

recommended the development of the Tungabhadra Irrigation

system, instigated a closer survey of the effects of irri-

gation on Ceded District dry land cropping. At the same time,

the Department began to investigate the possibilities of

"irrigation of paddy and cotton on black cotton soils such

as are met with in the tracts commanded by the Tungabhadra

Irrigation Project. ,,26 Althouc;rh the Tungabhadra Project

was abandoned, the irrigated cotton research developed the

Cambodia cotton strain. This was a long staple variety

which could be grown with excellent results on the red soils

of Coimbatore and Salem.

The emphasis on cotton was nacura L in view of the

export trade and the pressure exerted by British mills.

From the first, the British Cotton Growers Association, a

non profit corporation for cotton promotion, granted large

sums to be devoted to seed selection and distribution.

Initially, the Association wished the Government of India to
2~'

establish a separate cotton department. I Lancashire's
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influence was not as forceful as it had been in the past.

The Government of India refused to separate cotton from

the whole effort of agricultural improvement, although this

action seems to have come from financial considerations

rather than other. The Association had to be content with

cotton development w~thin the context of general agricultural

development.

Preoccupation with sugarcane stemmed from import

difficulties rather than the export trade. India, which had

the world's largest sugarcane acreage, was importing sugar

in increasing quantities. In the 1890's, a large portion

of imported sugar came from European beet sugar (Table IV C).

Curzon's countervailing cess on European sugar was ostensibly

to give impetus to the faltering Indian sugar industry.

While it altered the trade pattern, the cess did little to

encourage the extension of indigenous sugar. 28 As Mauritian

sugar gave way to Javanese and India's imports rose

(Table IV C) more attention was given to increasing the

indigenous sugar production.

The Sama1kota Agricultural Station at Coimbatore was

begun in 1904 to stop the spread of sugarcane red rot disease

in South India. The Station introduced new disease resistant

varieties, such as the Red Mauritius, and, with the aid of

Parry Co., was successfully extending their use. 29

Samalkota's success and India's increasing imports resulted

in the station becoming an Imperial concern in 1912. 30 From

then on the station was under the direct control of the



TABLE IV C

TOTAL IMPORTS AND ORIGIN OF IMPORTS OF RAW SUGAR AS PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL
1895 - 1931/32

Year Java Maurit- United Austria- Other Imports
ius Kingdom Hungary in cwt.

1895/96 4 54 0 0 42 2,730,965

1901/02 5 33 5 39 18 5,276,790

1905/06 22 26 5 29 18 8,271,129

1911/12 79 16 2 2 1 12,241,636

1915/16 85 5 2 0 8 12,854,880

1922/23 82 7 2 0 7 10,080,600

1927/28 95 0 0 0 5 16,458,040

1931/32 73 0 5 0 19 11,125,480

Source: India, Statistical Abstract for British India, 1895/96-1931/32. The large
increase in imports from Java after 1905 resulted in a drop in price of
Javanese sugar that accompanied a dramatic expansion of acreage and
productivity of sugarcane as a plantation crop.

\0
m
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Inspector General of Agriculture, and was geared to the

development of improved varieties for the entire country

as a means of reducing sugar imports.

Groundnut improvement was effected in the 1890's prior

to the Departmental reorganization. 31 In 1905 the Palur

Agricultural station in South Arcot, a major groundnut

production area, was established to monitor the crop and to

encourage its extension. Palur was charged with developing

labor-saving cultivation techniques so that groundnut could

be extended to areas of short labor supply. Other aspects

of the station's research were designed to combat any

disease which threatened the crop and to provide alternate

varieties in the event the dominate ones deteriorated. 32

Improved Cultivation Techniques

The Department took upon itself the development of

improved tools and cultivation techniques. Few of such

improvements were imported from the West, for European tools

were often unsuited to Indian conditions. In the case of

the iron plough it was found that Indian cultivators did not

have strong enough draught cattle. 33 Also, implements had

to be repaired in the village which militated against sophis

ticated machines. In addition, tariffs upon the importation

of equipment made it far too expensive for the cultivator to

purchase European tools. 34 Given these constraints, the

Department planned to concentrate its efforts on the develop

ment of indigenous tools and techniques.
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In conjunction with private firms, the Department

helped to develop new tools. Massey and Co. and Burns and

Co., two local European firms, produced light-weight iron

ploughs which the Department demonstrated on its farms.

The manufacture of the archimedian screw lift for irrigation

was taken up by private firms in Tanjore and Trichinopo1y.35

While the Department would introduce the use of the new

equipment, it did not wish to supplant private industry in

supplying rural areas. Consequently, the price of Depart

ment implements was higher than from private firms to allow

the 1atters' entry into the business. 36 As it happens,

private firms did not enter the business to any great extent.

The Department also sought to spread indigenous

technology. The seed drill, developed in Bellary for the

sowing of cumbu and cotton, was introduced into Tinneve1ly.

Classes were given at various demonstration farms to teach

the use of the drill in effort to supplant the common broad

cast method. The advantage of the drill was that it made

intercultivation easier and enhanced the growth of the crops.

Although it took many years, the acreage under the drill

rose from 70 acres in 1910 to 19,173 in 1919. 37 The

Tinnevelly ryot used the drill for the sowing of cumbu, but

was reluctant to use it extensively for cotton.

Improvements were also directed to rice cultivation.

Transplanting of paddy instead of broadcast was stressed.

The advantages were in the amount of seed used and the crop

yield. The Department calculated that they could save over
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300,000,000 pounds of paddy worth Rs. 1,00,00,000 a year,

if they could extend the transplant method throughout the

Presidency. 38 A major constraint to the spread of the method

was the increased labor it demanded and the uncertainty of

the season.

The improvement in cotton cultivation required more

than merely strain selection. Once the pure strain was

secured, the problem became one of maintaining its purity.

Cotton cross-fertilized in the field to a greater extent

than had been realized. 39 The Department had to encourage

ryots to grow fields of pure cotton. This was first attempted

by offering a premium of 2 annas per acre of pure cotton.

The incentive was insufficient. During the first year of

the program, 1906, 13,000 acres in the Nandyal Valley in

Kurnool District were claimed to be pure, only 2,400 (.54

percent of cotton acreage) were found to be so. During the

next two years the Department did not bother to keep records

and the scheme was quietly dropped in 1909. 40 The Depart

ment next turned its efforts to encouraging special seed

farms in order to maintain strain consistency. This direction

proved to be successful until the late 1920's when culti

vators began to mix their improved strains with the inferior

pollachi variety.41

Fertilizer: Increased crop output was largely dependent on

the use of fertilizer. Although the Indian cultivator was

generally criticized for using cattle manure as fuel rather
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than as fertilizer, early research demonstrated that local

products used as fertilizers, such as oil cakes, bonemeals,

and fish guano, were rich in plant nutrients. 42 Another

useful fertilizer for certain crops was green manure which

could be grown by the cultivators. Aftificial manures, such

as sulphate of ammonia, were too expensive and not well

known. 43 Improved crop strains made increased demands on the

soil which could only be met by the application of fertilizer.

The benefits of fertilizer application could only

be realized if certain conditions were met. These were a

stable crop price and low fertilizer cost. Oil cakes, bone

meal and guano were, however, export commodities of increas-

ing importance. So long as they commanded high prices on

the world market and their export was unrestricted, the use

of indigenous fertilizer was prohibitively expensive for

the average farmer. 44 The bulk of India's export in these

commodities came from the Madras presidency which stood to

gain the most through a cessation in trade.

The Madras Agricultural Department consistently

requested, if not complete prohibition of the export of

indigenous fertilizer, at least a tariff. 45 The weight of

interest in favor of the export was too strong. The trade

was carried on by European firms, Parry, Ralli and a nascent

Indian fishing industry. These firms claimed that although

constraints on export might help the farmer, they would be

disastrous to the fishing industry and the export trade. 46

Moreover, the trade in manure was to Ceylon and the Straits
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Settlements where it was used on tea and rubber plan

tations. 47 Although the agricultural officers regarded

manures as property of the Presidency, the Government, in

refusing to slow its export, clearly regarded it as property

of the Empire.

The Department was left then with its efforts to

develop green manure. Green manure was the product of

leguminous or nitrogen-rich foliage which the ryot could

grow as a catch crop to be plowed into the soil. As manure

it was best for paddy, although the Department tried to

develop types which would benefit other crops. 48 The agri

cultural stations distributed green manure seeds and

encouraged its use.

It mattered little what research developed if that

information could not be dispered throughout the agricultural

population. The crucial feature of the Department's work

was, then, demonstration and extension. The problems faced

in this area were enormous and critical to the success of the

program. The manner in which both the Government of Madras

and the Department sought to mitigate the problems deter

mined the effectiveness of demonstration.

