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Abstract 

The Mahalwari system was the last one among the three major land revenue settlements introduced by 

the British colonial set- up of East India Company in a series of experimentation. And believed to be an 

improvement over both the previous existing land revenue system on the basis of its hybrid and 

innovative nature. It was a settlement for the estates of proprietary bodies, first introduced in the region 

of North-Western Provinces* under the Regulation VII of 1822. Further, it was extended up to the 

region of the Central Provinces* and the British Punjab*. The other two major land settlements were 

permanent Zamindari in Bengal presidency and Ryotwari in Madras and Bombay Presidency 

respectively. The new system, where the land revenue tax was assessed and realized by the village 

Body of Co-sharers, made land a commodity for market, which might be bought, sold, purchased and 

mortgaged easily with a proper value. The agrarian consequences of all land revenue settlement so of 

Mahalwari system fell harshly on Indian peasantry and negatively impacted all the agrarian 

communities. The high rental demand of land revenue by the state made cultivation uneasy, 

uneconomical and unprofitable. The agrarian consequences of Mahalwari system of land revenue 

settlement are heavy and costly for India in terms of financial and material losses. It changed the whole 

existing agrarian structure of India and brought an “extensive and melancholy revolution in landed 

property” in India. The consequences of Mahalwari operation was very much determined by the 

procedure of land revenue assessment and realization. It developed a bourgeoisie sense of ownership in 

land. Here, in this paper, I would like to answer the question that how the Mahalwari System of land 

revenue settlement, initiated by the British Colonial set- up, created a new type of ownership and 

possession rights and brought the concept of proprietary rights and private property in land. 

 
Keywords: Mahalwari system, east India company, north- western provinces, regulation vii of 1822, 

central provinces, British Punjab, Zamindari, ryotwari. bourgeoisie 

 

Introduction 

The operation of the Mahalwari system of land revenue settlement changed the whole 

existing agrarian structure of India and brought an “extensive and melancholy revolution in 

landed property” in India [1]. On financial and economic front, it impacted the agricultural 

community especially peasants of colonial India very harshly and hazardously. Eric Stokes in 

his masterpiece ‘The Peasant and The Raj’ quotes “the force of subconscious ideologies and 

the practical need to stabilize the tax system within an impersonal bureaucratic form of rule 

prompted them at the outset of colonial rule to introduce a modern form of private property 

right in land.” The new land revenue and tenure system initiated by the British Colonial 

government created a new type of Ownership and possession rights in India. The new pattern 

and method of land revenue administration or management destroyed the old institution of 

village community and traditional set-up of agrarian society and established a new material 

based society in the villages. It created new social class and order in Indian rural gentry and 

society [2]. It affected all the section of agrarian population and community involved in 

cultivation either directly or indirectly. 

As all the land revenue settlement under the Colonial set- up of Company Bahadur have been 

introduced with the two basic objectives, viz., (i) to extract maximum revenue with a 

provision to revise the rates on periodic basis, and (ii) to meet the rising demand of raw 

 
1 Minute of 1st July 1819, Holt Mackenzie, Para-453, p. 97; in Revenue Selection, North Western Provinces, 1818-

1820, Calcutta, 1866 
2 B. Chandra, A. Tripathi, & Barun De, Freedom Struggle, National Book Trust, New Delhi, 1972, p.17 
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materials for the English industries definitely forced the 

Indian peasantry to grow commercial crops. The agrarian 

consequences of all land revenue settlement so of 

Mahalwari system fell harshly on peasantry and negatively 

impacted all the agrarian communities. The high demand of 

land revenue by the state made cultivation uneasy, 

uneconomical and unprofitable. The consequences of 

Mahalwari operation was very much determined by the 

procedure of land revenue assessment and realization. 

 The operation of new land revenue systems resulting into 

the breakdown of customary relationship and conventions 

within village society, transfer of land through sale, 

mortgage or leasing; eviction of peasants, and changes in 

contractual arrangements with labour [3]. The excessive state 

land revenue demand and exactions of the Zamindars drove 

the peasant into the clutches of the money lenders and 

traders. Absentee landlordism, parasitical intermediaries, the 

avaricious moneylender, and the proprietors’ all combined 

to forced the peasants into a position of tenants- at- will and 

push them deeper into the depth of poverty. The creation of 

proprietary or property rights in land brought an effective, 

extensive, and melancholy revolution in ‘landed property’ in 

India. In totality, it ‘disjoint the whole frame of the village 

social order, deprive the multitudes of property, and their 

property claims, which their families had held ancestrally 

for centuries, and reduced a high- spirited and committed 

class of men for their society from the pride of 

independence to the situation of labourers on their paternal 

fields/lands [4]. The new system of Land revenue settlement 

started a massive process of Pauperization which created a 

new social group of agricultural proletariat in India [5]. It 

developed a bourgeoisie sense of ownership in land. 

As the first half of the nineteenth century in Indian History 

was placed as a period of enormous change which 

transcended the political, social, and economic spheres of 

India. The English East India Company established its 

political and economic hegemony all over in India and she 

was integrated within the ambit of colonialism. The nature 

of British control and exploitation of India’s natural 

resources became a forum of interaction between the 

Imperialist and Nationalist scholars of history due to the 

occurrence of Industrial Revolution in the Eighteenth 

century England [6]. 

The Industrial Revolution of United Kingdom was regarded 

as one of the greatest events of the Eighteenth century and 

always a concern of big debate among the historians which 

transformed the whole economic scenario of England. The 

need of raw materials for Birmingham and Manchester 

industries expanded enormously at the turn of Eighteenth 

century. The manufacturing and trading community of Great 

Britain wanted a fresh market for the ‘flood of manufactured 

goods’ and a constant supplier of raw goods for their 

industries [7]. Therefore, they looked towards India, which 

was famous as place of Golden Sparrow in European world, 

because it was regarded as an important potential market for 

 
3 K. N Raj (ed.), Essays on the Commercialization of Indian Agriculture, 

Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 1985, Introduction, p. ix 
4 Minute of 1st July 1819, Holt Mackenzie, op. cit., para. 550, p.117 
5 Karl Marx, India, New York Daily Tribune, June !853, in Marx On 

Colonialism, Foreign Language Publishing House, Moscow, 1960, p.81 
6 S. C. Gupta, Agrarian Relation and Early British Rule in India: A Case 

Study of Ceded and Conquered Provinces, (Uttar Pradesh), 1801-1833, 

Asia Publishing House, New Delhi, 1963, p. 129 
7 R. P. Dutt, India Today, Manisha Granthalaya, Calcutta, 1949, p.123; also 

see Chandra, op. cit., p.7 

British manufactured goods and definitely proved to be a 

great supplier of raw materials. However, the governing 

objective of the East India Company was not the immediate 

creation of a market for the British manufactured goods but 

‘to secure a supply of the products of India and East Indies, 

which found a ready market in England and Europe’ [8]. 

Therefore, they introduced various land revenue settlements 

with a prime motive to achieve the target of more resources 

and cheap raw materials for their industries and turn India 

into an ‘agricultural farm of industrial England.’  

