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TO W A R D S the end of A p r i l , 1953, 
I went up to Kashmir. I look

ed forward to the visit w i th more 
than the normal eagerness of one 
who had never before seen the cele
brated valley. How many times 
over the course of the previous 
winter I had been told that if I 
wanted to find real land reforms in 
India I should go to Kashmir. As 
described in Delhi , Bombay, and 
Madras, the measures taken by the 
Kashmir Government sounded most 
impressive. Jagirs and similar spe
cial grants had been abolished. Debt 
conciliation boards had been set up 
and were operating so vigorously, I 
was informed, that they amounted 
to debt cancellation boards. Rents 
had been lowered. Security of 
tenure had been provided for the 
tillers. A ceiling- on all landhold-
ings had been set at 22¾ acres. A l l 
arable land above that figure hadi 
been taken away from the owners 
and redistributed. 

I was lucky enough to meet a 
young Kashmiri schoolmaster who 
knew something of village life and 
was wil l ing to accompany me on my 
explorations. We began by simply 
walking down the back lanes lead
ing out of Srinagar. Before long 
we had cleared the last of the sub
urban villas, and were walking across 
open fields. The first village we 
readied was a hamlet of a few dozen 
houses. Here, wi th the Help of some 
children, we were able to collect a 
group of cultivators who had just 
returned from the fields for their 
late-morning meal. Only when ten 
of these fellows had gathered together 
d id they begin to speak freely to us. 
Land reform had come to their v i l 
lage only three months before. It 
appeared that an absentee landlord 
had owned a large tract of land in 
another village nearby. He was 
legally stripped of this land, most of 
which went to the peasants of that 
village. There was,, however, some 
poor quality land left over. This 
marshy land had been given free to 
the men to whom we were speaking. 
Each one had got a small plot (from 
one-quarter to one-half acre in size) 
on condition that he make it pro
ductive. In order to make this soggy 
waste yield crops, each of these pre

viously landless labourers said he had 
had to borrow something like Rs 100, 
for implements, seed, hire of bullocks, 
etc. (This figure may well have: 
been an exaggeration.) They did not 
hope to earn enough money to pay 
off these debts but planned to work 
them out by doing day's labour on 
fields belonging to the moneylender. 

Our informants felt that they were 
better off than before the land re
form. But they complained bitterly 
that while they gained only a frac
tion of an acre apiece, people in the 
neighbouring village who already 
owned land had been able to get 
additional land and of much better 
quality. I told them I would go to 
the neighbouring village and cheek 
this for myself. Just before I left, 
they told me that out of 1800 people 
in their village (several hamlets 
taken together) only ten families 
had enough land to grow the food 
necessary to feed themselves through
out the1 year. The rest do what 
held work they can or try to pick 
up casual jobs in Srinagar, where 
there has been for some years a seri
ous unemployment problem! 

DIFFERENT VERSIONS 

The next day we went to the 
neighbouring village to see if we 
could find some of the local land
holders about whom we had heard 
so much complaint. We soon met 
one of the chief of these, who pre
sented his side of the story clearly 
and forcefully. Before the land 
reform, he said, there had been two 
kinds of land in the village: 300 
acres of marusi (ancestral) land 
which the peasants owned and til led 
themselves, and about 650 acres 
which were held by an absentee 
landlord l iving in Srinagar. As a 
result of the reforms the landlord 
had lost almost all of these 650 acres. 
About 500 acres had been under 
cultivation by tenants. These acres 
had been turned over to the tenants 
who were cult ivating them. About 
120 acres had been under water since 
the floods of 1950. This land the 
Government had bunded so that 
cultivation was once again possible. 
These 120 acres were distributed in 
February and March of 1953 to 
landless labourers, of nearby villages, 

in patches of one-quarter to one-
hall of an acre in some cases, and as 
much as two acres in other cases. 