Extension and Demonstration

The extension methods of the Department were, on

balance, based upon persuasive techniques. Only in regards

to pest and disease control and cotton purity did Govern

ment attempt to legislate improvements. At no time did the
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Government dictate the type of crop to be sown. Methods

of extension varied from year to year thus the following

account details only the outstanding methods which had some

measure of continuous use.

In order to disseminate the results of scientific

investigation throughout the rural population and to chronicle

the research of the Department,publications played a major

role. Bulletins, leaflets and village calendars were

produced on topics ranging from cultivation techniques to

strain development and disease control. 49 Although the

publications were written in English and the major vernacular

languages the masses of illiterate ryots were dependent

upon village karnams or school teachers to read them. Agri

cultural officers realized that the best ways to reach the

cultivator was through visual demonstration, preferably on

his own land, through his own efforts.

The avenue through village demonstration was not with

out its shortcomings. A successful demonstration needed

two plots of land: one grown by the cultivator and one by

the Department. The immediate constraint was available

land. The agricultural demonstrator could only work through

the larger landowners who would, and could, risk a plot

in experimentation. That in itself was difficult enough

but it was compounded by the Department's perpetual lack of

staffing. 50 Demonstration plots had to be at least over

seen, if not worked, by the agricultural demonstrator. The

constraints imposed by the planting season meant that the
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demonstrators were restricted to a very few plots within

close proximity of one another. At the height of the plot

program there were only 600 demonstration plots spread

amongst millions of cultivators. 51

In addition to problems of field demonstration, the

Department was not in a financial position todistribute

seeds, fertilizers or scientific advice free of cost. The

ryot was accustomed to buying his seed on credit, a practice

which the Department was unwilling to adopt. 52 Nor could

the Department, at all times understaffed, provide the man

power to distribute and sell the goods itself. From the

beginning, the Government of Madras urged the development of

District Agruicultura1 Association and close connections

with the Co-operative Department, with the object of using

these agencies for demonstration and distribution. 54 Other

means the Government urged were agricultural fairs and

cattle shows.

The Department, initially willing to pursue any line of

demonstration, formed a number of agricultural associations

and encouraged agricultural fairs. They soon wished they had

not. In following the advice of Government they formed

associations in collaboration with large landholders. By

1907 these organizations were in a state of "suspended

animation" due to the "general ignorance of practical agri-

culture which prevails among the educated classes which

include many of the largest landowners," these men were

rarely cultivators. The following year the Department
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informed Government that farmers would not take advice from

the amateurs who ran District Associations. The Agricultural

shows faired no better. 55 Descriptive comments on various

fairs and cattle shows ranged from "distinct failure" and

"total waste" to "farcical". The shows rarely were geared

to the demonstration of agricultural practices or products.

Cattle shows were successful in showing improved breeds,

especially in the Ongole tract, but the winners were usually

breeds which belonged to rajahs, zamindars and vakils

(lawyers).56 It was simply another avenue for the influ-

entia1 to show their wares. Smaller farmers had no means

to breed cattle to compete on this scale.

The Government also prodded the Department to work

with the Co-operative Department for purposes of demonstra

tion and distribution. The Co-operative Department, begun

in 1904 for the purpose of developing agricultural credit

societies, had a network of organizations which penetrated

to the village level. The Societies were run by Indians and,

theoretically, were to alleviate the chronic indebtedness

of the agricultural population. Their leaders were typically

village politicians who used the Societies more to shore

up their positions than to relieve poverty or indebtedness. 57

At the first Provincial Co-operative Conference, one

agricultural officer warned that work through Associations

on any level would fail if run by the "wrong sort of men."

His comments were pointed. Men who had only a "dilettante

interest in their lands and whose time and atttentions
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[were] engrossed in other money making activities" pre-

cominated in rural associations. Any attempt at agricultural

demonstrations or distribution by the leaders of these

associations would fail because they were distrusted by most

cult ; vat o r s . 58 F" I t th A ' It I D t t• ~ve years a er e gr~cu ura epar men

was firmer in its dislike of credit co-operatives. Agri-

cultural improvement was hampered by the poverty of the

tenants at will, yet, the Co-operative Department had done

nothing to supply cheap credit to this class of farmers

although it was ostensibly the reason for their existence.

Until the Co-operative Associations could fulfill this need,

the agricultural officers felt there was little ground for

ineraction between them. 59 This did not stop the Govern-

ment from pursuing this avenue relentlessly.

The irony of the position of the Agricultural Depart-

ment should not be overlooked. Agricultural improvement

was to help alleviate poverty yet, it was inhibited by the

poverty of the agriculturalists. Most of the developments

of the Department were too costly for the poorer cultivator.

Experimental stations and demonstration farms often sold

improved seed above the cost of common seed, and did not

accept credit. Even soil and fertilizer analysis by the

'I I Ch 't t t"" 'f' t t 60Agr~cu tura em~s cos a no ~ns~gn~ ~can amoun.

The private enterprises which dealt with improved seeds and

fertilizers, catered to the richer farmers, for they too

did not extend credit. The District Associations, run and

patronized by the substantial landholders often did not
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welcome the entry of the less well to do.

Legislation: In the area of pest and disease control the

Department had one of its few experiences in legislating

agricultural improvements. The Cambodia cotton strain was

highly susceptible to boil worm infestation. The only

hope for the eradication of the pest was to force the cul

tivator to uproot his plants for three months of the year.

The time chosen for the uprooting fell from August to

September, overlapping the period of the second harvest. The

Madras Government passed the Agricultural Pest and Disease

Act of 1919 which demanded the uprooting of the Cambodia

cotton plants. Yearly, revenue inspectors, village headmen,

accountants and all available agricultural officers were

brought in to enforce the Act. 61 Resistance from the culti

vators was immense for they stood to lose a great deal of the

crop's second harvest. 62 The Act failed to eradicate the

bollworm so long as the ryot could obtain a high price for

his cotton, he was unwilling to destroy his plants early in

the season. The legislation was more successful in combating

the fungus disease of the palmyra and coconut insects.

Cotton improvement also came under all India legis

lation. The Cotton Transport Act III of 1923 was brought

into force to protect the purity of the Northerns and

westerns of the Ceded Districts, the Tiruppur Cambodia and

the Tinnevellies. 63 The Act restricted the transport of

cotton lint from one tract to another except under special
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license. Again, it was an Act difficult to enforce, for the

Presidency could not monitor all avenues of transport.

The interest of Government in commercial cropping,

especially cotton, is apparent in their legislation. Adul

teration of all agricultural commodities was common but the

problem was more one of marketing and trade than cultivation

practices. The cultivator received the same price for his

crop regardless of the quality. Therefore, unless the

yield promised by improved seed or cultivation techniques

was substantially higher than common strains and practices,

there was little incentive to adopt that which the Depart

ment advocated. Government did not see fit to regulate

trade and market practices partly because of the difficulties

such regulations entailed and partly because such regUlation

was deemed to be beyond the scope of Government activities.

Markets were controlled by municipal and local boards, thus

Government regulation of them was an infringement of their

rights. Too, the Royal Commission of Agriculture in recom

mending local Governments take up regulated markets, was

fully aware that those who would manage the markets would not

be representative of the cultivators who were supposed to

benefit from the regulation. 64

Many of the problems of adoption and improvement would

be obviated by the expansion of education. The spread of

education, particularly scientific education, it was thought,

would make cultivators more readily adopt the fruits of

Government research.
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Education

The Department of Agriculture also promoted the exten

sion of agricultural education. Efforts were made to

establish college degree courses and rural education which

would emphasize agriculture. In terms of devising a cohesive

program, the college course at Coimbatore was relatively

successful.

In 1906 building began in Coimbatore for an agri-

cultural college and research institute. Three scientific

experts, including a chemist and botantist, were hired to

teach practical and theoretical courses and to staff the

research institute. 65 The opening of the College in July

1908 was hailed as marking the "beginning of large improve

ment to be effected in agriculture of real advancement and

progress in the conditions of the millions behind the

plough."G6 Coimbatore was prepared to admit up to a total

of GO students of lias many castes as possible."G? There was

no tuition or lodging fee. Admission requirements consisted

of a matriculation certificate, which could be waived if

members of the agricultural classes possessed sufficient

English. The guiding principle of the college was "that

students likely to be connected with the land as owners,

or preferably as actual cultivators, were preferred. II G8 As

no Government emploYment was to be promised, the college

aimed to teach students enough practical knowledge of

ordinary agricultural operations to command the confidence of
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the cultivators when they returned to their lands. 6 9

The College ran into immediate problems. Of the

twenty students first enrolled, only half were sons of land-

owners whose apparent object was to learn to "better manage

their estates.,,70 The rest had no connection with the land.