 

The concept of Proprietary Rights and private property 

in Land  

The first and foremost result of the implementation of 

Mahalwari System of land revenue settlement was reflected 

in the form of a class called the ‘Landed Proprietors’ which 

created property rights in land [9]. The creation of 

Proprietary or property rights in land made it a private and 

personal belonging of Zamindars and Taluqdars. This class 

of ‘Landed proprietors’ proved to be a ‘Collaborators or 

loyal capitalist class’ in the whole period of future 

administration of British India. They tried to establish the 

concept of ‘landed property’ in India on the English 

experience of property in land [10]. The implication of 

Mahalwari system had developed an effective mechanism 

of land ownership or proprietorship which was vested in the 

hands of cultivators and Taluqdars. 

With the introduction of Permanent Zamindari settlement in 

Bengal Presidency, the company administration already 

develops two important notions. First was the creation of 

proprietary or property rights in land, and the second was 

the fixing of land revenue in perpetuity [11]. East India 

Company administration believes that these two important 

notions should be the basis for the agricultural progress and 

prosperity of India. Therefore, they introduced the concept 

of Proprietary or property rights in land with the concern 

that the prime and main source of capital accumulation and 

formation lies in agriculture in the form of land revenue 

income of the landlords and also because these landlords 

considered as the best tool to control the civil administration 
[12]. At the same time, the creation of proprietary or property 

rights in land was a necessary step for the development of 

agriculture and its improvement. They believed that ‘the 

magic touch of property’ was the best stimulus to economic 

growth for any country and so for India. They created 

property rights with the assumption that the mutual interests 

of the Zamindars and them under tenants would be 

regulated by the operation of the law of supply and demand 

in respect of labour and land can be traced to the laissez-

faire philosophy according to which the natural liberty and 

interest of individuals is the chief guarantee of social 

development [13]. It developed a bourgeoisie sense of 

ownership in land. 

 All the government records, the annals of British revenue 

administration and subsequent writing of scholars, Indian 

and foreign, are full of inclusive discussions on the question 

 
8 Ibid., p.122 
9 A. R. Desai, Social Background of Indian Nationalism, Popular Prakashan 

Pvt. Ltd, Bombay, 1948, p. 38 
10 S. C. Gupta, Agrarian Relation, op.cit., p.74 
11 S. C. Gupta, Agrarian Relation, op.cit., pp.74-75 
12 Walter K Firminger, Historical introduction of the Fifth Report, dated 

28th July 1812, Select Committee, House of Commons, Antiquarian Book 

Sellers and Publishers, Calcutta, 1917, Vol- I, pp. CCCIV- CCCVI 
13 Gupta, Agrarian Relation, op. cit., p.75 
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“who was the proprietor of land in India, the state, the 

intermediary, or the cultivators? However, these discussions 

were not clearly answered this question properly because the 

definition of proprietary or property rights in land was not 

precisely defined. Therefore, in India, the question of the 

existence of property rights in land was directly linked with 

the meaning and criterion on which property in land was 

awarded. Its definition varies with the criteria and concern 

of defining. In the country, if anyone identifying proprietary 

or property rights in land with the right to an appropriate 

arbitrary portion of the agriculture produce merely on the 

basis of a title with or without the right to regulate 

occupancy and cultivation, then it would appear that 

property in land was vested either in the hands of state 

government directly or shared jointly with the 

intermediaries [14]. However, no laws had clearly been 

separated and defined the rights of the state and of the 

intermediaries independently. 

 Simply, a proprietor was a Zamindar who posses holding or 

ownership rights on land. The proprietors were none other 

than with whom the British Colonial government had made 

or engaged the settlement of land revenue. A proprietor was 

both a rent-receiver as well as a rent- payer. A proprietor 

was a ‘hereditary superintendents of the land’ [15]. He 

received rent from a cultivator on behalf of government and 

paid to them. He gave reward for their service as incentive 

based percentage. A proprietor or property holder had been 

given an authorized power to collect land revenue. 

 According to the Board of revenue, a proprietor was one 

who possesses complete freedom of organizing their internal 

affairs, and the British government had recognized their 

position as a revenue payee and protected their royts on the 

wish of Government [16]. Further, the Board of Revenue 

clarified that if anywhere Taluqdari tenure were not 

operated then proprietary claim was not put forward and 

only royts existed and enjoyed the rights of proprietorship. 

When British government going for any new settlement, 

they must consult a proprietor called as zamindar at local 

level. The Sudder Board of Revenue on deputation in 1832 

defined proprietor as a person who possessed both the right 

of regulating occupancy and of appropriating rent in 

common parlance are called as ‘proprietors’ in India. Lord 

William Bentinck, then the governor General of India, fully 

acknowledged the right of Taluqdars to be Proprietor where 

it could be proved, and to entail merely a collection of 

revenue if it was not proved [17]. Bentinck fully accepted the 

provision contained in the Regulation VII of 1822 to protect 

and acknowledged the variety of proprietary or ‘property 

rights’ [18]. Under the British Regulations, the proprietors 

were those who presumed to be vested with the heritable 

and transferable rights on their private land or soils. The 

British regulations assigned the following important duties 

to a proprietor: 

1. Nature of the rights of the state. 

 
14Sulekh C. Gupta, Agrarian Structure in Uttar Pradesh in the Late 18th and 

Early 19th Century, p.31, in T. Chaudhari (ed.), Contributions to Indian 

Economic History, Vol. I, Firma Publication, Calcutta, 1960 
15 Radha R. Mukherjee, The Rise and Fall of the East India Company, 

Popular Prakashan, Bombay, 1955, p.328 
16 Minute of Governor -General, Lord William Bentinck, Dated 26th 

September 1832, Para. 29,32, in Revenue Selections, (1832-1833), 

Allahabad, 1872, pp. 359-61 
17 Minute of Governor General, Lord W. Bentinck, Dated 20th January 

1832, Para.10, in Revenue Selections (1832-1833), Allahabad, 1872, p.354 
18 Ibid., Para. 31 

2. Nature of the rights of revenue engagers. 

3. Nature of the rights of under-tenures below the revenue 

engagers. 

 

The question of proprietary claims has been further 

strengthened under the Regulation ix of 1833 by which it 

got final arrangement. If we restrict ourselves merely to the 

view that proprietary or property rights in land was vested in 

one who takes away the surplus of agricultural produce, 

merely a titular head. It means that state along with its horde 

of intermediaries was exercising this right [19]. The rights of 

Intermediaries arose only from the brain of privileges, abuse 

of state of power, force or fraud. They were not enjoying 

any legal power but backed up by state authority. 

In contrast, if we identify the proprietary or property rights 

in land with the perpetual occupancy and cultivating rights 

of fixed or variable rates of payments to the state or its 

assignees and officers, then the right to property in land was 

directly vested in the hands of peasants [20]. Overall, the new 

agrarian policy inducted through the introduction of new 

land revenue settlement by the Company government in 

British India had secured the property rights in land. They 

made property rights in land of stable and permanent 

character. They provided value to the land to great extent 

through the creation of legal framework and ‘record- of-

rights’ [21]. Value of land increased through the defining 

terms of revenue demand and also by the drawing of 

agriculture within the orbit of market forces. Most of the 

British statesmen and Officers unanimously agree on the 

point that the ‘property in land’ as understood in England 

did not existed in India before the establishment of colonial 

rule.  