According to the spokesman for 
the local landholders, the principle 
of the division was to give the drain
ed land to those peasants who had 
cultivated it before the floods. He 
explained to ine one point about 
which the recipients of the chained 
land had expressed their grievances 
the day before. The l imit on land
owning under the Abolition of Large 
Holdings Act of 1950 was set at 
22 ¾ acres. No peasant in the village 
at that time had been cultivating or 
holding this amount of land whether 
as marusi, as a tenant of the absen
tee landlord, or as a combination- of 
the two. No peasant, in fact, had 
held more than fourteen acres of 
mar mi land before the reform, and 
no one had gained more than eight 
acres from the former holdings of 
the absentee landlord. So, although 
it was true that peasants who already 
held land had been given more land, 
everything that had been done was 
altogether proper and legal under 
the terms of the land reform act, 
which simply provided that the lands 
taken away from absentee owners 
should be turned over to the cu l t i 
vating tenants so long as each pea
sant's total did not exceed the sti
pulated 22:¾ acres (182 kanals). 

THE OFFICIAL STORY 

Curious to see how this version of 
the operation of the land reforms 
would stand up to investigation, T 
returned to the first village." As my 
Kashmiri companion and I walked 
into the main village lane, we saw 
two men on a bicycle turn off and 
go to the house of the numberdar 
(the local official in charge of col
lecting land revenue). While we 
stood there, curious as to who these 
men might be. the numberdar threw 
open an upstairs window, saw us 
down in the lane, and beckoned to 
us to come in also. He introduced 
us to the two men who had already 
entered. One turned out to be the 
patwari (keeper of village records) 
of a nearby hamlet; the other, to our 
great pleasure, was the Halqa Pre
sident of the whole area. The Hal
qa is the local organization of the 
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Kashmir National Conference, the 
political group which, under the 
leadership of Sheikh Abdul lah, had 
carried on a long agitation against 
the o ld Maharaja's regime, had 
taken over power in 1947, and had 
held it ever since. When we told 
the Halqa President what k ind of 
an inquiry we were making, and how 
we had got two quite different stories 
of what had been done with the 
absentee landlord's confiscated acres, 
he readily agreed to give us his own 
version of the affair. 

He began by telling us that there 
were dozen villages in his Halqa. 
In one dozen there had been land 
redistribution. Conditions in these 
villages, he said, were now much 
better than before. Everyone got 
two square meals a day. In the re
maining villages of his Halqa, things 
remained much as they always had 
been. Now as to the 650-acre hold
ing, that had been the biggest in 
his Halqa. 'The sarmayadars (money
ed ones), the village officials, and 
the khadpanches (people, who hang 
around the village officials in the 
hope of gaining influence or wealth) 
had in these 650 acres a substantial 
prize and an unprecedented oppor
tunity for rewarding themselves and 
their friends. Under the circums
tances people with money and con
nections had been able to acquire 
more land than was due them under 
the terms of the Act. Those who 
already were the larger village land
holders were in the. best position to 
receive additional allotments. It 
was of course true that some of the 
sarmayadars and khadpanches had 
been cultivating portions of the 
absentee landlord's holding as 
tenants. In other cases, however, 
this simply had not been true. The 
result the Halqa President describ
ed as " a new kind of Jagirdari ." 

What should have been done, the 
Halqa President said, was to give 
some land to the better-off peasants 
(those with bullocks, ploughs, money, 
etc:) and much land to the poor and 
the landless. They should not have 
given the worst land to the poor and 
the best land to those wi th the most 
resources. He was not satisfied 
either with the way the land reforms 
had been manipulated or wi th the 
principle on which the 1950 Abol i 
t ion of Large Holdings Act was 
based, ie, that the land taken from 
landlords should be handed over to 
the tenants in the amounts which 
they held as tenants up to a maxi
m u m per capita holding of 22¾ 
acres. He was particularly disturb
ed by the knowledge that one of the 

Halqa officials under h i m had 
managed to hold on to more than 
the prescribed 22 ¾ acres, despite the 
fact that lie was not really a cul t i 
vator but a contractor, a brick k i ln 
owner, and a trader. We ended up 
w i t h the impression that the Halqa 
President was a well-meaning but 
weak man, who, by remaining 
honest, had remained poor. 