In terms of major agricultural communities in Madras caste

breakdown of the first class is interesting. 71

Native Christians 1
Mahommedan I
Brahmans 11
Kshatriya 1
Vellala I
Other, Non-Brahman 3
Unknown 2

Total 20

In Madras only the rice-growing district of Tanjore had sig-

nificant numbers of Brahmans connected to the land. Too, the

much lauded cultivating caste, the Vellalas, had only one

representative. The caste breakdown in agricultural ednca-

tion resembled that in the regular arts colleges, where

Brahman numbered at least half the enrolled students. 7 2

The Department discovered that few of the sons of land-

owners had any interest in scientific agriculture and so

altered the program of the college to better meet the

perceived needs of that community. By 1913 the program

consisted of a four year course, as opposed to the previous

three years. The first two years of the new system were

practical agriculture and thought to be sufficient to train

good farm managers and cultivators. The second two years

were purely scientific and could be pursued by those students
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who wished to enter Government service. 73

There was apparent confusion over the purpose of the

Agricultural College. The Government of India, in planning

the colleges, had delighted in the thought that they would

open a new field of employment to Indians,74 ie., staffing

the Agricultural Departments. The Government of Madras,

under the Governorship of Lawley, contrarily felt that

students desiring to enter Government service was exactly

what had been wrong with previous attempts at agricultural

education. 75 But, in 1914, the Department complained that

too few students wished to enter the Department. Of the

twelve who graduated in 1913, only six were willing to join. 76

Four years later the Department ~'as complaining "there is

little demand as yet for agricultural education for its

own sake, and the agricultural college is looked on as a

cheap way into Government service, if the main way, through

the University, fails.,,77

The educational policy was altered in response to

political and administrative pressures, rather than agri

cultural needs. During the first years of the College, the

Government of Madras felt its aims to be agricultural educa

tion for the "sake of education.": education without the

promise of Government employment. Yet, the configuration of

the student body reflected the traditional Brahman predom-

inance in education. Agricultural groups were not interested

in education; the Brahmans who came for education with a view

to Government service were, by and large, uninterested in
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agriculture. In 1912-13 when the Department was particularly

short-staffed, this indifference of the students came to be

an annoyance, especially as the Public Services Commission

recommended that at least half the Services should be Indian.

By 1917 it was clear that the majority of students were

interested in Government emploYment, but not in the agri

cultural department.

In 1919 the Principal of Coimbatore, R.C. Wood, com

plained that the quality of the students had deteriorated.

Political pressure had forced the Department to admit more

non-Brahmans. Wood felt that the result of attempting to

recruit students from every possible district and caste had

lead to a decrease in the quality. To fulfill all the

demands they had recruited too many students and had over

burdened the teaching staff. 78 Too, they were still attract

ing only the educated classes for whom agriculture was not

a popular profession. His feeling was that the Department

and Government had to offer materially increased emplOYment

prospects to attract the right kind of student. Government

decided to offer scholarships of Rs. 25 per mensem to twenty

students as "encouragement••. to induce students from the

educated classes to take to an agricultural career. 1I 79 For

the time being both the Government and the Department, in

their efforts to adjust to the political atmosphere, ignored

their aims of education "for its own sake".

Agricultural education in rural schools also received

the attention of the Government. Again, this was one of
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Curzon's projects. He felt the aim of rural agricultural

education was to enable students lito be observers, thinkers,

experimenters, to protect them in their business transactions

with the landlord and the merchant. 11
80 The problem lay in

convincing the Department of Education of the efficacy of

any type of agricultural training.

The Government of India laid down three principles in

regard to rural agricultural education. It was felt that

agriculture should not be taught as a separate subject, but

used as illustrative in all other subjects. Village maps,

records and instruction in simple commercial accounts should

be taught in all schools. Finally, each school should make

agriculture an optional subject. The Director of Education

in Madras responded to these principles somewhat negatively:

I have never seen a village map or a
land record (he wrote) and do not know
their peculiarities. But I imagine that
everyone who has been taught the nature
of a map will have no great difficulty
understanding any particular map.
Geography is taught as an optional sub
ject••• al1 trained teachers understand
the nature of maps and are generally
able to draw them very well. As to Land
Records, boys are taught to read and
they may apply the art of reading to
the land records if they have nothing
better to read, if however, it is meant
that they should be instructed in the
meaning of land revenue terms and to
understand the legal effects of deeds
dealing with various interests in the
land •.• I doubt whether it is desirable
to turn every ryot into a lawyer. 81

Although the Imperial Inspector General of Agriculture wished

to make compulsory all the Director of Education had derided,
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the most that could be done was to instruct schools which

had competent teachers in science to instruct the more

promising students. 82 It is doubtful that even this suf

ficed. Not only was agricultural education under the purview

of the Department of Education, it was controlled by Local

Boards who, in the words of one Collector, "represented

the monied, educated, landowning classes" who were not

interested in primary education "for it makes Labour more

difficult to handle.,,83 Once rebuffed, the Department of

Agriculture was not to involve itself in the question of

rural education for another fifteen years.

Summary

Government's commitment to change must be questioned

simply on cursory view of the workings of the Department of

Agriculture. The basic constraint of the Department was

that of finance. The miniscule budget of the Department

precluded the possibility of adequate staffing and negated

her ability to successfully penetrate the agricultural

sector. The overburdened staff was then forced to expend

its efforts encouraging the formation of District Agri

cultural Associations, a tactic which had more political

relevance than economic.

Policies pursued by the Department in the realm of

extension and sale of improvements by their very structure

would guarantee that only a very few would benefit. Research

on only the profitable crops meant that the Department did
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not involve itself with the subsistence farmer, or probably

even the land revenue payer of less than Rs. 10. Extension

programs were constrained by remnants of laissez-faire

principles; they had to be remunerative or at least to help

pay their own way. Departmental innovations such as improved

seeds and machinery were deliberately priced high in order

to encourage private enterprise to enter the market. The

Government seemed to be insuring that she would only achieve

minimal success.
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v. THE IMPACT OF THE DEPARTMENT

This chapter will examine the economic and in~t.i-

tutional effects of the Department of Agriculture in Madras

as they pertain to the development of agriculture and the

distribution of benefits. The immediate effects of agri

cultural improvement, as measured in acreage and yield, will

be analyzed. Socio-economic effects are more difficult to

assess. It will be seen that the middle to rich farmer and

not the laborer benefited from the Department's activities.

Also, the Government's commitment to economic transformation

or the exploitation of India for British industrial enter

prise will be examined.

The long range goal of the Government agricultural

development program was to trigger an economic transformation.

Both Curzon and his Finance Member, Edward Law, anticipated

that "the result of the various measures [of agricultural

development] will be a gradual improvement in the material

prosperity of the classes directly dependent on the land."l

They also sought to "encourage industries which little by

little will relieve the congested fields of agriculture,

[to] develop the indigenous resources of India and gradually

make that country more and more self-providing in the

future. ,,2 The immediate goals of the Department of Agricul

ture were more modest. The Department sought an increase

in agricultural productivity and quality through the intro

duction of new seeds and cultivation methods. She also



121

sought to supply India with the scientific and organizational

infrastructure for long term agricultural development.

The manner in which the Department pursued her course

of development indicated a reluctance to interfere too

deeply in the agricultural process. The role was one of

enablement not coercion, nor even much encouragement. The

Department presented its findings to landlords and sub

stantial cultivators but offered few incentives to encourage

their adoption. Government on its part appeared to be more

interested in the pursuit of politically influential elites

through the District Agricultural Associations rather than

in setting or meeting any technical or economic goals.

The commitment to agricultural development, measured

in terms of funding and staff was minimal. At no time did

the Government of Madras spend as much as one percent of her

total budget on agriculture. (Table IV B) Also, at the

height of its staffing the Department numbered no more than

180 of whom only half were involved in actual village level

demonstration work. This amounted to one departmental

staff member for every 41,000 rural families. 3 Neither in

terms of expenditure nor staffing did the Government evi

dence a strong commitment to encouraging agricultural

development.

The modesty of this commitment was also evidenced in

extension work which was confined to demonstration. Demon-

stration plots, an avenue which the Department saw as most

promising, were the most prominent aspect of the Department's
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work in the field. These plots, ideally ten acres, were to

be farmed by agricultural demonstrators in an effort to

convince cultivators of the feasibility of using Depart

mental methods. The plots, however, were undertaken by the

Department at the cultivators risk. Until 1927 the

Department refused to guarantee the cultivators against crop

failure on the demonstration plot on his land. 4 It was no

wonder that cultivators were reluctant to submit their fields

to demonstration, although this was theoretically the most

persuasive technique the Department could offer.