The Regulation XXV of 1803, declared that the proprietary 

rights in the land to be vested in the zamindars and other 

landholders, but the preamble of the regulation says, 

‘whereas it is essential to the security of the rights and 

interests of the zamindars and other landholders in the said 

provinces, that the right of property possessed by them in 

their respective estates …should be publicly acknowledged 

and declared. Further, the proceedings section no. LIII of the 

Regulation XXVII, 1803, declares the proprietary rights of 

all zamindars, taluqdars, and other descriptions of 

landholders possessing a right of property in the lands 

composing their zamindaries, talooqas, or other tenures, to 

be confirmed and established, under the authority of the 

British Government, in conformity to the laws and usages of 

the country, and to the Regulations which have been or shall 

be hereafter, enacted by the Governor-General in Council 
[22]. It was a presumption that a person who made 

responsible for the payment of revenue as zamindars were 

possessed of a right of private property in the soil. 

The Report of James Thomason on Chalkah and Azamgarh, 

dated 1846, declared that the property right in the land may 

rest either in a single individual, or in a community of 

people, almost everywhere in the North - Western Provinces 

either according to their ancestral shares or claims, or 

according to some arbitrary rules, having reference to the 

 
19 George Campbell, Memoir on the Land Tenures and Principles of 

Taxation, 1832, Calcutta, p-128 
20 Gupta, op. cit., Agrarian Structure, p.32 
21 T. Roy, The Economic History of India (1857 – 1947), Oxford University 

Press, London, Second Edition, 2006, p.146 
22 Regulation XXVII of 1803, Proceedings Section, Bengal Regulation, in 

Ibid., Vol -1, p. 647 
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quantity of land which each member cultivates [23]. Property 

rights in land have been conferred upon the headmen or 

chief of the village communities. Proprietary rights, simply, 

defines malikanah rights in land by which zamindars given 

a legal and authorized power to collect land revenue for 

certain allotted portion. In most cases, the descendants of 

the original founders of the villages under the native 

government collected and managed the land revenue of the 

village or mahal. In return, they receive payment either in 

cash or in kind in the form of land grants called nankar [24]. 

The company administration of colonial government began 

the property rights reforms in India fitfully over a period of 

fifty years’ time between 1793 and 1840. It was said that by 

the year of 1840 all the improvement regarding the land 

revenue administration have been completed. The 

introduction of new pattern of property distribution in land 

and land rights destroyed all the traditional set-up of land 

revenue collection rights which had been held and carried 

on privately and defined properly itself by the Taluqdars [25]. 

However, proprietary rights in land strengthened the owner-

ship and possession-ship on land. The proprietary rights, 

denotes occupancy rights given to the zamindars by the 

colonial administration of East India Company, was nothing 

but a claim or right to hold certain portion of land without 

the fear of ejectment and he had the responsibility to collect 

land revenue and paid to the government. The determination 

of rival claims for property rights was regulated by the 

instructions issued in the regulation of November 1853 for 

the settlement of Sagar and Narbada territories. Old 

cultivators, who failed to establish their rights to engage for 

the villages, were treated as peasant proprietors. They were 

treated as proprietors of their own holdings. In some cases, 

the cultivators declined to be recorded as proprietors, either 

too pleased the zamindars, or under the impression that they 

could make better terms for themselves as tenants-at-will 
[26]. The property rights also called malikanah rights which 

came into existence with the introduction of the permanent 

settlement in Bengal presidency by 1793 got some peculiar 

shift in its features, characteristics, and nature by 1830s and 

1840s. The new form of property rights was easily 

transferable and exchangeable. 

 As permanent settlement created zamindari proprietorship 

in Bengal which was the most superior form of proprietary 

or property rights in land and the Royatwari system created 

a form of peasant proprietorship who worked as a serf as 

well as mediator of the state or both. The creation of two 

distinct forms of private property in land by these 

settlements British did the ‘great desideratum of Asiatic 

Society [27]. However, Mahalwari system also created a form 

of proprietorship which was called as Biswadars or inferior 

proprietorship. But in reality, the features and form of 

proprietorship in Mahalwari region was almost similar to 

the nature of zamindari region because Mahalwari system 

was considered as a modified version of permanent 

 
23 James Thomason, Settlement Report on Chaklah and Azimgarh, 1846 
24 Settlement Report, Lalitpur, Auckland Colvin, 1872-73, National 

Archives of India, New Delhi 
25 Dharma Kumar, The Cambridge Economic History of India, Vol. II, 

Cambridge University Press, 1982, pp.40-41 
26 Walter C. Neale, Economic Change in Rural India: Land Tenures and 

Reforms in Uttar Pradesh, 1800-1955, Yale University Press, New Haven, 

1962, pp. 35-36 
27 K. Marx, The Future Results of the British rule in India, New York daily 

Tribune, in Marx Engels (ed.) The First Indian War of Independence 1857- 

1859, Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1959, p. 27 

zamindari system. The property rights in land given to the 

village zamindars were a matter of privilege, pride and 

power with certain common burdens and obligations. 

 The question of proprietary or property rights has direct 

connection with the rights of landholdings. The colonial 

administration of company government created property 

rights in land to solve the question that should be 

responsible for the payment of the government share of land 

revenue, and consequently the term ‘proprietor’ came into 

the existence which means benefit by the remainder [28]. In 

British India, the property rights in the land or soils had 

virtually been shared between two agricultural communities; 

one possessed holding rights and the other cultivating. In 

most cases, only one person called ‘landlord or zamindars’ 

who was the actual proprietor of land, but his rights were 

limited; the rest of the rights was in the hands of tenants or 

‘cultivating peasants’ given the title of ‘tenure-holders’ and 

his rights accentuated with the terms like ‘sub-proprietor’ or 

‘proprietor of his holding’ [29]. Therefore, proprietary or ‘the 

property right’ seems to be a natural expression for the 

interest held by the landlord, when that interest was not the 

entire ‘bundle of rights’ (which in the aggregate makeup an 

absolute or complete estate) but only some of them, the 

remainder being enjoyed by other persons. The question of 

proprietary and cultivating rights played a dominant role in 

the making of any new settlement. The famous Firminger’s 

Fifth Report of British parliament recorded the following 

words for the proprietary rights: 

“…….the leading members of the supreme government 

appear to have been, at an early period of the transactions 

now commencing, impressed with a strong persuasion of the 

proprietary right in land or the soil possessed by the 

zamindars, or if the right could not be made out, 

consistently with the institutions of the former government, 

that reason and humanity irresistibly urged the introduction 

of it,…….In the progress and conclusion of this important 

transaction, the government appeared willing to recognize 

the proprietary right of the zamindars in the hand; not so 

much, from any proof of the existence of such right, 

discernible in his relative situation under the Mughal 

government, as far as it might be done consistently with the 

permanency of the revenue and with the rights of the 

cultivators on the soil” [30]. 

