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The sweet and sanitised self-image of the Raj cannot stand up to historical re-interrogation. In it, political economic coercion definitely outweighed cultural confabulation, at least insofar as the case of the creation of the district-space of Jalpaiguri in the fastnesses of North-Bengal frontier is concerned. It was formed in 1869, four years after the Anglo-Bhutanese war of 1865. The colonial district— which was formed by joining five police stations or thanas of Rangpur, namely Bora, Pachagarh, Tetuliya, Patgram and Debiganj, with the newly annexed Western Dooars— was not a passive space, entirely at the mercy of colonial depredation. Customary practices and entrenched ways of life did often throw a spanner too many in the works of a smooth transition; they could confuse the administrators, break their ranks and prevent governmental unanimity, as this paper hopes to demonstrate. But on balance, the thudding force with which the colonial régime acted on this space overrode moments of administrative confusion and disharmony to script a story of disenfranchisement. There are three elements to this story— land revenue settlement; creation of tea plantations and state forests; and the consequent, forced institution of a new demographic structure. Due to the paucity of time, we will have the opportunity to look at only one these elements, namely land revenue settlement.
Three stages marked the unfolding of the colonial agrarian structure in the Dooars. Between 1865 and 1874, much of the policy was hasty and indecisive. During these years a settlement operation was hastily carried out with the aim of enhancing land revenue and of giving away large tracts of land to anyone who appeared to be able to bring them under the plough. The second stage, between the years 1875 and 1888, was marked by a debate of some sort where the nature of the land-revenue settlement and agrarian structure of the Dooars came to be decisively settled. In the third stage, between 1888 and 1895, when the Final Report on the Revenue Settlement in the Western Dooars was compiled, the final seal of approval was put on the structure that seemed to have been emerging since the occupation of the area. These are not hermetically sealed or historically tenable compartments; of course, there were overlaps and relapses. To wit, the most important factor connecting all the three stages was the creation of the new agrarian class of jotedars. This was done by invoking tradition and arguing that the jotedars were the pivot of the agrarian structure in the Dooars. I shall argue that this ploy to make the jotedars the pivot of the agrarian class structure was a rather fine example of importing ‘tradition’ from the chaklajat estates (revenue divisions/ estates originating from Mughal revenue divisions in Jalpaiguri) and implanting it on the Dooars, and was done more out of pragmatic considerations than out of respect for any real or imaginary tradition.

British documents, which pre-dated the conquest of the Dooars, did not even mention the existence of jotedars in the region except in some parts of south Mainaguri which bordered on the chaklajat estates. According to those sources it was in the permanently-settled chaklajat estates that the existence of a powerful class of jotedars was recorded. Immediately after the conquest of the Dooars, in course of the early official deliberations on the land revenue policy, the local commissioner, J.C. Houghton, drew up a list showing the holders of land in different parts of the Dooars. According to this list, the land in the Bengal or western areas of the Dooars was held in the following manner: Goomah, Rephoo and Bhalka were under small zamindars or tehsildars (petty revenue collectors) wholly under the Bhutias; Buxa was under a Bhutia officer (Dooar Deo); the northern part of the Dooars were under the Mech sardars; and the cultivated plain of Mainaguri was divided among three zamindars— the family of Hargovind Kathma, one Khurgodhur Karji, and the Raikat of Jalpaiguri.
 There was no mention of jotedars as a class having permanent, heritable and alienable rights on land in any part of the Dooars at this stage, and an arrangement on the lines of the Permanent Settlement seemed to be in order. J.C. Houghton, for one, was keen on treating the ancient possessors of land with ‘the greatest consideration’.
 In fact, even as late as 1871, when the idea of establishing the jotedars as the main intermediaries in the agrarian structure had taken root, the Board of Revenue was expecting something similar to the Permanent Settlement in the Dooars. Thus, when the Commissioner wrote to the Board apprising it of the need to adopt the jote as the unit of settlement, the Board interpreted this as meaning ‘to define first the boundaries of each jotedar’s holding, settle each jote with him, and then settle with the zamindar the aggregate of such holdings (with regard to which, therefore, the zamindar would be in the position of a Bengali zamindar to his patnidars)’.