The Government felt the most advantageous method of

extension was through the development of agricultural

associations. On Government urging the Department sought out

the influential farmers to organize District Agricultural

Associations for demonstration and distribution of improved

seeds. But, the Government's designation of "influential"

was often formed by political exigencies and not farming

abilities. District Agricultural Associations generally

were run by the more politically minded who often had little

interest in agricultural improvement and consequently had

little impact.

The sale of improved seeds and implements was also an

area the Department approached hesitantly. Improved seeds

and implements were sold by the Department at higher than

market rates. This was to stimulate private enterprises to

enter the market. Few were willing to do so. Parry and its

subsidiary, -the East India Distillery Co., was successful in
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promoting sugarcane in South Arcot. 5 This company, along

with Ralli and Volkart, was also instrumental in increasing

the acreage under groundnut. Primarily export firms, these

companies were more than willing to aid the extension and

quality of crops which were of immediate economic signifi

cance to themselves. They were not eager to enter less

lucrative, but important, fields, such as improved agricul

tural implements, which, due to low demand, promised little

profit.

In spite of the fact that Government extension efforts

seem half-hearted and indirect, there were some measurable

effects of the Department's work. There were slight shifts

in the total acreage between 1905-1929. Total acreage under

food cropping fell from 83 percent of total area to 77

percent (Table V A). A more pronounced trend can be seen

within individual crop patterns. Using 1896/97 - 1900/01

as an average base period, major food grains, with the

exception of rice, declined in acreage, by 1931-36, from 13

percent in the case of cholam to 17 percent in the case

of ragi and cumbu. (Table V B) At the same time groundnut

acreage more than doubled and cotton rose by 44 percent. The

significance of these trends is two fold. Commercial crops

brought in capital and, in the case of cotton also fed the

growing mill industry. On the other hand, the rise in rice

acreage vis a vis the less desirable food grains (millets)

meant that less acreage was devoted to food crops consumed

by the poor. Rice was notably a wealthy man's food. 6 Its



TABLE V A

CROP ACREAGE AS PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL CULTIVATED ACREAGE IN MADRAS, 1904-1930

Food Crops 1904/05 1909/10 1914/15 1919/20 1924/25 1929/30

Rice 25 28 28 30 29 29
Cholam 17 14 13 14 13 13
Cumbu 9 10 9 9 8 7
Ragi 6 7 6 6 6 6
Others
(including pUlses) 21 19 22 18 19 19

Sub Total 78 78 78 77 75 74

Condiments/Spices 2 2 2 2 2 1
Orchards 3 3 3 3 2 2
Sugar -*

Total Food 83 83 83 82 79 77

Non Food
Oil Seeds:

Til & Gingelly 3 3 2 2 2 2
Groundnut 2 2 5 3 5 8
Other 2 2 2 2 2 3

Sub Total 7 7 9 7 10 13

Cotton 7 6 5 6 8 6
Drugs/Narcotics - - - 1 1 1
Fodder - - - - 1 1
Other 1 1 - 1 - 1
Total Non Food 15 14 14 15 20 21

Source: Madras, Season and Crop Reports, 1904/05-1930/31. .....
* (- ) indicates a percentage less than .51 percent. !\,)

.s:o.



TABLE V B

INDEX OF FIVE YEAR AVERAGE TOTAL ACREAGE OF SELECTED CROPS
IN MADRAS, 1901/02-1905/06 to 1931/32-1935/36.*

1901/02-1905/06 104 101 111 105 272 89 114

1906/07-1910/11 110 95 114 102 462 83 123

1911/12-1915/16 114 97 106 99 813 82 137

1916/17-1920/21 119 92 97 97 893 100 144

1921/22-1925/26 117 90 97 98 1222 107 144

1926/27-1930/31 118 87 92 89 2115 93 130

1931/32-1935/36 121 87 83 83 1900 110 130

Source: Madras, Season and Crop Reports, 1896/97-1935/36

*1896/97-1900/01 = 100

I-'
l\J
U1
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price in nor.ma1 years was double that of cholam, cumbu

and ragi. The net result was that those who could afford to

grow commercial crops, could afford to buy rice. Also,

the growing cotton industry increased the demand for rice

since it spawned urban factory workers whose salaries enabled

them to buy the superior food grain. 7

In addition to acreage, the records of yield reveal

some important infor.mation. George Blyn, who has carried out

extensive analysis of yield patterns, discovered that Madras

had an annual average rate of yield increase of .35 percent

for food grains and 1.25 percent for non-food grains,8

between the years 1901 - 1941. Rice set the upward trend for

food grain yield increase until 1911 when the trend leveled

due to a decreasing yield per acre in cholarn and cumbu.

Cotton maintained its increase which gave the total crop

yield per acre a positive tone until 1931.

The slight upward trend in rice and cottonyields was

partially the product of improved seeds and cultivation

techniques introduced by the Department. In cotton, the

influence of improved varieties is noticeable. In 1921/22,

385,000 acres, or 22 percent of total acreage was under

improved varieties. (Table V C) In 1930/31 only 292,478

acres, or 2.5 percent of total Madras paddy was under

improved seeds. There is a difficulty, however, in working

from the data of the 1920's and 1930's. The reported area

under improved variety appears to deal only with varieties

developed by the Department, such as Company Cottons, Hagari



TABLE V C

ACREAGE UNDER IMPROVED VARIETIES, 1920/21 - 1930/31

Paddy Cotton

(a) Total (b) Improved % (a) Total (b) Improved %
acreage variety (b)to(a) acreage variety (b)to(a)

1920/21 11,096,000 6,000 - 2,121,000 68,000 3.2

1921/22 11,280,000 29,000 - 1,783,000 385,000 21.6

1922/23 11,286,000 178,172 1.6 2,323,000 151,746 6.5

1923/24 10,518,000 166,169 1.6 2,628,000 263,525 10.0

1924/25 10,870,000 105,143 1 2,865,000 439,710 15.3

1925/26 11,323,000 122,182 1 2,888,000 373,668 12.9

1926/27 10,842,000 145,787 1 2,204,000 393,312 17.8

1927/28 10,930,000 102,457 1 2,100,000 315,348 15.0

1928/29 11,019,000 215,931 2 2,465,000 425,468 17.2

1929/30 11,262,000 245,326 2 2,476,000 260,187 10.5

1930/31 11,678,000 292,478 2.5 2,041,000 300,572 14.7

Sou=ce: Madras. Season and Crop Reports. 1920/21-1930/31.

.....
N
-..J
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and Nandya1 varieties, and the rice varieties of Company

I, II, III and G.E.B. 24. The available data do not refer

to the Cambodia cotton introduced in 1905 (which covered 14

percent of total cotton acreage) nor to the pure strains of

both paddy and cotton which the Department isolated prior

to World War I. Neither do the figures refer to the ground

nut variety brought in by the Department in the 1890's.

That variety, the Mauritian, spread throughout the Presidency

and commanded the bulk of groundnut acreage. 9

In regard to the effect of improved cultivation tech-

niques upon yield, the evidence is weak, but what does exist

points to the effect being strongest on the cultivation of

paddy. The single transplant method, or economic trans

plantation, was advocated only for those areas with a secure

supply of water. By the Department's measure, 19 percent of

areapossible for economic transplantation was under that

method in 1922. By 1933/34 the districts of North and South

Arcot, Chingleput and Chittor had a combined total of 34

percent of total paddy acreage under the transplant method,

as compared to 20 percent in 1922. 10 In Tinnevelly, where

the seed drill was encouraged for cotton, only 7 percent of

the total acreage in 1919 was cultivated by the method. 11

Thus, it would appear that for rice the efforts of the Depart

ment in spreading improved cultivation techniques were

relatively successful.

with the exception of rice the crops to which the

Department devoted its attention were commercial crops:
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groundnuts, cotton and sugarcane. The area under these

crops did indeed increase in this period as we have seen.

With the exception of sugarcane, an import substitute for

domestic consumption, the other commercial crops were export

crops. Their high cash value was one of the reasons which

the Department had ~concentrated on them first, as they

were seen to aid in gaining the confidence of the cultivators.

The trade in these crops, although dominated by British

export firms, was not directed to the British Empire. The

trade in groundnuts was dominated by France while the export

of raw cotton went primarily to Japan. (Table V D) Raw

cotton was also feeding the indigenous cotton industry.

India's production of sugarcane was not able to offset cheaper

Javanese imports until the Government imposed a protective

tariff in 1931.