Proprietary engagements were concluded with the 

landholders mainly on the basis of long possession, deeds of 

sale, mortgage, gifts, or trust or of other forms of 

assignment [31]. Traditionally, all the proprietary rights in 

land remained with the actual holders, i.e., landholders. It 

was Landholders who claimed proprietary rights over the 

entire land on which they had possession in the sense that 

they had been engaging themselves in the collection and 

payment of land revenue under the previous government till 

the time of cession. Most of the times, these landholders 

claimed their proprietary rights on the basis of the various 

deeds and grants. The new form of proprietary rights or 

tittles as conferred by the British Land Legislations was 

made transferable which superseded all the pre- existing 

 
28 B. H Baden Powell, Land System of British India, Oxford at Clarendon 

Press, Vol. I, London, 1892, p. 216 
29 Powell, Land System, op. cit., pp. 217-218 
30 Walter K Firminger, Fifth Report, dated, Select Committee, House of 

Commons, British Parliamentary Papers, On the Affairs of East India 

Company, London, 28th July 1812, p. 13, Cf., R. Mukherjee, op. cit., p. 329 
31 Orders of Government, dated 2nd September 1808, in Revenue Selection, 

1818-1820, pp.179-180 
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customary rights of private property in land or its produce so 

far vested in the village communities and its members which 

constituted a great bar to the investment in land [32]. 

The Colonial administration of East India Company created 

proprietary rights in land because they wanted to introduce 

the concept of private property in land which helps them in 

the maximization process of land revenue and so optimum 

exploitation of Indian peasantry. When Whig government 

came to power in England they develop a notion that no 

country could be on the path of prosperity until and unless 

there were a creation of private property in land. British 

introduced the concept of private property in land certainly 

with the believe that the innovative and influential one 

might brought prosperity in the agrarian community of 

India. They introduced the concept of private property right 

in land because pre-colonial government did not have an 

effective system of private property in land. They 

introduced the concept of property rights in land with the 

ideology in mind that a country or locality could attain 

agriculture prosperity only with the creation of private 

ownership in land. It is a necessary step and condition for 

any country’s economic growth and development. This 

concept of private property rights on Indian soil was first 

introduced by Lord Cornwallis with the introduction of 

Zamindari settlement under the influence of physiocratic 

ideas and Adam Smith’s theory of wealth of Nation. 

 The creation of property rights in land was the prime 

concern and motive of all types of British land revenue 

settlement through the permanent limitation of the state 

demand and the relinquishment of a private rent to the 

proprietor [33]. They directly linked it with the long term 

economic improvement of the country. In reality, however, 

British created Proprietary rights or claim in land with a 

single motive to raise the economic gain through the set- 

goal to collect the optimum possible land revenue from the 

agricultural population without any barrier and so 

established the political supremacy of British Empire in 

India [34]. They created property rights in land with the 

beliefs that ‘the magic touch of property’ and ‘a permanent 

assessment upon the state of the present ability of the 

country, must contain its nature a productive principle; that 

the possession of poverty, and the sure enjoyment of the 

benefits derivable from it will awaken and stimulate 

industry, promote agriculture, extend improvement, 

establish credit, and argument the general wealth and 

prosperity…… There will be gradual accumulation, whilst 

the demands of government continue the same, and in every 

step of this progressive work, property becomes of more 

value; the owner of more importance; and the system 

acquires additional strength [35]. The decision to confer a 

right of private property in the soil/land to the Zamindars 

was a deliberate policy of the British colonial 

administration. They introduced it despite the fact of fear 

that the doctrine of private ownership of individual landed 

property could be dangerous for the British Empire in future 

on practical front [36].  

However, this class of proprietors proved to be the protector 

and collaborator for the future rule of British Colonial 

 
32 Gupta; op. cit., Agrarian Relation, p. 117 
33 Eric Stokes; The English Utilitarians and India, Oxford University Press, 

London, 1959, p. 86 
34 Neale, op. cit., p.36 
35 Firminger’s Fifth Report, op. cit., p. 172 
36 Gupta, op. cit., Agrarian Relation, p. 74 

administration and appeared as the staunch supporters 

during the time of revolt and résistance. For example, during 

the course of 1857 revolt more than fifty percent zamindars 

and taluqdars remained loyal with the British government of 

East India Company administration. Through proprietary 

rights in land, the zamindars and taluqdars had given a 

bundle of rights which enabled them to play greater role in 

the economic and political sphere of the country and so ease 

the administration of India for the British Empire. That 

bundle of rights, powers, and privileges vested with the 

Proprietors were the following: 

1. The right to appropriate (by the virtue of a mere title of 

ownership or proprietary rights), not only the only state 

share of produce from all the cultivated land in the 

‘estate’ of which the revenue had been engaged for, but 

also all the natural produce of un-assessed land such as 

the fisheries, forests, pastures and gardens, etc. 

including the trees planted by others. The right to 

property of inhabited or abadi land was also deemed to 

have been vested in them. 

2. The right to transfer by inheritance or by voluntary sale 

gift or mortgage the right to property in the soil. Such 

transfer was, of course, always subject to the 

indefeasible right of the government to the public 

revenue assessed on the land. Rights of inheritance 

were to be regulated to the Hindu or Muslim laws, 

according to the religion of the proprietor.37 

3. The right to let out land on lease to dependent 

taluqdars, under- renters, tenants and ryots. Such leases 

were not to exceed the period of the proprietor’s own 

tenure. Every engagement with them was to be specific 

as to the amount to be paid and the conditions of 

payment. These terms were to be incorporated in 

writing in the pattas (or lease deeds) to be compulsorily 

issued by the revenue engagers. Moreover, the new 

proprietors were given right to cancel the terms and 

conditions of all the engagements with dependent 

taluqdars holding for less than ten years and to grant 

new leases to them. 

4. The right to collect the state share of produce from all 

known non- engaging classes even by means of ‘distrait 

of crops’, the products of the earth of every description, 

the grain, the cattle and all other personal property, 

whether found in the house or on the premises of the 

defaulter or any other person, belonging to the under-

renters and ryots and the dependent zamindars and 

pattidars paying revenue through them, for arrears of 

rent or revenue and to cause the said property to be sold 

for the discharge of such arrears, without sending any 

notice to any court of justice or any public officer’.38 

The same powers were conferred on persons collecting 

the revenue of the state as subordinates of the chief 

revenue engagers holding land directly from the 

government. 

5. The right to make fresh engagements with all the under 

tenures for lands sold by public auction for arrears of 

revenue. 

6. The right to engage for collection of government 

revenue and enjoy exclusively all benefits arising there 

from the time of the settlement these consisted of that 

portion of state revenue which was to be left to them by 

 
37Regulation XXV of 1803, Clause- xxxvi, Bengal Regulation, in East India 

Papers, Vol. I, p.640 
38 Regulation XXVIII of 1803, Section- II, Clause First 
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the British government by way of perquisites of 

management. In subsequent years, they consisted all of 

the increase in rents that could be secured by increasing 

the rates on already cultivated land, or by cultivation of 

more valuable corps, or by extension of cultivation on 

wasteland and by such other means which tended to 

increase the produce or its value. In the context of state 

demand being fixed in perpetuity, these benefits 

potentially were considerable. 