However, the specific trend of ideas during the period regarding land revenue settlement in Bengal and the circumstances in the Dooars combined to disfavour a Permanent Settlement with the zamindars in the area right from the outset. By the middle of the nineteenth-century, many of the policymakers in Bengal did not have any doubt as to the unprofitability for the state of such a settlement with its fixed, and hence proportionately declining, revenue. Under this settlement, and especially under subsequent modifications (many of which were introduced after widespread unrest among the ‘better’ class of ryots, for example in Pabna)
, it had become difficult for the zamindars to press for an increase in rents, while the increased quantum of rents continued to be skimmed off by a class of intermediaries like the jotedars in the chaklajat estates. Within the Dooars itself, the British were faced with a strange situation following the annexation. There lay before them a vast expanse of cultivable land with too small a population. An insufficient number of people came forward to lay claims to these lands and to develop them. In other words, not many would take the responsibility of collecting the revenue on behalf of the state. Capital had to be invested before much of the area was capable of paying the desired revenue. Among the few who did come forward were Oopendranath Dooardar, who wanted a rent-free settlement for his services in the war against the Bhutias, a totally unacceptable proposition for the British; and people like the Raikat of Jalpaiguri, who could not be fully trusted because of their prior links with the Bhutias. The need was, therefore, felt for a class larger in number than a handful of zamindars, capable of exercising a closer watch over the extension of cultivation than the Bengal zamindars were known to have done, and willing, under law, to pay increased rents in each successive resettlement. Given the requirements, a class similar to that of the jotedars of the chaklajat estates fitted the bill, with minor adjustments. The attempts to create this class in the Dooars, ironically, also meant the abrogation of the powers and privileges of the traditional landowners of the Dooars with only a few exceptions, like the Raikats of Jalpaiguri.

The search for a group of people who could be made into jotedars began with the first settlement itself, but it could not be immediately completed. However, the flow of revenue could not wait till all the lands had been assessed, each jote had been demarcated and pattas had been given to the so-called jotedars. In this uncertain moment, therefore, large amounts of land were given away to anyone who promised to pay the revenue. The Buxa Dooar, for example, was settled with the Dooardar in 1868 ‘respecting’ his ancient claims and more recent support in the war effort. In the same year, the Bholka Dooar was given to one Mohindronath Koer, a scion of the Cooch Behar family, on similar grounds. Both of them were allowed a share of 17.5 per cent of the revenue collected. In most parts of the Dooars, however, arbitrary amounts of land were given away to speculators and fortune-seekers. Hedayet Ali, an employee of the Cooch Behar state, who rose to become a Major and then a Colonel for his support in the Anglo-Bhutanese war, was rewarded initially in 1866 with the grant of all the unoccupied land of twenty taluks under orders from the government. Eventually, however, he got a patta for a compact block of nine taluks which covered a net area of a staggering 44,704 acres.
 The absence, at this stage, of a sufficient number of claimants in the Dooars is nowhere more clearly shown than in the grants given to some British speculators. In 1868, one Col. Rowlatt was given a rent-free grant of 11,470 acres for five years. In the same year a similar grant of 1,600 acres was given to one Mr. Lloyd.
 The collection of revenue was entrusted to farmers known as the tehsildars, who were allowed a 10 per cent commission on the amount collected.