The increased acreage in rice and cotton did have a

significant impact on indigenous industry of Madras. The

most striking result was the growth of the cotton industry.

Cotton factories for spinning and weaving grew from 19 in

1921 to 29 in 1931. Cotton gins grew from 155 to 414 during

the s~e period. Rice mills more than doubled, from 150 to

320. 12 This growth of industry did not mean, however, a

substantial amount of labor being diverted from agricultural

pursuits to industrial. In 1931 the cotton industry in

Madras employed only some 38,000 workers. 13 In relation to

the growth of population the diversion was minimal.

The effect of this slight rise in productivity and
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TABLE V D

COUNTRIES OF DESTINATION AS PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL
EXPORTS OF GROUNDNUTS AND RAW COTTON

ALL-INDIA 1912/13-1927/28

Groundnuts
1912/13 1917/18 1922/23 1927/28

France 81 66 50

Belgium 7 17 4 2

Italy 7 9 7

Straits Settlements 35

United Kingdom 41 4 7

Others 11 10 17 34

Total 100 100 100 100

Raw Cotton

1912/13 1917/18
51 72Japan

United Kingdom

Germany

Belgium

Italy

Others

Total

4

12

11

8

14

100

14

8

6

100

1922/23 1927/28
49 46

6 6

8 9

8 9

7 12

22 18

100 100

Source: Statistical Abstract of British India. 1920/21 and
and 1929/30. Percentages calculated on basis of value of
sales. In the Groundnut trade the netherlands imports 20
percent of the total in 1927/28.
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extension of improved cropping hit the rural population

unevenly. With the exception of the Gounder community whose

dominance on red soils led to their preeminence in Cambodia,.

cotton production and later the textile industry, there are

few instances of spectacular growth in wealth of com

munities. 14 It is difficult to assess the distribution of

benefits in the cultivating community. However, the struc

ture of the Department's extension service suggests that

the gains to be made were concentrated on acertain class

of farmer. This, it is suggested, was the "middle farmer".

The cultivator who owned an "economic holding", yet still

cultivated all or part of it. 1S He had to be fairly well

off, for the improved seeds and techniques advocated by the

Department entailed slightly higher cultivation costs.

In addition, crops such as groundnut and sugarcane were a

sign of "easy circumstance".16

The benefits do not appear to have filtered down to the

laboring classes at all. The Governor of Madras, Goschen,

claimed that the bulk of the rural population lived "in the

narrow margin between bare necessity and mere existence."l?

Sir Chatterton, the Director of Industries, believed that

while half the population had seen substantial material

progress, "the lower half had seen no difference in their

level of living.,,18 Detailed and consistent information on

wages of agricultural labor is difficult to compile but K.K.

Ghose, who has studied the condition of agricultural labor

in India found that the real wage of the Madras laborer was
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fairly stagnant during the period 1916 to 1929. 19

Real wage index in Madras

1916

100

1919

83.2

1921

72

1924

78.6

1926

83

1929

98.6

Thus it must be assumed that the Governor of Madras and the

Director of Industries accurately represented the situation

of the laborer. Labor which went to the cities to work in

industry found their wages slightly higher and consequently

the move to the city was seen by some to be a move up the

ladder of well being.

The Department's commitment to the development of an

institutional infrastructure was best exemplified by the

Coimbatore Agricultural College and Research Station and the

network of experimental stations spread over the Presidencies.

The College supplied all the officers of the Department,

although it did not seem to be able to attract many students

who wished simply to become better cultivators. The Research

Station and the allied experimental farms were producing,

by the 1920's superior seed strains developed for agri

cultural conditions found in the Southern presidency.20 The

technical aspect of the Department's work was the most

outstanding achievement of the Department.

Summary

The Department of Agriculture did not have dramatic

success in developing Madras agriculture. The policies
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which were designed to encourage private enterprise and

rural associations guaranteed however that the modest gains

would be made by only a small group of cultivators. Sig

nificantly, since the adoption of an agricultural develop

ment policy was in large measure a response to poverty, the

activities of the Department had no measurable impact on

the "really poor", the agricultural laborers.

The two subsidiary goals of Government, the encourage

ment of agriculture based industry and the development of an

institutional infrastructure, seem to have been partially

fulfilled. The cotton industry of Southern India was based

on the extensive cotton acreage in that area. Madras,

indeed all of India, was well prepared to continue scientific

agricultural development without becoming dependent on the

resources of the Mother Country provided Government directed

ample funds to allow the infrastructure, experimental farms,

research extension and education programs, to function.
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1India. Legislative Council. Abstract Proceedings
19 March 1905.

2The Times (London) 21 July 1904. Curzon's speech at
Guildford.

3Thi s figure is based on the 7,408,000 rural families
tabulated by the 1921 Census of India, and used by the Royal
Commission on Agriculture. p. 447.

4MRA Annual (1927/28).

5w• Francis South Arcot District Gazetteer (1906)
pp. 118-119.

6I bi d., with the exception of rice growing districts,
notably Kistna, Godavari, and Tanjore, Rice was consumed
primarily by Brahmans and the wealthy.

7Great Britain. Royal Commission of Indian Labour.
Report. (1931) The factory worker's salary was 7 to 11 annas
a day, compared to approximately 4 annas per day for an
agricultural laborer. The urban demand for rice during
World War I is another indication of the growing consumption
of that commodity. See Madras. Administration Reports of
the Inspector-General of Police. Annual. for the years 1918
1920 during which time Madras experienced numerous grain
riots in urban areas. The importation of rice to these
areas mitigated the unrest.

8George Blyn AgriculturalTrends in India: Output,
Availability and Productivity. (Philadelphia: 1966) pp. 153
164.

9wa t t P. 73

10Madras. A Popular Account of the Agricultural Depart
ment (Madras: 1922) pp. 80-111. Averages are calculated from
the reports of circles and districts. for 1933/34, see MRA
Annual. 1933/34.

11I• R•A. Report on the Introduction (1917/18) p. 72.

12India. Statistical Abstract for British India (1911
1931).

13I b i d., 1931/32.

14David Arnold. "The Gounders and the Congress: Poli
tical Recruitment in South India, 1920-1937", South Asia,
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IV (August 1974) pp. 1-20.

15The definition of the "middle farmer" differs from
the conventional which I find unworkable in view of its
emphasis on the middle farmer consuming most of his own
production and employing family labor almost exclusively.
(see Eric Stokes "The Return of the Peasant" in South Asia
(December, 1976) pp. 96-111.) Investigations on farming
practices indicate rather, that the middle farmer sowed at
least half his acreage with commercial crops. (Madras
Provincial Banking Inquiry Committee. Report of the
Investigators.) Also, given the amount of landless labor,
and the very small proportion of rich farmers (over 20
acres) it is illogical to assume the middle farmer hired
no labor, although it is doubtful that he maintained per
manent labor. My definition is then of a farmer who owns or
controls 5-20 acres, an economic holding depending on the
ecologic region. His holding enabled him to supply his own
needs and to participate in the market. Neither he nor his
family would hire out as day labor, rather he would hire
labor for the sowing and harvest seasons. He was, more
likely than not, a member of rural associations, credit
co-operatives. It is doubtful that many middle farmers
contraRed rural associations which were usually controlled
by the rich farmers, and in some cases by non-cultivating
rural leaders. (Madras. Provincial Banking. Reports. pp. 135,
212, 247.) This was the farmer to whom the Department
addressed their activities.

16wat t• quoting Morrison, Director of Agriculture,
Bombay. p. 77.

17Goschen to Reading. August 1924. Mas. Eur. D595/4
lOR.

18Alfred Chatterton. Rural economic in India. (Madras:
Oxford University Press. 1927) p. 72.

19Kama l Kumar Ghose. Agricultural Labourers in India
(Calcutta: Indian Publications. 1969.) pp. 202-203. The
calculation of "real" wages is a difficult matter in the
Indian context. The manner in which Ghose seems to have
calculated it is simply in terms of the pruchasing power
of the monetary wage. This necessarily leaves out items
such as gifts of clothing or food which mayor may not have
been given to the laborers. See Dharma Kumar, Land·· and
Caste, for a discussion of means of calculating "real" wages.

20I• R. A• Report on Introduction. see the annual reports
on the discoveries of the various research stations. By
1927 Madras had 18 experimental stations throughout the
Presidency, by 1937 there were close to 30.
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VI. THE DEPARTMENT UNDER DYARCHY

In 1919 the Montagu-Che1msford Reforms introduced

a change in colonial administration. While the British

administrative officials continued to control the military

and justice functions, some public works and all public

institutions became the responsibility of Indian elected

officials. The subjects transfered to Indian responsibility

included, amongothers, agriculture. With this transfer, one

might have expected Indian ministers to be more concerned

with problems of economic development and to devote more

attention, particularly financial, to this area. Signifi

cantly, this does not happen to the Department of Agri

culture. The older constraints of the colonial structure

were now confounded by new constraints imposed by the

political aspects of dyarchy. A change in agricultural

policy would have provided few political benefits for Indian

ministers, but could incur many liabilities. Hence there

was no change in agricultural policy.

