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Tanjore Precursor to Tenancy Reform in Madras 
(From a Madras Correspondent) 

IN view of the growing realisation 
of the imperativeness of land re

forms, for securing social justice and 
promoting the agricultural produc
t ion , the Ordinance promulgated 
by the Governor of Madras, to 
regulate landowner-tenant relations 
in Tanjore district is a significant 
pointer. T h e ordinance is designed 
to meet a specific but aggravating 
agrarian situation in a particular 
area of this State. But more or less 
similar conditions obtain in the 
other districts also, though probably 
not in the same acute form. It 
would , therefore, be appropriate to 
regard the measure as an experi
ment and its extension to other areas 
in course of t ime can be reasonably 
anticipated as the logical next step. 

The abolition of the zamindari 
system left a vacuum in the rural 
economy of Madras which can be 
filled only by thoroughly overhaul
ing the land revenue administration. 
There is practically no statutory 
basis for this administration which 
rests on various executive orders 
passed from time to time for 100 
years or more. 

Promise of such reforms con
tinually made but still under con
sideration by Congress authorities 
and State Governments, has in 
many places given rise to defiant 
sulkiness on the part of cult ivat ing 
tenants and agricultural labour, and 
a tendency on the part of the land
owners to oust troublesome tenants 
and substitute them by others. 

After the abolit ion of the zamin-
dari system, most of the so-called 
landowners are merely tenant pro
prietors, who legally and technically 
hold land from the State, and some 
of whom lease out holdings to cul
t ivat ing tenants if they themselves 
do not cultivate them. So far the 
terms and conditions of such leases 
had been determined mainly by 
local custom and through ind iv idua l 
arrangements among the landowners 
and the tenants or the fa rm 
labourer. Diversity in these condi
tions was, therefore, inevitable— 
depending on the bargaining capa
city of the parties and the t radi
t ional relation existing between 
them. 

In recent years, and part icularly 
since the growing demand for land 

reform, tenants had begun to dis
play an intransigent spirit regarding 
the discharge of their obligations to 
the landowners. This in its turn 
has led to the landowners resorting 
to indiscriminate termination of 
leases and contracts. The resulting 
friction has been having an adverse 
effect on food production generally. 
In Tanjore it manifested itself in a 
more patent form than elsewhere. 
This was particularly serious be-
caues Tanjore is one of the six 
important rice growing districts in 
the State. According to the official 
version, the ordinance has been 
passed mainly to eliminate this 
fr ict ion. In a rural economy where 
interdependence among the dif
ferent sections engaged in agricul
ture is the tradit ional rule, tension 
born of mutual distrust can easily 
retard production. 

The ordinance is an answer to 
this situation. Its declared purpose 
and central objective is to protect 
the tenants against eviction by en
suring a five-year currency for all 
lease contracts hereinafter entered 
into and by fixing the proport ion of 
produce payable as rent. Holdings 
extending up to 62/3 acres of wet land 
or 20 acres of dry land which are 
under the personal cult ivat ion of the 
landowner are excluded from its 
operation. In respect of all other 
cultivable land, whether wet or dry, 
the m i n i m u m period of tenant leases 
has been fixed at five years, com
puted from the commencement of 
the current cult ivat ion season or 
December 1. 1951. It provides 
also for reinstatement of tenants 
evicted f rom holdings dur ing the 
last cult ivation season. If this is 
not voluntar i ly and automatically 
accomplished, the restoration can be 
secured through application prefer
red by the affected parties to con
cil iation officers appointed under 
the ordinance. 

The shares of the landowner and 
tenant in the produce of land have 
been fixed in terms which are 
generous to the latter. Under a sys
tem of share-cropping, the tenants 
share w i l l be two-fifths of the gross 
produce w i t h the bulk of the straw 
added to i t , Where, on the other 
hand, the tenancy provides for the 
payment of rent, the tenant w i l l pay 
as rent 3/5th of the gross produce from 
the land for the three agricultural 

years immediately preceding the 
five-year term of tenancy or if the 
rent is payable in cash, the value 
of 3/5th or any lower proport ion cal
culated at the price of paddy pre
va i l ing in the year preceding the 
five-year period. 

Under the ordinance, the tenant 
w i l l be responsible for all labour and 
expenses of cul t ivat ion, provision 
of seed, manuring the field, harvest
ing, etc., while the landowner w i l l 
be liable to pay all dues to the Gov
ernment and local bodies in the 
form of taxes and cesses. If dur ing 
the five-year period the landowner 
desires to terminate the lease, he can 
do so only by giving the tenant 
twelve months' notice at the end 
of the agricultural year preceding, 
whereas the tenant can wi thdraw 
from the lease at the end of any 
agricultural year by giving six 
months' notice. 