Meanwhile, the processes that led to the emergence of the class of jotedars were underway in the Dooars. Some of the causes which moulded the opinions of the local officers against the zamindari settlement in the Dooars have been enumerated above. But what were the factors which turned the issue decisively in favour of the jotedars from the beginning of the first survey and settlement operations? The most important was obviously the example of this class in the chaklajat estates and the agriculturally developed parts of the Dooars such as south Mainaguri. Another contributing factor was the unit of jote which was used to designate all agricultural clearings in north Bengal. In the newly reclaimed belt of cultivation in southern Dooars the British officers, in course of the survey, came across many of these units and, given the mid-nineteenth century colonial views on property, proceeded on the a priori assumption that all the jotes were owned by the jotedars. Thus, in 1868, when the Deputy Commissioner of Jalpaiguri, A. Money, reported that ‘the jote appeared to be the real and the only bona fide division of landed property in the Dooars,’ the Commissioner in his correspondence with the Board of Revenue insisted on the ‘necessity of adopting the jote as the unit of survey and for making the settlement with the jotedars’.
 As has already been argued, this was far from appropriate at the time of the first settlement in 1870-71. For the time being, however, it not only seemed to conform to the British view on property but also was the most practical way to solve the ‘Land Question’ in Dooars.

The myth that the jotes were ‘owned’ by the jotedars was perpetrated through an elaborate recreation of the agrarian history of the Dooars; a history which had its roots in the colonial interpretations of the origin of property and not in the historical development of the region. The Commissioner pointed out to the Board of Revenue that in the Dooars ‘the jotedar is the descendant of the original squatter and clearer, and the ryots or cultivators descendants of those who, collecting around him, obtained his permission to cultivate the land in which the right to cultivate had been ceded by the landlord … to the original squatter.’

Such a reconstruction of processes of agrarian evolution might have been logical for many parts of Bengal, but not, perhaps, for the then Dooars. The processes described by the Commissioner were not at work in the Dooars prior to the British conquest. In fact, in most parts of the area, shifting cultivation on temporary clearings was still the norm. That such generalisations were baseless in the Dooars is clear also from the official records of the first settlement. In 1872, almost at the same time as the Commissioner’s observation, only 222,526 acres of land were measured and 828,773 acres of land still remained to be measured (exclusive of reserve forests).
 Clearly, with 75 per cent of the land still unmeasured and, therefore, not contributing to the empirical knowledge claimed by the Commissioner, the realities of the Dooars were certainly not the basis of the generalisation. On this occasion the Commissioner seemed to be in line with the ideas of the Board of Revenue. The latter enthusiastically wrote back that ‘it is a matter of great importance that the occupancy rights of the jotedars should be distinctly recognised in the pottahs given to them. Throughout India the original clearer, the man whose labour first gave value to land, is always considered to have preferential rights, i.e., rights of occupancy.’

The local officers, of course, had already proceeded with the settlement on the lines now being suggested by the Board. The settlement was started with the assumption that the agrarian structure of the Dooars was a replica of the chaklajat estates, although, and once again, there was no real foundation for such an assumption. The Administrative Report of the land revenue department for the year 1870/71 confidently drew up the following picture of the agrarian structure of the Dooars: ‘under the zamindar is the jotedar, who has the right of occupancy in a fixed area, but not a right to hold at fixed rates in perpetuity. His tenure is transferable. Below the jotedar is the chukanidar. … Sometimes there is a dar-chukanidar, and lastly there is the praja or the actual cultivator who usually holds from year to year on payment of half the produce of his holding.’

Thus, what marked the settlement in the Dooars was the establishment of a standard set of rights in advance of actual enquiries into the agrarian structure. The model for the Dooars was evidently borrowed from the chaklajat estates which seem to be the one most readily available to the local officers. One important alteration which was made in this model was the pre-condition of rent enhancement in the pattas given to the jotedars so as not to deprive the state of a share of increased quantum of rents in future. This enthusiasm to fit the agrarian situation in the area to a preconceived model, as characterised by the search for a class of jotedars willing to enter into an agreement with the state on the pre-conditions laid down for the purpose, and able to show any form of written ‘proof’ of their ‘rights’, was energetically displayed by the local officers at an early date. In 1864, for example, T.A. Donough, the Assistant Commissioner of Mainaguri, went around ‘examining papers’ and ‘registering the holdings of several jotedars’.