Political Reform and Agricultural Policy

The Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms of 1919 meant that

elected Indian officials were to be charged with governmental

funcitons, particularly those of "nation-building" sig

nificance. These sUbjects, called transferred subjects,

were agriculture, industries, local self-government, educa

tion and co-operatives. A limited electorate of revenue and
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income tax payers (amounting to 3 percent of the popula

tion) was to elect a Legislative Council, from which the

Governor would form a ministry.1 Although finances were

still largely under the control of the Governor, Indians

were to have a greater voice in the economic development of

the Provinces.

At this time Indian opinion had shifted away from

economic concerns (never very strong) to political concerns.

In Madras this took the form of increasing party advantage

and individual power rather than policy formation. The

Justice Party, which held the Madras Ministry almost exclu

sively from 1920-1936 was based upon the efforts of the non-

Brahman community to offset the dominance of Brahmans in

administration and education. 2 Justicite~ were a con-

glomeration of big-estate owners, landlords, businessmen

and lawyers interested less in the broad aims or the fine

points of economic development than they were in furthering

their political ambitions. To the extent that they took

an interest in agriculture it was to preserve the existing

system of benefits.

When the Legislative Council did discuss agriculture,

during the budget debates, they demanded reduced expendi

ture. In an ironic switch of position, The Minister for

Development (which included agriculture) often debated with

other ministers of his own party over the need for increased

expenditure. K.V. Reddi Naidu, the Minister of Development,

was frequently in the position of encouraging both his Party
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members and the rest of the Legislative Council to spend more

money on agriculture. According to K.V. Reddi Naidu, the

U.S.A. spent the equivalent of Rs. 1,681 per 1,000 people,

Japan, Rs. 216,rndia, Rs. 33; while Madras spent only Rs.

24. Members of the Legislative Council did not want money

"to go for mere experimentation.,,3 The Minister for Educa-

tion complained that "too much money was spent on agricul

ture, especially on farms in the Tamil Districs.,,4 Other

members moved, and occasionally sustained, budget cuts

disallowing staff increases, and bitterly complained about

the hiring of scientific experts. The position of the

Government encouraging increased expenditure in the face of

popular opposition was an ironic switch from the political

conditions at the turn of the century. Considering that

Madras spent less than 1 percent of its total budget on

agriculture, the primary industry of the Presidency, the

agitation to reduce expenditure demonstrated a curious

antipathy to the Department on the part of members of the

Legislative Council. This antipathy was the product of the

new political constraints introduced with dyarchy and the

elective procedure.

The Madras presidency, coming into the period of

dyarchy, was, as usual, under severe financial pressure.

The Governor of Madras, Lord Willingdon, (1919-1924), had

"so many things on the books ••• harbours, industries, forests,

agriculture, everything screaming for development,"S that he

felt he could easily create a situation of bankruptcy in the
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Presidency. This was partly a result of the financial set

tlement of the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms, Madras had to

give to the Government of India 348 lakh rupees immediately

and thereafter to fund 17 percent of the Government of India's

annual deficit. 6 Willingdon's successor, Lord Goschen (1924

1929), found his "Government [had] little money to spend,

and the Ministers [were] unable, owing to this financial

stringency to develop a forward policy.1I 7

The financial condition of the Madras presidency

undoubtedly hampered some efforts of the Justice Party but

cannot provide the total explanation for their inaction.

Legislation pertaining to increased expenditure on salaries

for village officers, the creation of Andhra University,

and more medical schools and colleges did pass the Council

and receive the sanction of tbeGovernor. These actions,

the Governor reported, especially that of village officers

pay increase, would not "have been made under a bureau

cratic Government" for "steady pressure for the increase

of the pay [of village officers] had been resisted for years

prior to the Reforms." 8 The Council did find ways to pass

measures they felt necessary, however impossible to

implement.

The Legislative Council was empowered to find new

avenues of Government funding and to enhance some of those

which already existed. But, the Council rejected two

measures, the Ryotwari and Proprietary Estates Villages

Services Acts, which would have provided additional revenues
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to pay the village officers salaries. The increase in pay

was later rescinded because the Council could find no

politically feasible way of keeping their promise. 9 But,

while the Council rejected the authorization of village

cesses, "they were prepared to pass ..• other financial

measures, such as those meant to enhance certain fees and

stamp duties." Overall, however, there was an "unwillingness

..• to face the unpopularity of imposing new taxes."10 The

Council was willing to pass indirect taxes and fees but

unwilling to tax directly, they had quickly perceived the

political dangers of demanding additional revenues.

Willingdon's fear that the Council would not take the neces-

sary steps to act on "important issues such as ••• agri-

culture, for fear of being pushed out [of office]" was

fulfilled."ll

A common complaint heard by the .Royal Commission of

Agriculture was that agriculture was neglected by the Indian

Mnistries. One witness observed that agriculture was

ignored because "the tendency is to look at party prospects

rather than the intrinsic needs of a particular line."

The witness believed money "was allocated to things which

1 t th ubI ' , , t' ,,12 th th th d fappea 0 e p 1C 1mag1na 10n. ra er an e goo 0

a more general public. Indeed another arts college and more

medical schools in a Presidency which did not have schools

in every village was definite evidence of the priority of

the middle class or urban interests, over those of the

rural poor. Linlithgow, the chairman of the Royal Commission
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distrusted the evidence given him by many Indian officials

because the "conunittees of various legislatures ••. are mostly

townsmen and their interests are purely parliamentary.,,13

It was true that the Council in Madras was, by and

large, not representative of rural cultivating interests.

The franchaise was restricted to 3 percent of the total

population and, in rural areas, was based on the payment

of over Rs. 10 in land revenue. The professional breakdown

of the first three Councils is illuminating.

ernb f th M d ' 1 t' C '114M ers 0 e a ras Leg~s a 1ve OunC1

1920 1923 1926
Lawyers 48 43 36
Landlords 28 27 38
Businessmen 26 30 27
Other Professions 10 8 12
Officials 17 19 15

The Justice Party is usually credited with attracting mainly

those of the wealthy cultivating and landowning castes:

Vellalas, Reddis, Karnmas and Nairs. While these "landlords"

were of the cUltivating castes, they were not often cul-

tivators. By and large they were large landholders paying

high land revenues, more akin to Zamindars and rajahs than

to farmer proprietors. One Justice Party member of "modest"

background came from a tenant family on a zamindari estate.

He was, however, of the rich tenant class, a moneylender

with capital of Rs. 20,000. 15 Most the men listed as

landlords were similar to K.V. Reddi Naidu and P. Subbaroyan

who, although large landholders "had never touched a plough"

nor taken any direct interest in agriculture. Subbaroyan was
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so far removed from farm management as not to know how,

or if, food produced on his estate was sold in the market. 16

These were not men of the cultivating class. The strength

of the very large landholder (zamindars and rajahs who were

elected by special constituencies under the 1919 Reform)

was so great that they controlled "four times as many seats

as were specially reserved for them" throughout India, and

up to six times the reserved number in Madras. 1?

The interest and knowledge of agriculture among these

men was minimal; a matter with which the Department of Agri

culture grappled with slight success. Selected members of

the Council were encouraged by the Department to visit

Coirnbatore in order to familarize them with the work of the

Agricultural Department in the College and Ressearch Insti

tute. Of eighteen such honorary visitors, only one visited

the College per year and he "never carne for inspection but

for College Day Festivities. ,,18 Even the Minister for

Development admitted that prior to his assumption of office

he made only one "flying visit" to the College and Research

Station" as a sightseer. ,,19 In order todispel ignorance of

or indifference to the Department, Government ordered the

publication of A Popular Account of the Department of Agri

culture. In addition, they ordered "a very wide publicity

propaganda with a view to bring it's [the Department's] work

prominently to the notice of a wider public,,20 The hope was

that the "leading publicists and others would evince a little
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more sympathy with the duties and difficulties of the

21Department." The publicity may have had some effect for,

after 1925/26, criticism of the agricultural department no

longer figured significantly in the Legislative Council

budget debates.

It could be argued that the Legislative Council was

merely being pragmatic in not voting increased expenditure.

That explanation would ignore the basic fact that the Council

had no cohesive policy on the development of agriculture.

