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Gandhi and Agrarian Classes 

Abha Pandya 

Gandhi treated British colonial interests as a distinctly non-Indian ca'tegory and so long as peasant 
interests were adversely and directly affected by government policies and actions, Gandhi defended pea- 
sant interests with vigour. But when peasant interests were circumscribed by indigenous landed inter- 
ests, the Congress under Gandhi counselled mutual trust and understanding arid compromised conti- 
nuously in favour of Indian vested interests. 

This paper traces th,e development of Gandhi's views on the relationship between zamindars and 
kisans in colonial India and discusses how his ideology on the peasant question influenced his actions as 
the leader of the national movement. 

THERE is no doubt that Gandhi more 
than any other nationalist leader, re- 
presented the ethic of peasant India. 
Yet, objectively, his attitude to the 
peasants in colonial India was ambigu- 
ous and contradictory and consequent- 
ly his idealist notions for their eman- 
cipation failed. 

Gandhi recognised the existence of 
social conflicts in Indian society and 
felt alarmed at the threat to national 
unity as a result of these conflicts. He 
thus sought to harmonise these mu- 
tually conflicting interests in order to 
present a united front against British 
imperialism. This concern for class 
harmony during the course of the na- 
tional movement resulted in a duality 
in Gandhi's ideology and actions. This 
duality finds its most explicit expres- 
sion in the attitude of Gandhi and 
the Congress to the agrarian classes in 
colonial India. Gandhi treated British 
colonial interests as a distinctly non- 
Indian category and so long as pea- 
sant interests were adversely and 
directly affected by the government, 
Gandhi defended peasant interests 
with vigour. But when peasant inte- 
rests were circumscribed by indigenous 
landed interests the Congress under 
Gandhi counselled mutual trust and 
understanding and compromised con- 
tinuously in favour of Indian vested 
interests. 

Gandhi's view of India was some- 
what coloured by the outlook he had 
imbibed in his early days in Gujarat 
and he was considerably influenced by 
the Jain doctrine of non-violence. 
Other parts of India had been influenc- 
ed much less and some not at all. 
Gandhi, however, took an eclectic view 
of the development of Indian thought 
and history and believed that non- 
violence had been the basic principle 
underlying it. This indicated a histo- 
rical bias in Gandhi's mind which he 
attempted to relate to economic con- 
flicts., 

Gandhi did not analyse the existing 
class structure and was content to 

speak in general terms of an all-encom- 
passing peasantry without further qua- 
lification. His strategy was to seek a 
solution to the conflict between zamin- 
dars and kisans in a non-violent way 
by means of converting the oppressor 
and being just and fair to the op- 
pressed. It was in this context that the 
concept of trusteeship was developed, 
as an alternative to class war. 

This paper traces the development 
of Gandhi's views on the relationship 
between zamindars and kisans in co- 
lonial India and discusses how his ideo- 
logy on the peasant question influenc- 
ed his actions as the leader of the 
national movement. 

TRUSTEESHIP 

Trusteeship was regarded by Gandhi 
as a compromise between private and 
state enterprise. Private enterprise, 
Gandhi believed, led to great and un- 
justified disparities of wealth. There- 
fore, a non-violent government and 
society was "clearly an impossibility so 
long as the wide gulf between the 
hungry millions and the rich persists".2 
Moreover, the rich accumulate theix 
wealth by exploiting the masses.3 

The basic idea underlying trusteeship 
is quite simple. The rich man will be 
left in possession of his wealth, of 
which he will use what he reasonably 
requires for his personal needs and 
will act as a trustee for the remaining 
to be used for society.4 Trusteeship 
would eliminate all possibilities of 
class conflict and lead to the establish- 
ment of co-operation and harmonious 
relations between the conflicting 
classes. 