These processes— far from being in line with the existing practices in the Dooars— led to the introduction of a totally new, and in some ways, alien system. An examination of the nature of traditional rights of the class of people who emerged as the new class of jotedars from the initial stages of the settlement will substantiate the argument. This class seems to have emerged from different kinds of pre-colonial interests in land which had their foundation in the kin-based agrarian structure of the Dooars. More than anything else it was the insistence of the colonial state on written records which hastened the emergence of this class. There were two processes at work, sometimes in conjunction with each other and at other times separately. In the first instance, many of the members of the class were promoted from inferior ranks in the agrarian hierarchy. Several examples of such cases were found in the pre-British zamindari of Oopendranath Dooardar. The sub-divisional officer of Buxa, W. O’Reilly, found out the antecedents of three persons who in 1877 were registered as jotedars. The first person, Nundo Doss, who held jote numbers 182 and 183, was a servant of the Dooardar, and the land was granted to him rent-free as a chakran tenure for his services. Jotedar Gourchand’s land had been granted to him by the father of the Dooardar as a jagir, another grant made in lieu of specified services. Finally, jotedar Roloo Nath held land from the Dooardar under the chala tenure granted to his brother for maintenance.

These holders of service tenures became jotedars under the new dispensation because they could produce, on demand, an old sanad which endorsed their tenures. Needless to say, the jotedari rights now being given to them were far superior in status to their earlier tenures. There rights were now heritable and transferable and they no longer remained accountable to any superior right-holder apart from the colonial state.

The second process was more widespread and significant. This was the subjugation of the rights of joint owners and the establishment of one or two individuals as the sole owner of what was earlier a joint property. The first evidence of the existence of a system of joint ownership of property comes from a letter written in 1875 by the Commissioner Sir William Herschel to the Board of Revenue. In this letter, the Commissioner mentioned the existence of what appeared to him to be a curious custom of bhagiari (shared) rights ‘by which a jotedar sometimes gives another an absolute share in the jote, sometimes for a sum of money, sometimes for cooperation, sometimes under pressure of family claims without abandoning his sole position as the jotedar’.
 To the Commissioner this proved to be the most difficult arrangement to understand. But its origins in an area where land reclamation was still in its infancy are not as puzzling as the Commissioner supposed. A simple process of pooling together the resources of individuals to supply the necessary capital and man-power for reclamation could in turn necessitate multiple claims to ownership of the same piece of land. In north Bengal, managers, and not sole proprietors, of such joint property were known as deunias. Under the new system the name of a single individual was registered in the tauji (rent roll). It is not too difficult to imagine that in most cases the deunias were able to register their own names as jotedars and were granted privileged status in preference to other joint owners. How was such a significant change in the pattern of ownership made possible without much trouble? In the words of Deputy Commissioner, Captain Money, ‘the people generally knew little or nothing of the nature of the record that was being made’.

What were the immediate implications of the new system in terms of increase in revenue from the Dooars? The new system proved to be not only beneficial to certain individuals elevated to the position of jotedars but also immensely profitable to the colonial state. The primary concern of the state, i.e. increasing the revenue and ensuring its regularity, seemed to have been amply taken care of by this arrangement. It was not surprising that those who had been recently promoted as jotedars from the ranks of subordinates in the agrarian structure or those who were now confirmed as the sole owners of what were earlier jointly owned clearings were asked and readily agreed to pay much higher rents to their beneficiary. In most cases the comparative figures of new and old rates of rent leave no doubt as to the rise in the cash rents demanded from the newly annexed territory in a very short period of time. The new rates and the old at the conclusion of the first settlement are demonstrated in the table compiled below.