 

Finally, the main ingredients of proprietary rights were the 

following [39]: 

1. The right to engage either personally or through a 

representative with the state for the payment of land 

revenue. 

2. A permanent heritable and transferable right in land 

subject to liability for the payment of the land revenue. 

3. The right to hold land and to use it for agricultural or 

non-agricultural purposes or to keep it empty. 

4. The right to let out the land and to realize rent and to 

give permission to the tenant to make certain 

improvements. 

5. The right to eject the tenant who fails to pay the rent or 

misuse the land for the purposes other than those for 

which it was let or transfer or sublets it contrary to the 

provisions of law. 

 

Under the Company administration, the state assumed the 

status of supreme proprietor and became the single owner of 

land as opposite to the pre- colonial set- up of rule where the 

ownership of land was vested directly in the hands of 

peasants. In the pre- colonial system of land revenue 

administration in India, the government share in the gross 

produce and paid by the Village Communities as a whole in 

the form of tribute or Nazrana, while, in the colonial rule of 

East India Company, an individual was appointed to assess 

the land revenue tax properly and fixed the state rental 

demand in cash either directly on the cultivator or on 

landlords [40]. With the exercise of individual based land 

assessment, the institution of Village Community or the 

brotherhood settled in the village directly lost its influential 

socio-economic role and significance. In all Mahalwari 

region too, where the institution of Village Communities 

existed and even recognized as proprietors of land, the 

responsibility was collective only in name but in practice, 

there was a system of individual assessment existed as co- 

proprietors were treated as individual proprietors who could 

sell or mortgage their land individually. Sir John Strachey, 

in his India: Its administration and Progress, asserts that 

‘our policy of (agrarian reform) has been to encourage the 

growth of private property in land…. though former 

governments hardly recognized the existence of such 

property’ [41].  

The British colonial administration created proprietary 

rights in land with the belief that an assurance to the 

landholders of undisturbed possession in the produce of 

 
39 P. D. Shrimali, Agrarian Structure, Movement and Peasant Organization 

in Uttar Pradesh, V.V. Giri National Academy, Manak Publication, New 

Delhi, 2004, p. 72 
40 Talmiz khaldoon (pseudonym of Satinder Singh), ‘The Great Rebellion’ 

in P C Joshi ed. ‘Rebellion 1857’, National Book Trust, 2007, New Delhi, 

pp. 10-11 
41 Sir J. Strachey; India: Its administration and Progress, 4th edition, 1911, 

p.137, cf. Talmiz Khaldoon, ‘The Great Rebellion’ in P C Joshi ed. 

‘Rebellion 1857’, p. 11 

their industry is the best foundation that can be laid for the 

prosperity of the country, and this assurance may best be 

given by making a settlement in all practicable instances 

with the zamindars, even in Mahalwari region. This new 

class of proprietors came into existence by the auction 

purchasing activities of new agriculturalists section of 

Indian society. They acquired the proprietary rights of land 

on the basis of pattas or leases and thika or sub-leases [42]. 

Most of the times, zamindars were given proprietary claims 

on the basis of their deeds and grants. The process of 

proprietary rights or claims distribution disturbed the 

fundamental rights of the zamindars. The exercise of 

proprietary powers always harmed peasantry section. The 

creation of proprietary rights in land turned the character of 

land revenue collection up to the level of extortion under the 

company rule of colonial government. Under the proprietary 

rights exercise, the zamindars became an agency of 

exploitation and hardship and peasants were never rewarded 

for the good yield. Zamindars gained proprietary rights over 

the lands on the criteria of long possession by which they 

engaged themselves in the process of land revenue 

collection and payment that they enjoyed in the former 

government till the time of final session. The increment in 

the productivity of agriculture had been taken by proprietors 

and peasants were forced to live with the barest minimum 

only. 

The recognition of proprietary rights in land was very much 

determined by the nature of landholdings or holdings of land 

and its distribution [43]. Its recognition was no longer to be 

based on the supposition that this or that person was a 

proprietor, but every claim which was to be examined and 

investigated properly. In the early years of British rule, it 

was zamindar of the villages that were recognized or 

acknowledged as proprietors when he bought estate or 

mahal at public or private sales under the legal framework 

of British Land Legislations [44]. The great effort had been 

made by Holt Mackenzie to investigate the nature of 

landholdings and recognize the proprietary rights inland. 

However, he could not attain success in that target but failed 

completely. 

So far as the nature and characteristics of proprietorship is 

concerned, early accounts of the 19th century reveal the 

existence of two broad types of village organization in the 

region of North- Western Provinces and Oudh [45]. In 

Patwaris registers, these villages were described as 

Bhaichara or Pattidari tenure in which most of the land was 

partitioned among the member of the proprietary body, each 

member bound to cultivate his own share and possesses 

joint ownership. Another was Zamindari tenure, in which a 

substantial part of the village lands was let go under 

privileged cultivators, where the interest of the proprietary 

body consisting to a large extent of rents. A systematic 

attempt to recognize the proprietary rights and the basic 

nature of landholding in North-Western Provinces 

(dominant part of Mahalwari region) previously called as 

the Western provinces had been done by two known 

Revenue Officers William Fane and Richard M. Tilghman 

 
42 Kumar, op.cit., p. 43 
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44 Minute of Governor general, William Bentinck, 26th January 1832, 
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[46]. According to them, only two types of ‘proprietary’ 

rights existed in the Mahalwari region; first was zamindari 

and second was pattidari. 

In the zamindari villages, there could be one or more 

proprietors, the land was not shared but held jointly and the 

right over the entire village had been extended. Here, the 

interest of proprietary was expressed in fractions of rupees. 

In the pattidari villages, each co-sharer held a particular and 

distinct portion of land, and here, the proprietary interest 

was measured and judged in fraction of a Bighas [47]. The 

profit of these proprietors should be estimated by the 

difference of rent- received and the land revenue paid by 

them to administration. The rent or land revenue coming 

from waste land either in zamindari villages or Pattidari 

villages, both cases belonged to the proprietors. James 

Thomson, in his settlement report of 1837, on chaklah and 

Azimgarh, declared that “the proprietary rights in land may 

rest either in a single individual or in a community of 

people. The Pattidari form of the proprietary rights was 

similar to the Bhaichara form of proprietorship. Here, 

Proprietary rights rested with community, where the profits 

of the estate divided amongst themselves either according to 

their ancestral shares, or according to some arbitrary rule 

having reference to the quantity of land which each member 

cultivates [48]. The peasants who did possess proprietary 

claims were called as ryots or asamee. 