Membership on the Council carried with it wide opportunities

to agitate and be heard. This was the position which

Gokhale had taken at the turn of the century in the Imperial

Legislative Council. A party, or individual, who had strong

views on policy could make the Government's situation

uncomfortable and prode her to action.

Indeed various aspects of the work of the Department

lent themselves to criticism. Policies on payment of

improved seeds and soil analysis hindered cultivator's

access to the department's improvements and insured the poor

would not benefit~ The extreme shortage of staff, parti-

cularly in the demonstration section, meant that vast areas

of the Presidency went untouched. This contributed, in

part, to the very mdoest successes noted in the previous

chapter. However, members of the Legislative Council did

not criticise these aspects of the Department. Rather, they

criticised the Department's perceived lack of Indian staff,

when, in fact, the entire Provincial staff and half the
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Imperial staff were Indian. 22 There were, however, still

more substantial aspects of agricultural policy which should

have commanded the attention of the Legislative Council

but did not.

While agricultural development during dyarchy stagnated,

population did not. The period from 1921 to 1931 witnessed

a tremendous growth of population throughout India. The pop

ulation of the Madras Presidency grew from 42,318,985 in

1921 to 46,740,107 in 1931, an increase of 10.4 percent.

The urban growth was more spectacular, rising from 5,278,705

to 6,337,256 or 20 percent in the same period. 23 Per capita

food grain output was declining at a rate of over 1.4 percent

24a year. Madras was increasingly unable to feed her

population without resorting to importation. This had been

noticed by the Department of Agriculture, but was ignored

by the Legislative Council.

One possible explanation for the indifference of the

Legislative Council to Madras' growing food problem was that

Madras was spared the full effects of her decreasing food

production until the late 1930's. In the years following

World War I, Madras became a major consumer of Burmese

rice. While she had always imported some rice from Burma,

the War time prices necessitated the buying of Burmese broken

grains (low quality and relatively cheap rice) which had

been previously scorned by Madras consumers. India proper

(excluding Burma) in the post war years, bought 50 percent

of Burmese rice, with the bulk of it going to Madras. 25
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By the 1930's, India imported an average of over 1,500,000

tons of Burma rice annually as compared to 797,000 tons

annual average from 1911-1920. 26 (Table VI A) Madras was

taking approximately one-third to one-half of the total

imports from Burma, 541,298 tons in 1933/34 and 860,211 tons

in 1935/36. 27 Such imported food grains offset the lagging

food production during this period. But the Burma rice trade

also had another dimension.

The rice trade from Burma to Madras profited not

Burmese but Indian merchants. particularly this trade

profited the Chettiyars, a moneylending and business caste

of Ramnad District, Madras who not only controlled much of

Burma's paddy land but also controlled the Indo-Burma rice

trade. 28 It would not be in their interests for Madras grain

production to be encouraged at the expense of the Burma

trade. Such interests were well represented in Madras

po1itics--the Chettiyars were one of the Justice Party's

largest financial backers. 29

Another possible explanation for the Council's "curious

antipathy" to the Department was that the Department offered

no real opportunities for political patronage. Christopher

Baker, in his analysis of the Justice Party in power, sug-

gests that, as a result of the Ministry's financial con-

straints, politicians enmeshed themselves in political

intrigue and manipulation through the transferred subjects

under their control. 30 Another study on the Madras rural

credit co-operative movement during this period, demonstrated
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TABLE VI A

FIVE YEAR AVERAGES OF ALL INDIA IMPORTS AND
EXPORTS OF RICE, 1911-1935

(in terms of cleaned rice, metric tons)

Year Imports Exports *

Total From Burma

1911-15 854,000 703,000 568,000

1916-20 1,180,000 1,044,000 312,000

1921-25 879,000 740,000 331,000

1926-30 1,088,000 975,000 306,000

1931-35 1,638,000 1,569,000 245,000

Source: V.D. Wickizer, The Rice Economy of Monsoon Asia,
(Stanford: 1941), pp. 324-325.

*Exports do not include Burma
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how this political and financial manipulation was in

fact exercised. 3l

The Co-operative Credit movement in Madras was highly

successful in creating political linkages and a system of

patronage. Although it controlled only 7 percent of the

rural credit market, credit societies enjoyed lavish praise

and attention from Government. The societies were avenues

through which the Government and the Justice Party, espe-

cially during the period of dyarchy, could find loyal col-

laborators in the mofussil. Hence the Co-operative Depart-

, d d f d' 32ment rece~ve a equate un ~ng. The Department of

Agriculture offered no similar political advantages.

There were attempts to foster political networks

through the extension arm of the Department of Agriculture.

The Government, before and during dyarchy, consistently

pressured the Department to create agricultural associations

incorporating "influential landlords.,,33 Government's

insistence upon the forging of linkages with these landlords,

in the face of protest from the Department, clearly indicated

political rather than economic motivation. The men who ran

the few agricultural associations were lawyers, journalists,

rajahs and zamindars. The Department found that although

these men actively pursued prizes in cattle shows, it was

difficult to get the agricultural associations to do any

agricultural demonstration work at these affairs, let alone

outside. ,,34 By 1911 the District Agricultural Associations

were moribund.



148

When it became apparent that "official pressure can

never make them [agricultural associations] a living

rea1ity,,,35 the Government changed its tactic. The Co-op

erative Societies Act of 1904 which provided for Credit

Societies, was amended in 1912 to provide for non-credit,

agricultural co-operative societies. These societies were

concerned with purchase and sale. Unlike the District

Agricultural Associations, the non-credit co-operatives

were run by the Co-operative Department which meant that

they were funded and part of the larger organization. By

1928 these associations in Madras could count 28,000

members. 36

The Madras Government's lack of success in fostering

District Agricultural Associations was due to two causes:

the antipathy of the Department to that line of work and the

Associations offered few tangible political benefits to the

organizers~ The Department was manned with agricultural

expercs, not civil Servants who wished to rise in the bureau

cratic hierarchy. Their interest was primarily in technical

ag~ulture, rather than in administrative or inter-depart

mental activities. During the 1920's the contrast between

the Agricultural Department and other more malleable Depart

ments was marked. The Co-operative Department, which was so

politically useful, was well tended while the Department

of Agriculture suffered from indifference.

The Agricultural Department's dislike of the Co-opera

tive Department was plain in that they felt it catered to
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rural leaders whose interests were politics rather than

cultivation. Thus, in the 1920's when the Department of

Agriculture was once again instructed to seek to promote

pro-Government sentiment among influential landlords through

participation in agricultural association and inter-depart-

mental activities with the Co-operative Department, they

rebuffed the directive. The Director of Agriculture informed

Government that "such associations are of no benefit to the

real farmers, but merely run by those who wish to come into

local prominence and who have no inclination to carry out

actual farming operations themselves.,,37 As for the Co-

operative Department, the Government was firmly reminded

"that officers of the Agricultural Department have a lot of

other things to do and they are also concerned with non-

rob f h ., t' ,,38me ers 0 t e Co-operat1ve SOC1e 1es.

The Department of Agriculture, then, offered no advan-

tage for the politician. He could not use it as a source

of linkages among the rural influential. Appointments

within the agricultural service were based on training in

the agricultural colleges, they could not simply be traded

on the patronage market. The scientific investigations of

the Department yielded no "miracle" cures for agriculture;

thus there were no short term advantages to be gained by

supporting research. For the rural elite there were few

benefits to be gained by joining agricultural associations or

even working closely with the Department. The Department

gave no financial support to associations or to individuals.
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Only in one particular instance, when the Raja of Panagal

gave some of his land for a demonstration farm and agri

cultural middle school, did the Department become a source

of prestige. Panagal's efforts, however, were short1ived

when he could not fill the school with students and it

was abandoned. 39 It would seem that the members of the

Legislative Council, seeing no direct political advantage

in the agricultural department, became disinterested and

occasionally hostile to the entire subject.

The Royal Commission on Agriculture in India

The apparent ineffectiveness of the Provincial agri

cultural departments was of some concern to the Government

of India. One of the features of the Montagu-Che1msford

Reforms was that the Provincial Departments were separated

from the Center. As a result, there was no coordination

of activities, a matter the Government of India felt needed

investigation. Since the appointment of a Central Board of

Agriculture "would not command sufficient authority and

weight to effect the required improvements, or to be suf

ficiently detached," the Viceroy requested the appointment

of a Royal Commission. 40 The Commission would "examine and

report on the present condition of agriculture and rural

economy in British India and make recommendations for

improvement of agriculture and promote the welfare and pros

perity of the rural population.,,41 The Commissioners were

to do a general stock-taking of India's agricultural industry.
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The Commission was duly appointed in 1926 under the

chairmanship of Lord Lin1ithgow. Linlithgow's qualifications

for directing the Commission were his interest in agriculture

generally and his previous membership on a Commission to

study British agriculture. 42 He considered himself qual

ified as he thought he had "no future of my own in the East

to worry about, and I am more able, without fear or favour

to do His Majesty's bidding as it should be done, and to

say things which will be unpopular where it is in the public

interest that they should be uttered.,,43 Linlithgow was to

return to India as Viceroy, 1936-1943, during which time he

was to oversee the 1935 Reforms which transferred all power

in the Legislature to Indians.