Comparative rise in rents (revenue) after the first settlement in the Dooars, 1870

	Name of ryot
	Land held (acres)
	Amount of rent formerly paid
Rs A P
	Total Rent (Revenue to the govt.) paid after the first settlement
Rs A P

	Jugloo Doss
	93.1
	7. 0. 0
	109. 11. 4

	Jumo Doss
	117.1
	35. 0. 0
	162. 12. 4

	Jhaproo Doss
	48.10
	7. 0. 0
	55. 1. 0

	Gowal Mundul
	31.8
	12. 0. 0
	47. 2. 7

	Shooltan Doss
	24.1
	12. 0. 0
	35. 2. 3


It must be pointed out that the figures for the old jama collected by the local officers probably did not include other impositions in kind so that the figures in column 3 of the above table are much lower than the above rent (cash plus other impositions) collected by the Bhutanese authorities. Even so the rise in the amount of cash rent was quite significant. The total rent collected from the Dooars, too, rose from Rs39,526 to Rs72,622 in the first year of the settlement. As no new areas were assessed during this time the increase for individual holdings appears to have been quite substantial. Thus, at the outset, a substantially high cash demand was made together with the option of enhancement in the subsequent settlements. This arrangement was too advantageous for the colonial state to forego even at a time when its accuracy was in doubt. The success of the arrangement largely depended on the rights of the jotedars, which continued to be endorsed and confirmed. 

From the middle of the 1870s, local officers came to harbour serious doubts not only about the methods of assessment followed in the first settlement but also about the earlier notion that the jotedars were the traditional landowners in the Dooars. The Commissioner, Sir William Herschel, concluded that the maps during the settlement were ‘pure myths’ produced in the amins’ boats, and that there were problems with the recording of the jotedars’ names in the tauji.
 It was also accepted by the local officers that the privileges now granted to the jotedars emanated from the ‘generosity’ of the government and not from any respect for the traditional system in the Dooars.
 In spite of these doubts, the government did not curtail the rights of the jotedars, but in order not to reduce its own profits introduced new measures which effectively legalised rack-renting.

To check this possibility and to create what was described as a ‘healthy tenant right in the Dooars,’ the Board of Revenue had directed the local officers to ‘determine and record the rights of all classes of tenants.’
 But the policy was not implemented because, in the words of the Commissioner,

the Deputy Commissioner and the Settlement Officer were opposed to it on grounds that it would be very distasteful to the jotedars (which of course was to be expected) as, in fact changing their position and reducing the value of their jotes; and further quite unnecessary, because there is still so much uncultivated land in the eastern parganas that if any oppressive rent was demanded, the undertenants would resign the lands and go there, thus becoming the tenants of the government direct.

And as if this was not enough, the local officers also provided a legal foundation for rack-rents. They fixed the profit of the jotedars at 50 per cent of the government revenue. This meant that among the sub-tenants recognised by the settlement the chukanidars paid to the jotedar 50 per cent over the government’s demand, the dar-chukanidar paid 80 per cent and the dar-dar-chukanidar paid 100 per cent over the original government demand.
 In return for this guaranteed rent, each grade of tenants had to undertake not to increase the rents of those below them for the duration of the settlement. ‘Sub-infeudation’ was not yet a major problem and proliferation of undertenants had not advanced far in the Dooars. According to a survey in 1879, out of 1,819 jotes in the seven parganas in the Dooars only 13 had a dar-dar-chukanidar, i.e. a sub-tenant in the third degree, and only 156 had a dar-chukanidar, i.e. a tenant in the second degree. The chukanidars, who held immediately below the jotedars, were found to exist only in 686 jotes. The remaining 1,064 jotes were still directly under the jotedars, cultivating with the help of adhiars who did not have any legally recognised claims on the land.