R. M Tilghman described the Bhaichara form of 

proprietorship as “the lands comprised in the villages so 

denominated are for the most part divided off amongst the 

propriety body in thokes and puttees, whilst some portion of 

the lands more or less considerable of course in different 

villages usually remains the common property of all. The 

produce of the latter or the shammilat lands being first 

applied in liquidation of the Government revenue, the 

balance of Jamma which remains to be paid being limited to 

the amount requisite for making good the Government 

demand and for meeting the village charges” [49]. In 

pattidari villages, each proprietor was himself a cultivator 

who had acquired share of proprietary right by purchase, 

public or private, from a cultivating proprietor often a 

peasants or petty Taluqdars. In Patti Dari and Bhaichara 

villages, an accurate register of all co-parceners, not merely 

the heads of divisions, such as the puttees, thokes, Behrees, 

but also as far as possible of every person who occupies 

land, disposes off its produce, or receive rent as proprietors, 

or as agents for one or more proprietors holding land and 

disposing off its produce or receiving the rent of it in 

common possession, such registers to be carefully kept by 

the Tehsildars and Qanoongoes and a detailed statement of 

the interior arrangements adopted by the brotherhood of 

villages for the distribution of the profits derived from the 

sources common to the co- parcenary where any such exist, 

and for determining the share of the government jumma or 

collected rent and of the village expenses which each 

parceners is to contribute, or the other modes in which the 

engaging parcenary or intermediate pattidars and behree-

 
46 Hussain, op. cit., p.192 
47 Letter of R. M. Bird, Sudder Board of Revenue, to L. W. Bentinck, 

Governor- General, 25-5- 
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48 J. Thomason, Settlement Report, Chaklah and Azamgarh, 1837, Para. 45 
49 Latter of R. M. Tilghman, Senior Secretary, Sudder Board of Revenue on 

Deputation, to R.H. Boddham, commissioner of Agra, 26 April 1831; in 

Revenue Selection, 1832-33, Allahabad, 1873, Para. 96 

dars collect from the cultivators [50]. As accurate a record as 

possible of all local usages connected with landed tenures, 

as full as practicable a specification of all persons enjoying 

the possession and property of the soil/land, or vested with 

any heritable or transferable interest in the land or the rents 

of it; care being taken to distinguish the different modes of 

possession and property and the real nature and extent of the 

interests held, more especially where several persons may 

hold interests in the same subject matter of different kinds or 

decrees [51].  

The contrasting point of the two forms of proprietorship 

profits were reckoned in terms of rents, each individual 

being entitled to his hereditary or customary share; where as 

in Bhaichara villages, since the proprietors were cultivators, 

individual assets tended to be reckoned more in terms of the 

land cultivated by each proprietor. The words zamindari and 

zamindar were used commonly to denote ‘proprietorship’ 

and ‘proprietor’ respectively. The perquisites of zamindari 

rights which was enjoyed by big taluqdars or zamindars 

were far numerous and lucrative. These zamindars 

controlled the crucial matters of land holding distribution in 

the villages as extra burden despite of financial management 
[52]. However, in Azamgarh the term zamindar was generally 

applied in the district to anyone having a propriety right in 

land, whilst pattidar was restricted to those members of 

village community who were not under engagements 

directly with the central administration [53]. The term 

Bhaichara was not commonly known in Azamgarh. 

Bhaichara tenure displayed the interests of the proprietary 

brotherhood. It controlled the financial management of the 

villages at internal level. 

In Mahalwari areas, i.e., confined mainly with the region of 

North Western Provinces till 1857, the nature of proprietary 

rights or occupancy of land was of independent form. If a 

recognized proprietor or proprietary group declined the 

revenue engagement as excessive and the estate or mahal in 

consequence was put in the hands of revenue farmer, the 

former was still entitled to a propriety allowance or 

commission on the collections or malikanah rights and the 

rights to be offered the revenue engagement at the end of the 

settlement period [54]. Primarily, the revenue engagements 

power was vested with the village maliks which 

automatically transferred to the solvent holder with a legal 

process on the basis of default for the security reason, and 

the arrears of revenue demand was realized by the public 

sale of underlying proprietary rights or claims allotted on 

lease pattern to auction purchasers. 

The company administration claimed that the operation of 

Mahalwari system given promotion to the holding of the 

village community because most of the time the terms of the 

settlement were directly engaged with the co-sharers of the 

village proprietary bodies [55]. Even the definition of 

Mahalwari system itself indicates the importance of the 

village communities and the bulk of proprietary rights were 

vested with the institution of village communities which 

possess joint characteristics and taluqdars were treated with 

some bias by the time of new settlement notification in the 
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whole region of North- western provinces. However, there is 

also a contrast provision under the settlement that the 

settlement should either be engaged with the local village 

zamindars or taluqdars where they available or directly with 

the village community where the land was held in common 
[56]. In practical terms, in all Mahalwari regions the 

settlements were largely made with the zamindars and 

taluqdars because they were the real holders of estates. As 

in Mahalwari system the settlement was made with the 

village chiefs called lumbardars who were the native 

officials appointed by the company government, largely 

belonged to influential local families of taluqdars or 

zamindars. In the long run, these lumbardars became too 

powerful and did the same thing in Mahalwari region what 

the absentee landlordism did for the peasants in Bengal 

under the permanent zamindari settlement. They became the 

parasite for the peasantry yeomanry in this region. In 

Mahalwari region too, zamindars and taluqdars were the 

most important part of land revenue system and 

administration and most of the time settlement were of 

zamindari character. Therefore, in this region too, the 

zamindari forms of tenure were far in vague than the 

pattidari. For example, in Lalitpur district, out of 749 

villages 653 were under the operation of zamindari tenures 
[57]. 

In all Mahalwari regions despite the local agency of landed 

magnates, the company administration appointed settlement 

officers who were worked as contract tehsildars and 

remunerated with a percentage commission on what they 

paid into the government treasury. The immediate target of 

the early contract tehsildars and other auction purchasers 

was not to dispossess the primary zamindars from their 

immediate dominion over the soil but simply to secure their 

own hold over the superior revenue engagement right by 

acquiring full zamindari or proprietary titles [58]. These new 

proprietors as contract tehsildars simply leased back their 

purchase to the village maliks leaving their financial 

advantages and their political control over the village and 

subordinate cultivators unimpaired. 

The new type of proprietary rights in land to the zamindars 

not only gave them full rights over the cultivated lands as 

private and personal property including the right to collect 

rent from tenants and to evict them, but also secured 

exclusive power of private ownership in wastelands, 

pastures, forests, etc. which was formerly the joint property 

of the village community as a whole. The rights of 

proprietorship made transferable which superseded all the 

pre-existing customary rights of property in land or its 

produce so far vested in the institutions and village 

communities and village members which constituted a great 

bar to the investment of capital in land [59]. The new form of 

proprietary rights increased the substantial advantages 

which also looked definite and certain upon land and that 

obviously attracted the money lender and merchant class. In 

all Mahalwari regions where zamindari form of Mahalwari 

settlement operated these proprietors’ experiences very little 

loss because they had considerable surplus amount left with 

them even after the payment of government due demand. 

Now, the moneyed and wealthy business class started 

 
56 Ibid., p.47 
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investment in land with calculated risk of gains, which were 

to be secured or assured for them with the power of British 

laws and courts [60]. 

Basically, throughout the Mahalwari region there were three 

types of proprietary rights existed which were the following 
[61]: 

1. The actual proprietors or original settlers or Khudkasht 

Qadimi Rayiyats, who were the inhabited peasants 

reduced to the status of serfs in the long run. 