Gandhi did not believe that land- 
lords and capitalists were exploiters by 
any inherent necessity, or that there 
existed a basic and irreconcilable 
antagonism between the interests of 
the former and those of the masses. 
"What is needed is not the extinction 
of landlords and capitalists, but a 
transformation of the existing relation- 
ship between them and the masses into 

something healthier and pure."5 
Fundamental to the theory of 

trusteeship was the princ,iple of non- 
appropriation of the owners' property. 
Gandhi seems to make a distinction 
between legal and moral ownership. 
Legally wealth belongs to the owners, 
morally to the whole society - so the 
peasants are also owners of wealth pos- 
sessed by the zamindars. Addressing 
the landlords he once observed, "I 
have always told mill owners that they 
are not the exclusive owners of mills 
and workers are equal sharers in 
ownership. In the same way, I could 
tell you that ownership of your land 
belongs as much to the ryots as to 
you."6 Yet, Gandhi declared quite 
emphatically that in the new set-up 
ownership would rest with the trustee 
himself.7 

DIFFERENTr FROM PASSIVE RESISTANCE 

This point is central to the entire 
idea of trusteeship, because the means 
proposed by Gandhi suggested that 
there must be voluntary conversion of 
the exploiting classes to the cause of 
socio-economic justice. Here, his con- 
cept of trusteeship must be distinguish- 
ed from that of passive resistance, 
though he does not always isolate one 
from the other. His emphasis on moral 
conversion includes, in addition to the 
moral transformation of the exploiter, 
the awakening of workers and pea- 
sants into a realisation of their own 
moral strength. Recommending non- 
co-operation and civil disobedience as 
the "right and infallible means" of 
resolving social conflict, Gandhi be- 
lieved that exploitation could take 
place only with the co-operation of the 
exploited classes and that nonco-opera- 
tion on their part would at once 
deprive the exploiter of his power to 
exploit, leading to the establishment of 
equality between them.8 Gandhi's ob- 
ject was thus to eliminate not class 
divisions but class conflict. "Class divi- 
sions there will be but they will be 
horizontal not vertical."9 
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In case the zamindars refuse to be 
converted to the new way of life, the 
peasants would compel his adherence 
through non-violent nonco-operation. 
If this failed, the peasants would quit 
the land if asked to do so, but make it 
clear to the landlord that all land 
really belonged to the tiller. Since it 
would be impossible to till *the land, 
the zamindar would submit. Should he 
attempt to replace the nonco-operat- 
ing tenants by others, agitation short 
of violence would then continue till 
he replaced the tenants.10 

What was the actual degree of equa- 
lity which Gandhi considered feasible? 
"My ideal is equal distribution but as 
far as I can see it is not to be realised. 
I therefore work for equitable distribu- 
ti on. 1" 

In an answer to a question, whe- 
ther class war can be avoided, Gandhi 
said in 1931, that "we may not dis- 
possess the zamindars and talukadars 
of their thousands of bighas. And 
among whom shall we distribute them? 
We need not dispossess them. They 
only need a change of heart. When 
that is done and when they learn to 
melt at their peasants' woes, they will 
hold their lands in trust for them, will 
give them a major part of the pro- 
duce, keeping only sufficient for them- 
selves.""2 

Gandhi in his anxiety to build 
harmonious relations between conflict- 
ing elements in Indian society, applied 
the concept of trusteeship only to their 
conflicts and nlot to those related to 
the alien government. During the 
struggle of the Champaran peasants 
(1916) against British indigo planters 
as also the Bardoli struggle (1928) 
against the Bombay government, the 
concept of trusteeship was not ap- 
plied. In Champaran the European 
planters asked why they alone among 
the landlords of Bihar became the 
target for a long-term, large scale and 
eventually successful popular agita- 
tion.13 

In another instance when Assam Tea 
Garden workers went on strike against 
reduction of their wages by the Eng- 
lish planters, Gandhi justified the 
strike and said that "the coolies have 
a substantial grievance ... and the 
government has failed to cope with it". 
Here again any reference to trusteeship 
is missing.'4 

ATriTUDE TO KISAN STRUGGLES 

The 1920s afnd 1930s saw an increas- 
ing wave of kisan struggles against the 
oppression of indigenous zamindars all 
over India, and Gandhi reacted ad- 
versely to these manifestations of 
kisan discontent. For instance, in 1921 

Gandhi strongly condemned the social 
boycott and non-rent campaigns launch- 
et by rack-rented peasants in UP and 
called the movement an "instrument of 
violence". In Guntur, a no-tax cam- 
paign was started without the permnis- 
sioin of the Congress. Gandhi took 
strong exception to it and directed 
that all taxes must be paid forthwith.'5 

The resolutions adopted by the 
Congress Working Committee, presided 
over by Gandhi at Bardoli in February 
1922 were bitterly critical not only of 
the occurrence of violence in the move- 
ment but also of any independent 
peasant movement inevitably developing 
into a kind of non-rent movement. 