Disputes regarding lease or com
plaints by displaced tenants about 
non-restoration or e v i c t i o n of 
tenants, as mentioned earlier, would 
be summarily disposed of by con
cil iat ion officers especially appointed 
for the purpose. Against the rulings 
of conciliation officers, appeal can 
be preferred to a revenue court 
whose decisions would be final. In 
respect of any issue arising out of 
the administration of the ordinance, 
the jurisdiction of the. civil courts 
has been expressly barred. The 
executive decrees would thus be un
assailable under the ordinary law. 
Whi le the ordinance is for the pre
sent applicable to Tanjore district 
only, its provisions can be extended 
to other neighbouring areas by 
notification. 

The justification of the measure 
is first, that it is intended to help 
food production by creating a 
favourable atmosphere for it in the 
rural areas, and second, that it is 
equitable and just to both parties. 
Simultaneously w i t h the determina
t ion of the terms and conditions of 
tenancy, the wages payable to farm 
labourers have also been determin
ed under "the ordinance, so that this 
segment of the agricultural popu
lat ion would have no cause for com
plaint . As against these, it has been 
urged that the ordinance is unduly 
restrictive of the landowners' choice 
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of tenants, that its promulgation in 
the midst of cult ivation season 
would upset arrangements already 
in progress for cult ivation, and that 
in the long run it would have un
desirable repercussions on food pro
duction, as the majority of the 
tenants do not have the requisite. 
financial resources to improve the 
land and preserve its fer t i l i ty. It 
is also urged that security, unless 
properly utilised by the tenantry, 
would lead to idleness and absence 
of exertion on their part, as tenants 
can he sure of their share in any 
case. 

" These hopes and fears are, how
ever, both premature at present. 
The successful operation of the mea
sure depends on both parties res
ponding enthusiastically to the de
mands of the situation and on har
monious relations instead of con
flict being established among the 
parties. It is hoped that there 
would be realisation on the land
owners' part of the inevitability of 
reforms on the lines incorporated 
in the ordinance and on the tenants 
part of the fact that its provisions 
have assured them of security of 
tenure for the present for five years 
and that they should make the 
maximum use of it . Both parties 
must realise that the ordinance is 
a prelude to land reforms which 
cannot he avoided without flying 
in the face of the time spirit. It 
contains the first instalment of such 
reforms which, though applicable 
only to a particular district at pre
sent, may be extended to other dis
tricts, if circumstances necessitate. 
It is a measure of the justness of 
the provisions necessary to meet the 
situation which had supervened in 
Tanjore that the ordinance has re
ceived the 'acquaintance of even the 
Communist party leaders in South 
I n d i a . 

In a larger and more remote 
sense, the provisions of the ordi
nance serve to fill i n , for the imme
diate present, the vacuum created 
in the rural economy by the abolit ion 
of zamindari , pending the formula
t ion of more comprehensive propo
sals for land reform to render that 
economy stable. The time is here 
and now for attacking the agricul
tural problems in a systematic and 
scientific manner and it is not too 
soon that the Planning Commission 
and the Congress H i g h Command 
have been devoting some thought 
to this subject. 

It may. therefore, be reasonably 
expected that the Tanjore ordi

nance would be followed by more 
comprehensive land reforms which 
w o u l d ensure reasonable perma-
naney of tenure to tenants, l imi t the 
extent of holdings under the perso
nal cult ivation of landowners and 
set a ceiling to land that can be 
owned by individual peasant pro
prietors. In these and other con
nected matters the L a n d Reforms 
Enquiry Committee in Madras had 
made last year a number of recom
mendations, which provide a basis 
for suitable legislation. Once the 
urgency and inevitableness of land 
reforms are granted, it would be in 
the interest of landowners, not only 
in Tanjore but throughout the 
State, to propose on their own i n i 
tiative appropriate measures for 
solving these problems. In any 
event the ordinance w i l l have to be 
enacted into law at the earliest 
opportunity, and if in the mean
time, both Government and the 
representatives of landowners and 
tenants give attention to this matter, 
it would help to blunt the edge of 
the propaganda that landowners 
are reactionaries who are prevent
ing the adoption of reforms render
ed essential by the larger interests 
of the country. 

The fear that the provisions of 
the Tanjore Tenants' Protection 
Ordinance regarding the settlement 
of disputes as between landowners 
and tenants and tenants and farm 
labourers are likely to produce a 
crop of l i t igation and aggravate, 
instead of smoothing, agrarian rela
tions is not entirely unfounded. The 
prospect of frivolous petitions for 
redress and precipitate decisions by 
conciliation officers is there; and 
the revenue courts to which appeals 
can be preferred may not function 
in an entirely judicia l spirit, part ly 
on account of the heavy number of 
appeals likely and part ly because of 
the summary procedure provided 
for. But the whole structure of the 
ordinance, as indeed of any reform 
measure, is an experiment in 
human relations, and it is expected 
that both landowners and tenants 
would act in a spirit of mutua l 
trust and understanding and would 
avoid l i t igat ion, which would not 
be in the interests of either. 

The 2/3th share of the crop 
which the tenant is entitled to 
under the ordinance is fair, in rela
tion to the existing practice gene
rally prevalent in Tanjore and else
where in the South, by which the 
tenant gets a half or less than half 
share of the gross produce, after 
meeting all expenses of cult ivat ion. 