2. The inferior proprietors or Adna- malik or Biswadars, 

who were the owners in the second degree that were the 

intermediaries who takes proprietary claim on the basis 

of patta or lease system. 

3. The superior proprietors or Ala-Maliks, who largely 

belonged to big zamindars and taluqdars 

 

The other classification of proprietary rights categorized 

them into two groups; first, Primary, who were the actual 

proprietors, hold and manage own land, cultivated it, and 

paid a certain amount of land revenue to the government 

and, second, was Secondary groups of intermediaries, who 

acquired proprietary claim through the process of auction- 

purchase on the basis of lease or patta or contract [62]. 

Overall, the proprietary rights vary from place to place in all 

Mahalwari regions, and have gone changes over time. The 

principle types of proprietors were [63]: 

1. Proprietors in Azamgarh and the districts of the 

Banaras division whose land revenue is permanently 

fixed. 

2. Proprietors in the rest of the province whose land 

revenue is temporarily settled and liable to periodical 

revision. 

3. Proprietors who hold free of revenue from the state etc. 

 

As in general a proprietor has the right to hold and manage 

the land and to take the rents and profits accruing from it. 

However, in the case of proprietor where an intermediary as 

a negotiator between him and the tenant in the form of a 

Sub- proprietor or Under- proprietor, a permanent tenure 

holder or a permanent lessee etc. existed then the rights of 

use, occupation or management of the land and of the 

collection of rents and profits vested in the hand of an 

intermediary [64]. 

There was another form of proprietors called Superior 

proprietors who had no right to resume the land or re- enter 

it. Here, the relation of the proprietors with the land persists 

and consists of his right to engage with the government, and, 

at most occasion, these Superior Proprietors enjoyed and 

given the right to receive the land revenue plus a percentage 

of land revenue or lump sum as “quit rent” from the 

Biswadars or inferior Proprietors [65]. This form of Superior 

proprietors possesses only a historical importance and not 

has practical implication and significance. 

The transferability of proprietary claims or rights was a 

common characteristic and happened quit often in 

Mahalwari region. This transferability was never absolute, 

but conditional. Its transferability was very much influenced 

by historical evolution of economic society. The extent of 
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transferability of landed property was both de jure and de 

facto according to the British land legislations [66]. It was 

transferable on the basis of inherent background and the 

right to transfer property in land was made inviolable which 

appeared for the first time in India. In all over the 

Mahalwari region, the basis of proprietary claims or rights 

transferability was patta (or lease deeds) pattern [67]. It was 

of contractual based transferability which was very similar 

to the ijarahdari system of farming. The auction of land to 

recover the amount of land revenue arrears and the 

settlements with the sureties for payments of arrears of 

revenue accelerated the transferability of proprietary claims 

in land. 

The proprietary claims of a certain portion of land had been 

allotted to those Lumbardars who were ready to pay highest 

bidding amount. A Lumbardar was the representative of the 

joint body of co- sharers. They have the greater importance 

in the mechanism of land revenue collection and realization 

under the settlement. All the lumbardars who given 

proprietary claims and made chief of the village bodies 

under the new settlement turned to be big landholders who 

possess master power in the society of agrarian structure 

even up to the power of a feudal lord after the short period 

of his office assumption. They became all in all of their 

estates or mahals in a short duration of time after the 

assumption of their post and possess eventual power to 

collect land revenue with his own pattern and will. These 

lumbardars became the source of all exploitation of 

peasantry of this fertile region. They gathered huge wealth 

in the form of land revenue from the peasantry class through 

the corrupt and malpractices because their salaries income 

could be more or less fixed according to the percentage of 

incentives. These lumbardars with the company of corrupt 

settlement or revenue officers proved to be root of all evils 

and caused peasants deterioration and impoverishment. 

 The Regulation VII of 1822 had intentionally been passed 

to protect and acknowledge the joint proprietary rights in 

land. The preamble of regulation declared that the company 

administration must protect the rights of those people who 

owing, occupying, managing or cultivating the lands, 

gathering or disposing of its produce, collecting or 

appropriating the rent or revenue payable on account of 

land, or paying or receiving any tax, contribution, or 

perquisites, or holding a part of any village [68]. The 

company administration of British Colonial government 

through the implementation of Mahalwari system tried to 

give Proprietary rights directly to the village proprietary 

bodies of co- sharers because they wanted to prevent the 

accumulation of capital in the hands of zamindars. But, 

unfortunately, they did not succeed in that doing and 

zamindars remained as powerful as in the past and still 

occupied a dominant figure of then agrarian structure and 

society of India. 

The creation of proprietary rights in land brought far- 

reaching and many- folded consequences which transformed 

the whole basis of Indian village economy and socio-

economic relations of existing agrarian structure. It altered 

the mutual based subsistence economy carried out by the old 

existing institution of Village Community into a 
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materialistic based market economy [69]. It brought a major 

shift in the pattern of agriculture and cultivation. Now, the 

cultivation got drastic shifting from subsistence – oriented to 

market – oriented. The new materialistic based economic 

relations generated gap in the Indian agrarian society and 

bowed down the seed of class differentiation within the 

peasant yeomanry [70]. This group of proprietary rights 

consistently and continuously affected the agrarian structure 

and agricultural productivity at greater extent. This class of 

proprietary holders acquired very high esteem in the Indian 

society and became Indian bourgeoisie and played the same 

role what the bourgeoisie of Europe. They became the 

parasite for Indian peasantry as well as for the agriculture. 

These Lumbardars intercepted estate profits through fraud 

and force [71].  

The introduction of proprietary rights in land given birth to 

many new evils in Indian agrarian society which appeared to 

be a new and wonder thing for Indian peasantry as well as 

for the society. For example, Sir J. Strachey, in his work 

entitled India: Its Administration and Progress pointed out 

that ‘the right of private ownership of land resulted in 

indebtedness, because “when there was no such right, there 

was no adequate security that a landlord desirous of 

borrowing could offer, and there was, therefore less 

indebtedness” [72]. This view of Strachey was well supported 

by his contemporary scholar Sir Syed Ahmad Khan in his 

famous work Asbab -i- Baghawat -i- Hind. He also 

observes; “under former (pre- colonial) rulers, the system of 

buying and selling rights in land property, of mortgage, and 

of transfer by gift, undoubtedly prevailed. But there was 

little of it, and what little there was due to the consent and 

wishes of the parties concerned. To arbitrarily compel the 

sale of these rights in satisfaction of arrears of revenue, of 

debt, was a practice in those days’ unknown [73]. The 

contemporary agricultural class and community did not 

welcome the change happily with open arms. This 

introduction of proprietary rights in land caused all misery 

and impoverishment of Indian peasantry which brought the 

following changes in Indian agrarian structure: 

1. Land made a private and personal property of 

individuals which could be sold and purchased easily 

by the holders at will. Now all the rights, interest, and 

privileges vested in the hands of distinct individual 

holders of land with whom the settlement engaged for 

land revenue payment [74]. 

2. It shifted the mode and basis of production in 

agriculture. It brought a capitalistic form of production 

in Indian agriculture which hastened the progress and 

growth of agriculture and cultivation in the long run [75]. 