An essential pre-condition for the creation and success of such profitable tenures lay in denying any rights to the lowest in the agrarian hierarchy. It is here that the adhiars played an important role. Share-cropping existed in some parts of the Dooars even in the pre-British days and as early as in 1864 the local officers were aware that the actual task of reclamation and cultivation was carried out by them.
 But even when the local officers declared themselves committed to grant rights to those they defined as the actual cultivators, the adhiars were never included within the definition. In 1874, it was decided that in the next settlement the rents of the ‘actual cultivators of the soil’ would be recorded so as to protect them from ‘any enhancement of rent during the period of the settlement’. But the definition of actual cultivators categorically excluded the adhiars.
 Why was this section of the peasantry not granted any security of tenure? And, why were their rents not legally fixed as was done in the case of other classes? It was, argued the local officers, because in the Dooars traditionally they did not have any rights over land. Thus, the Commissioner Sir William Herschel wrote: ‘The Board are doubtless aware of the position of the adhiar in these parts; he never dreams of claiming any permanent interests in the soil, but looks on himself as the servant of the owner of the land, working where the land is told off to him from crop to crop.’
 In the Dooars such generalisations about the status of the adhiars were as inaccurate as had been generalisations about the status of the jotedars which formed the sheet-anchor of the settlement. To the disadvantage of the adhiars, however, they would be precluded from any question of rights over the land in the future and remain exposed to the workings of the market economy with which the Dooars was now being integrated.

Meanwhile, the profitability of the jotedari system led to the development of a land market in the Dooars and to large-scale colonisation. Between 1878 and 1894, the number of jotes rose from 6,953 to 10,922.
 The amount of cultivable wasteland fell appreciably from 621,580 acres in 1872, to 384,895 acres in 1895.
 There was also large-scale speculation in land aided by the migration of professionals from other parts of Bengal. As early as 1872 the Deputy Commissioner noted with alarm that some of the ‘hangers-on of the courts at Jalpaiguri were extensive owners of land in the Dooars,’
 and in 1878 the government was embarrassed to find that the son of an ex-Commissioner had held benami land in the Dooars since 1867.
 It is also probable that many of the long-established jotedars of the permanently-settled parts of the district bought up jotes in the Dooars. The first recorded famine there in the year 1874 provided the necessary migration to colonise these new jotes.
 Some of the long-term effects of the land-revenue policy also began to emerge during this period. The high rates of land revenue and repeated enhancements at successive resettlements (of which there were two by 1895) had forced many of the ‘old’ jotedars either to abandon their jotes or to sell them to more resourceful persons who were capable of extracting larger amounts from their subordinates. In 1884, the Deputy Commissioner reported 141 desertions and relinquishments from the jotes in the new government estates.
 Most of them were taken up by new incumbents from outside the Dooars. As one local officer noted with concern, ‘within the last few years pseudo-zamindars have sprung up in the Dooars. The claimants are mostly Muhammadans and outsiders, who have acquired whatever considerations they deserve from us, and none whatsoever from prior claims from Bhutan.’
 The preferential rights of sale and transfer given to those who were earlier imagined to have those rights now seemed to have been turned against them by the new jotedars. However the government’s concern for rapid clearing and smooth flow of revenue seemed to have been taken care of and it was not felt necessary to protect the so-called traditional jotedars any longer. Indeed, for the government the recent developments seemed to have fulfilled the purpose of the settlement quite satisfactorily. When the statements of private sale and transfers were brought to the notice of the Revenue Department, the Secretary, H.J.S. Cotton, instead of sharing the alarm of the local officers, observed, ‘the moral to be drawn from the statements [of transfer and private sale], is surely different from that which the Commissioner draws from them. It appears that these jotes, in spite of over assessment and erroneous classification … are really valuable transferable property which find ready sale.’
 
However, the effects of a high incidence of rent and the rapid development of a land market were nowhere more clearly seen than in the condition of the lowest stratum of the agrarian hierarchy, the adhiars. Let me snap off by quoting a contemporary British bureaucrat, ‘they are probably cheated, and being obliged to live from hand to mouth, have lost self-respect … it is not an exaggeration to say that the old and the young of this class are largely afflicted with the diseases of spleen and liver. They are supposed to get but rarely get ½ share of the produce.’
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