An amending ordinance has liber
alised the provision by prescribing 
that the tenants' share should be 
calculated on the gross produce 
"after deducting the harvesting 
charges from the gross output ." 
Another amendment to the original 
ordinance imposes on the land
owner the obligation for repairs and 
silt clearance of the main channels 
of water supply, while the tenant 
is made responsible for the clear
ance of field channels. This would 
save the tenant considerable in i t i a l 
expenditure at the commencement 
of every cul t ivat ion season in get
t ing the channels cleared of silt. 

A t h i r d important amendment to 
the ordinance provides that " any 
cash crop of pulses or any other 
cash crop raised by the tenant at 
his own risk dur ing the on paddy 
season when no wet crop operations 
are in progress or are possible shall 
belong exclusively to the tenant." 
In most holdings, tenants raise a 
dry crop like gram or other pulses 
during the off season while others 
grow green manure crops, which 
can he ploughed back in to the field 
during the ploughing season. It is 
but fair that the tenant who takes 
the trouble and expense of growing 
any such crop should he enabled 
to derive the benefit from i t . 

The statutory fixation of the wage 
rates of the fa rm labourer, who is 
generally a permanent servant 
engaged by landowners or even by 
the bigger tenants, on payment of 
a fixed cash remuneration plus some 
customary payments in k ind at the 
time of various agricultural opera
tions, is of advantage to this class of 
agricultural workers. While the o ld 
perquisites would continue, the 
farm servants would have the bene
fit of fixed wages paid to them for 
all the days on which they or their 
family members work on the farm. 
The pannaiyals' wages and terms of 
work are covered by the security 
provisions in the ordinance in the 
same way as those of the tenants, 
though the five years' term appli
cable in the case of tenants does 
not operate in their case. The ord i 
nance, however, does not cover the 
ease of casual agricultural workers 
engaged on daily wages dur ing the 
periods of the various cult ivation 
processes. Thei r problem is, indeed, 
too complex to be treated in an ad 
hoc manner, because they constitute 
a fluid mass of humanity, unorganis
ed and constantly shifting, and at 
sent there is no standard by which 
the qual i ty or quanti ty of their 
work can be judged. 
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To prevent underestimation of 
produce by tenants and to avoid 
other complaints regarding the time 
of payment of rents, the amending 
ordinance provides that the division 
of the respective shares of land
owners and tenants of the produce 
should take place on the threshing 
floor at each harvest. Lastly, in 
hard cases where a tenant's evic
t ion for non-payment of rent or 
other obligations has been rendered 
necessary, the tenant wou ld get the 
benefit of his share of the crop he 
has reared dur ing the cult ivation 
season, dur ing which the eviction is 
to be effected. 

Further, where a displaced 
tenant's restoration to his holding 
by order of the conciliation officer 
is calculated to injure the interests 
of the tenant who has been carry
ing but the agricultural operations 
already, the restoration may be post
poned un t i l any crop he has been 
growing is harvested. 

Some of the amendments are 
advantageous to the landowners 
and others to the tenants, but on 
the whole, they eliminate the more 
glaringly unworkable provisions of 
the original ordinance and serve to 

render its working smoother. Never
theless, they do not provide an 
effective or convincing answer, to a 
basic complaint that a tenant's " go 
s l o w " policy in put t ing his newly 
won security of tenure to the maxi
m u m advantage may result in a 
decline in production or in the pro
ductivity of the holding. This may 
happen either because he has not 
sufficient capital for carrying out 
necessary improvements or for other 
reasons. It must be recognised that 
all cultivable land in Tanjore and 
elsewhere, is not of the same qua
l i ty and not all tenants arc equally 
well provided w i t h financial means 
to discharge their obligations. The 
landowner w i l l thus continue to be 
the main source of financial assist
ance or help in other ways and 
where co-operation and goodwill 
between the two parties does not 
obtain for one reason or the other, 
the principal objective of the ordi
nance would be defeated and fric
t ion would persist. I t would thus 
be the duty of the Government to 
arrange, for a substantial extension 
of the facilities for cheap co-opera
tive credit to the tenants in the area 
to enable them to discharge their 
responsibilities and obligations to 

the landowners and to the commu
nity. 

One long range sequel to the 
ordinance deserves mention. The 
five years' security of tenure for 
tenants would create conditions in 
which it would be difficult, if not 
altogether impossible, for any land
owner to remove any tenant at the 
end of that period. Thus it is 
likely that these tenancies would 
automatically acquire a sort of per-
manancy. The landowners would 
have to brace themselves to an ac
ceptance of the inevitability of this 
contingency. 

The question that is being debat
ed is whether the radical modifica
tions in the landowner-tenant rela
tions and the customary practices 
in the agrarian field introduced 
through the ordinance and likely to 
be enacted into law, would work 
satisfactorily and produce the results 
desired. The answer is that it must 
work ; it has to be made to work 
if the rural economy is not to col
lapse. Again it must be repeated 
that it is the human factor, and 
how the concerned parties react to 
the situation, that is of v i ta l impor
tance in its successful operation. 
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