EVADING T H E LAW 

After hearing the Halqa Presi
dent's version, we decided to return 
to the sarmayadar's village and ask 
a few questions. This time we met 
the number dm of the larger village, 
who invited us to sit down in a shady 
spot inside his sizable compound. 
When asked about the progress of 
the land reforms, he began by re
peating what we had previously 
heard from the sarmayadar. Every
thing had been fair and equitable. 
The land of the former landlord 
had been given only to the former 
tenant cultivators. The sole excep
tions were the landless labourers who 
had been given the small bits for
merly under water. Under ques
tioning, however, he conceded that 
there had been some irregularities. 
Some of the well-off families in the 
village, when they got wind of the 
impending land reforms, had gone 
through the legal forms of breaking 
up their joint families. Thus they 
were entitled to 22¾ acres per adult 
male. He gave us the names of 
three or four families which had 
adopted this procedure, although all 
members of the family still lived 
under a common roof and took their 
meals together. 

We asked the numberdar how 
many families in his village earned 
enough from farming to meet their 
expenses, There were about 200 
families in a l l , he replied, of which 
about twenty now held enough land 
to maintain themselves. He further 
added that there were about twenty-
five families who found it exceed
ingly difficult to pay the land reve
nue due to the Government. Since 
it was his duty to collect this revenue 
(or else make up the difference out 
of his own pocket) , he nevertheless 
took it from them. 

At this point in the discussion it 
started to rain, so the numberdar 
invited us to come indoors and sit 
in the small detached building he 
used as a reception room and guest 
house. Here we were soon joined 
by a handsome youngish man who 
was introduced as the sarpanch of 
this and half-a-dozen nearby villages. 
He had been elected to the post two 

years previously, and his principal 
duty was village reformation and 
development. Entering into the 
discussion wi th us, the sarpanch 
quickly conceded that three or four 
Lurnilies had acquired more land 
than the 22¾ acres maximum, and 
that they had achieved this by osten
sibly dividing up their families. As 
for himself and his three brothers, 
they held a total of less than twenty 
acres, he said. 

The .sarpanch expressed the view 
that the' arrangements for land re
distribution were unjust. He d id 
not himself feel that a peasant who 
already held thirteen acres of marusi 
land should have obtained six or 
seven additional acres from the dis
possessed landlord, just because he 
happened to be the tenant of that 
landlord. This, of course, had been 
the view expressed the day before 
by the Halqa President. The sar-
panch went on to some more gen
eral comments. In China, lie ob
served, land reform had started at 
the bottom. Every village had its 
own land reform committee. They 
had redistributed the land in the 
best interests of the people. They 
were not under the thumb of the 
old bureaucracy, which had been 
abolished. In " N e w Kashmir ", by 
contrast, the old bureaucracy stil l 
functioned. The same tehsildars,  
deputed as officers on special duty, 
had performed the actual work of 
redistribution of land. It had not 
been done by the peasants them
selves. There were no peasant com
mittees set up, as envisaged in the 
" New Kashmir " Constitution drawn 
up by the National Conference as a 
statement of social and economic 
goals in 1944. The result of retain
ing the o ld officials and entrusting 
the land reforms to them was a 
t r iumph for corruption and favourit
ism. 

ft was a most curious sensation to 
hear this from the lips of the sar
paneh. We had already been told 
by several persons, including the 
Halqa President, that in the land 
reforms the sarpanch had managed 
to do very well for himself and for 
the other members of his family. 
Yet here he was criticizing the land 
reforms sharply from a left-wing 
position, while continuing to hold 
the office of sarpanch, and to func
tion as a member of the National 
Conference. We later found out 
that he had been the Halqa Presi
dent before the present one. It also 
turned out that he was the son of the 
numberdar, in whose guest room we 
were sitting, the walls of which were 
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decorated wi th large portraits of 
Len in and Stalin. The numberdar,  
it may be noted, let all of the sar-
panch's remarks pass without dis
sent. 

No general statement about the 
Kashmir land reforms could be 
based only on what occurred in one 
tract near Srinagar. In going to 
other villages in different parts of 
the valley, however, I found a simi
lar pattern. In a village near a 
famous Mus l im shrine I met the 
largest local landholder who greet
ed me most cordially. It appeared 
that he was well-known for his hos
pitality, particularly to Government 
officials on tour. Of his former 
holding of 500 acres, he had some
how managed to retain 125. 