The Commission investigated Indian agriculture for two

years. In 1928 they presented their massive Report with

twelve volumes of evidence. The Indian public was not

impressed. The New Empire claimed "we knew all this before

the Commission ever met." Forward rightly observed "nothing

is done to solve India's greatest economic problem.,,44

The Madras Mail, generally conservative, warned that the 1.4

million rupees spent on the Commission would be lost if no

action was taken on the recommendations. "The Report is

the British .Administration' s present to India ••• "the Mail

said, "and should not be taken as an imposition.,,45 But, it

was difficult to see what the Department could do with the

Report. The Director of Agriculture was surprised at "the

large number of recommendations carried out already in
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Madras. ,,46 Even the Government of India was not ovez--

whelmed, but expressed hope the Report would, at minimum,

"deflect attention from the boycott of the Simon Com

mission. ,,47 The Report was indeed a massive digest of

every thing that had been known before.

The Commission advocated no real change in policy.

Those who requested a ban on the export of fertilizers, the

Commission considered to have "failed to realize the economic

implications" and the request ';07as disallowed. Again the

failed District Agricultural Associations were advocated.

The Commission did recognize the dependency of agriculture

and marketing and transport facilities and thus recommended

the development of improved communications and regulated

markets, a suggestion lacking in previous studies. But, in

terms of the extension programs the Commission directives

were relatively innocuous or a rehashing of old programs.

Demonstrations, the Commission considered, should be carried

out on the cultivator's plots. This was a policy which the

Department in Madras had pursued for at least fifteen years.

But, the Commission continued, "the policy of guaranteeing

the cultivator against the loss arising out of demonstration

work ••• is one of doubtful expediency.,,48 The latter, insuring

the cultivator against loss arising out of demonstration

work, was a policy adopted by the Department the previous:

year as a means of gaining the confidence of the cultivator.

The recommendations of the Commission numbered six hundred

and eighty-seven guaranteeing that action to be taken upon
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them would entail years of work. The World Depression which

commenced in 1929 and the financial retrenchment it caused

insured that the recommendations would receive scant atten

tion.

Summary

The program of agricultural improvement in Madras did

not change when, in the 1920's, it became a "transferred"

subject; the responsibility of elected Indian officials.

Although we might expect the elected officials to assume a

more active and supportive role toward agriculture, the

basic industry of the Presidency, this did not happen for a

variety of, primarily political, reasons.

The financial condition of the Madras Presidency during

the period of dyarchy was strained. This in itself had

always been the reason agriculture did not receive adequate

funding. But, the elected Ministries of the 1920's had the

power to allocate revenues and to raise new revenues if

needed. For fear of jeopardizing their political positions

they did not create new sources of revenue or substantially

increase the old. Additionally, agriculture was neglected

because the Department and its activities did not lend them

selves to political usage. Unlike the Co-operative Depart

ment which was a fertile ground for political patronage,

the Department of Agriculture considered itself a technical

department and refused to participate in the political

system. Thus in the decade preceding the World Depression



Agriculture was as neglected as it had ever been.
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VII. CONCLUSION

The British Government in India, as its administration

officials viewed it, was supported by two foundations,

physical power and just administration. India also played

a larger role in the sphere of empire as, not only the "jewel

in the crown", but the cornerstone of the Eastern Empire.

These two foundations of colonial rule consumed virtually all

the administrative energy and revenue of the Government of

India and inhibited the assumption and fulfillment of wider

responsibilities of governance.

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century the

recurrence of famine forced the Government of India to

consider the assumption of much wider responsibilities.

High famine mortality and extreme economic dislocation

prompted a questioning of strict adherence to the principles

of laissez-faire. Government had difficulty coping with the

political and economic repercussions of famine which threat

ened the stability of her rule. The programs devised by

nineteenth century administrators to ameliorate the effects

of famine included agricultural improvement. Significantly,

Government programs were aimed more at increasing revenue

than improving agriculture or preventing famine.

By the turn of the century the traditional problems

of famine (dearth of food) had been replaced by the per

ception of the larger problem of rural poverty. Government

success in providing grain to famine areas served to
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demonstrate that famine was caused by the dire poverty of

a large section of the agricultural population who could not

buy food. The political repercussions of this realization,

while they caused Government to adopt a more interventionist

posture, did not overcome the basic constraints of colonial

rule.

Although the Government of India spoke in terms of

improvement, Government aid and guidance to development,

she was unable to provide more than the bare framework of

a program. To seek more remained contradictory to the

governing philosophy of liberalism. The Department of

Agriculture was one of many "development" departments.

Forests, commerce, industry, education, co-operatives and

health, to mention a few, all competed with agriculture

for a slice of a very small financial pie which remained

after military and administrative costs were met. Military

and civil administration costs (police, courts and general

administration) consumed an average of eighty percent of

the budget, leaving twenty percent to be divided among the

various departments concerned with economic development and

welfare of the population. That agriculture in Madras

never received as much as one percent of this must be

underscored.

Limited funding caused the Department of Agriculture

in Madras to be understaffed at all times. In the 1920's,

at the height of her staffing the Department had one member

for every 40,000 rural families. It was impossible for her



160

to successfully penetrate the mofussil. The Departmental

extension and demonstration activities were also constrained

by finance. Risks of demonstration had to be assumed by

the cultivator; thereby reducing his willingness to adopt

or demonstrate new crops or techniques. Thus the Department

was never able to address the desperate needs of the smaller

cultivators and thus would never seriously deal with the

problem of rural poverty.

The work of the Department was also hampered by the

insistence of Government that some principles of laissez

faire be followed. Government did not want the Departments

to enter the business of agricultural improvement. Con

sequently, many departmental services were offered at a

high price to the cultivator. This, Government reasoned,

would allow and encourage private enterprise to supply the

needs of the cultivator. Private enterprise did not respond

as the Government anticipated. Thus cultivators who sought

to adopt improvements or make use of scientific advice had

to pay a high price. This insured Departmental benefits

would reach only a small strata of the agricultural popula

tion. Also, the Government of India's unwillingness to

interfere in matters such as the regulation of markets or

the prohibition of fertilizer export further reduced the

economic impact of the department.

The inability or unwillingness of the cultivator to

adopt new techniques or seeds was rarely ascribed, by the

Departmental staff, to conservatism. Depar.tment staff
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reasoned, and found in their experience, that the cultivator

would adopt anything proveL to yield him a substantially

higher financial benefit. The state of knowledge regarding

scientific improvement of cropping meant that most improve

ment in seed strains concentrated on quality and disease

resistance rather than substantially higher yields. The

marketing system, in which the smaller cultivator received

paYment for quantity rather than quality, did not provide

adequate incentive for adoption. Given these constraints

under which the cultivators functioned, their limited

adoption of improved seeds was understandable.

Agricultural improvement was not ~ncouraged by the

transference of the subject under dyarchy. The concerns of

politicians during the 1920's were political rather than

economic. Justice Party Ministers who directed the trans

ferred subjects were concerned principally with shoring up

their political positions. This was best accomplished

through the corridors of patronage offered by the adminis

trative machinery. Allocation of funds to various depart

ments was determined by these political considerations rather

than by economic goals or policies. The Department of Agri

culture consistently resisted attempts to be used as a

mechanism 'through which Government could secure supportive

linkages with the rural elite. During the 1920's when estab

lishing and securing of political networks was of paramount

importance to the Justicite Ministers, the Department's

intransigence did not endear it to the politicians. The
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Department of Agriculture, being largely apolitical, was

ignored and kept to a bare minimum.

The failure of Government to effect agricultural

improvement or to substantially ameliorate the conditions

of rural poverty was the result of the structure of colonial

rule. Military force, civil and judicial administration

were the pillars of the colonial structure in India but

they were also the product of a larger concern. The control

of India through these mechanisms served to buttress the

position of Britain in the world. A quiescent India provided

the Empire with a large military force with which to protect

and maintain the larger empire. The surpassing importance

of this concern to Britain and the attention and financial

support required by it minimized any attempts to promote

the improvement of agriculture which was seen as but a

small element of the whole.
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