The resolutions stated: 

Clause 6: CWC advises Congress 
workers to inform the ryots that 
withholding of rent payment to the 
zamindars is contrary to Congress 
resolutions. 

Clause 7: CWC assures zamindar7 
that the Congress movement is in no 
way intended to attach their legal 
rights and that even where the ryots 
have grievances, the Congress desir- 
ed that the redress be sought by 
mutual consultation and arbitration.'6 

Gandhi himself stated that the kisan 
nmovement had received an impetus 
from nonco-operation but was anterior 
to and independent of it. He maintain- 
.ed that while there should be a depart- 
ment of the Congress to look after 
specific problems of the peasants they 
should not be organised into an all- 
India organisation with a political 
stance. Gandhi said, "While we will not 
hesitate to advise the kisans when the 
moment comes to suspend payment of 
taxes to the government, it is not con- 
templated at any stage of nonco-opera- 
tion that we would seek to deprive 
zamindars of their rent. The kisan move- 
ment should be confined to the im- 
provement of the state of kisans and 
the betterment of relations between 
them and the zamindars".17 He advis- 
ed the kisans to scrupulously abide by 
the terms of their agreemllent with the 
zamindars. Where custom or even a 
written contract was unacceptable, they 
should not try to uproot it by violence 
and an attempt should be made to 
arrive at a settlement.> 

In the second nonco-operation 
rrmovemert (1929-33), a call was given 
by the AICC in May 1930 for non- 
payment of specific taxes in certain 
provinces to the British government. 
And again in the Karachi session of 
March 1931, the Congress called for 
a substantial reduction in agricultural 
rent paid by the peasants to the colo- 
nial government. 

However, the Congress assured the 
zamindars that no calmpaign would be 
approved against their interests. Al- 

ready after the Karachi Congress 
session, Gandhi had told the zamindars, 
"I shall be no party to dispossessing 
the propertied classes.. . I am work- 
ing for co-operation and co-ordination 
of labour, capital, landlord and 
tenant".19 A i esolution of the Con- 
gress said, "in as much as some misap- 
prehensions have been created in the 
nminds of the zamindars of UP in parti- 
cular, and others in general that in 
discussing proposals for non-payment 
of rent or taxes the Congress was con- 
templating a class war ... [the Con- 
gress] assures the zamindars that the 
no-rent proposals were in no way 
directed at them.20 

Though the Congress wanted the 
peasants to participate in the national 
myovement, the emphasis throughout 
was on how to strengthen itself through 
such participation. If the peasants 
through an independent movemnent of 
their own threatened to be a divisive 
force in it, the Congress would have 
preferred doing without them." In 
fact, in December 1937, the Congress 
took the decision forbidding Congress- 
men from participating in Kisan Sabha 
activities. The Congress also criticised 
the kisan movement for being prone 
to violence. Gandhi believed that such 
a movement "would be something like 
fascism". 

PNOGRESS1VE RADICALISATION 

By the mid-30s, however, we notice 
a shift in Gandhi's stand and a pro- 
gressive radicalisation of his thoughts 
on the peasant question. The peasant 
struggles, especially in UP, were be- 
coming militant in reaction to the 
violent resistance of the zamindars. In 
a message to zamindars, Gandhi warned 
them of the danger facing them. "I 
would like the zamindars to recognise 
the correctness of the peasants' posi- 
tion and make a corresponding change 
in their own outlook. Let the zamin- 
dars cease to be mere rent-collectors... 
thus they should become trustees of 
their tenants ... limit their privy 
purses... forgo questionable perqui- 
sites they take from the tenants in 
the shape of gifts. . give them fixity 
of tenure. .. make them feel they are 
their true friends... In short, they 
must justify their position."22 