GRIEVANCES REMAl N 

I had started out asking questions 
primariyv about who got land under 
the reforms. I soon discovered that 
while there were grievances on this 
score which the poorer peasants were 
wi l l ing to voice, their bitterest 
c o m p I a i n t s were about the 
Government's f o o d p r o c u r e -
ment policy and the malfunc
tioning of the co-operatives. The 
Government took from each produ
cer 40 per cent, 50 per cent or more 
of his paddy, the amount depending 
upon the area. For this the Gov
ernment paid the peasant Rs 9 per 
khinvar ( 1 khirwar equals 2 maunds 
plus 3 seers, or 170 pounds). This 
paddy was then sold in the Govern
ment ration shops in the cities at 
low controlled prices. I f , after 
Government procurement, the pea
sant did not have enough left over 
to feed his family, then he would 
have to buy what he. needed in the 
free market. Here the price of 
paddy ranged from about Rs 20 to 
Rs 32 per khirwar. Either the 
Government should change its pro
curement policy, the peasants said, 
or it should open low-price ration 
shops in the villages. 

The co-operatives, which distri
buted all imported necessities such 
as salt, sugar, kerosene, and cloth, 
were thoroughly unpopular. At the 
time of my visit to Srinagar both the 
former manager and the former 
cashier of the Central Co-operative 
Bank were in ja i l , charged wi th em
bezzling very substantial sums of 
money. In the rural areas, I was 
to ld , the co-operative officers often 
followed after the Government pro
curement officials. They would go 
to the homes of the peasants, and 
declare part or all of the remaining 
foodgrains " surplus ". They would 

then request the peasants to sell the 
" surplus " to the co-operatives at 
the same price of Rs 9 per khirwar. 
Peasants who refused were likely to 
get into trouble. In practice the 
peasants had to yield the additional 
quantities. Ostensibly the aim of 
the co-operatives was to make more 
food available at low prices for the 
poorest peasants. Far from .doing 
this, I was told, many of the co
operative officials simply sold the 
" surplus " foodstuffs in the free 
market and made a handsome profit 
for themselves. Apparently, here as 
w i t h the land distribution, the i m 
portant thing was how much i n 
fluence each peasant was able to 
bring to bear on the appropriate 
official. To some of the poorer folk 
it seemed as though the sarmayadars, 
the khadpanches, the halqa office
bearers, the Government officials, 
and the co-operatives had al l joined 
hands to fleece them. In sonic ureas 
it looked as though the ordinary 
peasant was confronted wi th a more 
formidable combination than he had 
faced under the rather ramshackle 
regime of the Maharaja. 

THEY COME IN CARS 

On one occasion my young Kash
mi r i companion and I met a couple 
of peasants on the road.'' As we 
walked along together they were 
telling us how a small group in their 
village had twisted the land reforms 
to their own advantage. The de
tails they gave were so v iv id that 
we asked them: " How do you know 
that we an not Government offi
cials from Srinagar, and that we 
w i l l not report you? " They replied, 
laughing, '' Government officials 
don't walk down the road in the 
hot sun. They come in cars or 
jeeps." So we put another question: 
vv Suppose we had come in a jeep 
and had asked you about the land 
reforms—then what would you have 
said? " " Oh , we would have told 
you everything was wonderfull '' 

Land reform in Kashmir has 
clearly done away w i th the jagirs, 
and has weakened the position of 
all the great landlords. It has dis
tinctly benefited those individuals 
who, at the village level, were al
ready the more important and sub
stantial people. It has done the 
least for petty tenants and landless 
labourers, these two categories being 
the largest in the countryside. By 
not paying compensation to the dis
possessed absenteee landlords, Kash
mir has escaped the financial bur
den which several of the States of 
India have found so onerous. 

For their total effect the Kashmir 
land reforms have to be examined 
and assessed in the light of the day-
to-day functioning of village life. 
Mere statistics of so and so many 
hundred thousand acres taken away 
i rom the big landlords can be quite 
misleading. India's most-publicized 
land reforms cannot be said to have 
Succeeded in improving the econo
mic: lot of the Kashmiri peasant. 
Whether the legislation was wel l -
conceived for this purpose remains 
debatable. In practice any bene
ficial results have been more than 
balanced by the Government's food 
procurement pol i ty , the co-opera
tives' reign of extortion, the imple
mentation of redistribution through 
the old bureaucracy, and the sole 
political party's setting itself up as 
yet another privileged rural hier-
archv. 
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