3. Land now treated as a commodity of market which 

having proper exchange and transfer value. 

4. It established a new social order which was determined 

by materialistic approach and perspective of 

economical basis. It started Compart-mentalism in 

Indian society. Marx described this compart-mentalism 
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as the ‘dissolution of Indian society’ into stereotyped 

and disconnected atoms [76]. It became the source of 

discontinuity between the social base and the political 

superstructure. It changed the whole basis of agrarian 

relations and structure. 

5. It destroyed the whole basis of village economy carried 

out by the institution of village community of joint 

proprietary bodies [77]. Therefore, it transformed the 

cooperative based society into the competitive based 

society. 

6. It commercialized the agriculture of India which forced 

the Indian peasantry to grow commercial crops having 

greater market value instead of subsistence and 

traditional crops to feed themselves. 

7. Confiscation and sale of lands due to non payment, 

default, and big amount of land revenue arrears 

happened very often throughout the region of 

Mahalwari system [78]. 

8. Moneylender class of absentee landlordism and urban 

merchants like Seths, sahukars, and mahajans, got 

promoted. 

9. It increased the agricultural and rural indebtedness of 

the cultivator class. 

10. Starvation and poverty became widespread and known 

phenomena due to commercialization of agriculture and 

famines. 

11. Rack-renting and usury of peasants in case of non- 

payment and default became a common practice in the 

whole mechanism of revenue collecting agents. It 

spread a wave of insecurity and fear among all the 

agricultural class of the region of the North Western 

Provinces. 

12. Patta or lease system based on open auction of 

landholding distribution was promoted at a greater 

extent [79]. In most cases, the contract was given to the 

highest bidder. 

13. Peasants were now a community targeted by both the 

government as well as the intermediary group of land 

revenue collecting agents. 

14. The operation of new land revenue system i.e., 

Mahalwari settlement brought a new form of 

landlordism called Capitalist landlordism which 

developed a bourgeoisie sense of land ownership in 

India. 

15. In the long run, the operation of the new land revenue 

system negatively impacted the Indian peasantry and 

agriculture system and also raised the magnitude of 

‘tribute’ from India to England. 

 

Among the entire above outcome due to the creation of 

proprietary rights in land, the changes made in the mode and 

pattern of production was of primary importance. The 

company administration of land revenue management 

created pre-requisite for the capitalist development of 

agriculture when they introduced individual ownership in 

land, namely peasant ownership and big landlord ownership 
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77 Desai, op. cit., p.38 
78 T R. Metcalf, Land, Landlords, and the British Raj: Northern India in the 

Nineteenth Century, Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 1979 pp.118-120 
79 Minute of Colbrooke, 1819, op. cit., Paras.5-9, pp. 252-253 

[80]. And by this creation British ended the feudal economy 

and established the platform of capitalist economy. The 

operation of Mahalwari system brought a ‘capitalistic mode 

of production’ in agriculture where cultivation basis was to 

made profit by growing crops which have commercial and 

market value.  

Marx in Das Capital, volume-1, explicitly described the two 

distinctive and important characteristic of capitalistic mode 

of production. He said that ‘Capitalistic Production’ is 

distinguished from the outset by two characteristic features--

-- First, it produces its products as commodities; and 

Second, making of surplus values as the direct aim and 

determining motive of production here [81]. Both the two 

criteria of capitalistic mode of production have been found 

in the cultivation pattern throughout the Mahalwari operated 

region. Now, land became a commodity which could be sold 

and purchased easily in the market. Marx believed that 

‘property relation’ is simply the juridical expression of the 

term ‘production relation’ [82]. The new form of property 

relations altered the old pattern of cultivation and develop a 

new pattern of cultivation where concentration of 

production was determined by market concerns and benefits. 

It develops a juridical-economic relation between the 

government and agriculturists. Marx and Engels believed 

that the absence of private property in land was the 

significant symbol of prosperity in the pre- colonial East. It 

gave birth to the accumulation process of wealth in 

agriculture sector because operation of new land revenue 

system was based on bourgeoisie concept of alienable 

property and enforceable contracts. The new pattern of 

capitalistic production which comes through the concept of 

property rights in land develops a quasi-bourgeoisie sense of 

ownership and established a class of rich peasantry called 

proto-bourgeois or proto-landlord [83]. This development 

paced the speed of Industrial revolution in England. 

Holt Mackenzie in his minute of 1819 has given a 

perception that the institution of village community is the 

only economic organization which needs to be maintained 

for the welfare of the Indian people especially the peasants. 

Further, Robert M. Bird and James Thomson were the two 

revenue officers, who advocate the ideas of Holt Mackenzie. 

Bird declares the taluqdars as the ‘host of unproductiveness’ 
[84]. Basically these officials tried to implement the 

philosophy of utilitarian school. They tried to introduce a 

land revenue system in this region of North-Western 

Provinces where land should be engaged directly with the 

cultivating communities and the rent could be fixed on the 

principles of Ricardian theory of rent which was an 

important aspect of utilitarian principle [85]. The logical and 

proper application of the utilitarian philosophy of rent 

doctrine based on the Ricardian rent theory must minimize 

the individual ownership in land. It also eliminates the 

absolutism of the intermediary class people and limited the 

absolute power of individual rights in property and also 

favoured the settlement with the ryots. But, British did not 

applied utilitarian philosophy properly and lacking practical 

implementation in the operation of Mahalwari system of 

land revenue settlement and so they were unsuccessful to 
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prevent absolutism in the land holding or proprietory rights 

or claims. Ultimately, it spread out a wave of fear, 

uncertainty and sense of insecurity among the agricultural 

class and communities because of no other alternative. Karl 

Marx, the greatest contemporary thinker and economist of 

the world, believed that by breaking the institution of village 

community British annihilated the old economical basis of 

the village economy in India [86]. He compared the Indian 

village communities to the municipal organizations of 

England and termed it as village communes [87]. According 

to Marx, the historic pages of British rule in India hardly did 

anything for the development of their colonies, but 

destroyed and annihilated its most important basis of village 

economy carried out by the institution of village 

communities. 

 

Notes  

▪ North Western Provinces have been created in 1836 

when ceded and conquered provinces (1801 and 1803 

respectively) got merged with the Western Provinces. 

Oudh came under the administration of the North 

Western Provinces on the recommendation of T.C 

Robertson in 1843-44 and from that time it has been 

named as North Western Provinces and Oudh. This 

fertile tract called as heartland of Northern India which 

was full of gardens and beautiful scenery. Its name had 

been changed to United Provinces in 1901 -2. It 

includes the whole portion of present Uttar Pradesh 

with some portion of Madhya Pradesh, Haryana, and 

also includes the whole area of Uttarakhand and Delhi. 

▪ The whole areas of present Madhya Pradesh including 

Chhattisgarh with some portion of present Gujarat, 

Vidarbha and Nagpur division of Present Maharashtra. 

▪ Undivided Punjab of India and Pakistan. This province 

had been divided into two parts when Pakistan 

separated from India on 14th August, 1947. One portion 

of the province goes to dominion of Pakistan, and other 

remained with India. 
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