By 1936, he began to realise that the 
coi-ncept of trusteeship was ineffective in 
practice. Instead of the earlier indis- 
pensibility of the zamindars, he salid, 
"I do not mean to, destroy the zamin- 
dar but neither do I feel that zarnin- 
dars are indispensible."23 He went on 
later to say that if the zamindars do 
not change, "they will die a natural 
death".24 
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Two years later he had moved 
further from his concept of voluntary 
change of heart. Replying to a social- 
ist's question, Gandhi declared, "the 
difference between your view and mine 
is whether the zamindar system is to 
be mended or enided. I say it should 
be mended, if it cannot be mended it 
should end itself".25 By 1947, Gandhi 
had made a radical departure from his 
earlier opposition to the nationalisation 
of the means of production. "In the 
non-violent order of the future land 
would belong to the state, for has it 
not been said 'Sabhi Bhoomi Gopalki'. 
Under such dispensation there would 
be no waste of talents and labour."26 

Gandhi had also moved from his 
earlier assertion that the conditions of 
the peasants can be improved without 
legislative intervention by the govern- 
ment. He said that the present owners 
of wealth would have to make their 
choice between class war and volun- 
tarily converting themselves into trus- 
tees. They would be allowed to retain 
their possessions and use their talents 
to increase the wealth for the sake of 
society, without exploitation. The state 
would regulate their rate of commis- 
sion and their children would inherit 
property only if they proved theii 
fitness for it.27 Voluntary conversion 
had thus receded further into the 
background. 

Gandhi also did not rule out violence 
altogether. On being asked by Louis 
Fischer in 1942, what the position of 
peasants in a free India would be, 
Gandhi said that the peasant would 
"seize land", that no compensation 
would be paid to landlords, for com- 
pensation would be "financially impos- 
sible". "There might be violence in 
the process but the landlords might 
co-operate by fleeing."28 

Here, although we notice a pro- 
gressive radicalisation in Gandhi's 
thought, he never made it clear as to 
who would control the state of the 
future. He developed the concept of 
panchayats controlled by the kisans but 
but did not visualise that the panchayat 
themselves would be dominated bv the 
vested interests. 

STATE INTERvENTION 

Thus, his concept of trusteeship 
dleveloped and changed with time. In 
its final form, it was substantially 
different from the original utopian con- 
cept. The optimistic hope that the 
v-ested interests would voluntarily 
transform themselves into trustees and 
that state intervention was similar to 
violence were nso longer held tenable. 
Now he believed that if change did not 

come, the state would intervene and 
end the system of exploitation. 

Nehru wrote in 1949 that "the 
nationalist movement in India was 
essentially a bourgeois movement. It 
represented the natural historical stage 
of development. Gandhi represented 
that movement and the Indian masses 
in relation to that movement, and he 
became the voice of the Indian people 
to that extent ... He functioned in- 
evitably within the orbit of nationalist 
activity".29 Viewed in this historical 
perspective, the contradictory duality 
of Gandhi's role in the national move- 
ment reveals its internal logic. Gandhi, 
objectively a bourgeois leader, was 
successful to the extent that the pri- 
mary contradictions of the Indian 
people and specifically those of the 
Indian bourgeoise against British colo- 
nialism were resolved.30 Yet, within 
Indian society Gandhi's actions based 
oni his ideology of class peace helped 
the interests of the Indian bourgeoise 
against those of the Indian masses. AQ 
Jadunath Sharma, a kisan leader from 
Bihar said in 1938, "the Congress have 
tried to reconcile irreconcilable interests 
in its attempt to keep intact its national 
character, but the exploiters and ex- 
ploited cannot be benefited at the same 
time ... there cannot be a compromise 
between landlords and tenants".3' Thus, 
Gandhi's idealist notions for the eman- 
cipation of the peasants failed. Al- 
though he understood the nature of 
exploitation undergone by the peasants 
he never analysed its origin. In fact, 
he never saw that the contradictions lay 
in the system itself and not in the 
hearts of men. This was the failure of 
Candhi.32 

Some further questions arise from 
an analysis of Gandhi's writings on the 
peasant question. Were Gandhi's at- 
tempts at harmonising the conflicts 
between kisans and zamindars tactical 
in nature, to be resolved after Inde- 
pendence? Was the progressive radical- 
isation of his thoughts in favour of 
peasant interests and his subsequent 
disenchantment with the Congress an 
indication of a drift in this direction? 
Recognising and fearing the inherent 
dangers of such radicalisation to their 
own interests did the dominant leader- 
ship of the Congress deliberately 
manoeuvre to remove Gandhi from the 
centre of power as soon as freedom 
was won? These questions can only 
be studied in the wider context of 
Congress history and Gandhi's func- 
tions within it. 
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