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AgrarianCrisesDuringMughals

PeasantresistancewasacontinuousfeatureunderMughalrule,andwasoftenputdownby

ruthlessseverity.Howeverrepressionhadgoneonallthetimealongwithattemptsat

conciliationandassimilationsimultaneously.

 ThenewfeaturewefindinAurangzeb'stimeisgreaterspiritofdefianceandresistance,
andbetterrorganization,eitherbylocallandedelementsorcharismaticleaders.

 Therehasbeenatendencytoputallthesemovementsunderacommonheading,such
asHindureactiontothenarrow,bigotedpoliciesofAurangzeb,ortheresultofincreased
economicexploitation.Howeverweneedtounderstandthespecificfeaturesofeachof
thesemovements.Itshouldalsoberememberedthatinmedievaltimes,mostanti-
establishmentmovementshadtodrawuponreligionasabindingforce.

DuringthereignofAurangzeb,theMughalEmpirewasfacedwithnumerousrebellionsand
revoltsfrom theJats,Satnamis,SikhsandMarathas.IrfanHabibhasviewedtheseaspeasant
uprisings.

Sources
HabibreliesheavilyforhisinformationoftheperiodontheworksofBernier(French),St.Xavier,
PeterMundi,NiccoloManucci(Europeans)andBhimsen.

Causes

EconomicFactors

1.LandRevenueSystem:Mughalpracticewastopitchthelandrevenuedemandatthe



highestpossibleratessoastosecuretheresourcesforthemilitaryoperationsofthe
empire.Thesmallerpeasantswereoftenleftwithbarelysubsistencelevelproduceafter
payingtaxes.Also,insistenceofpaymentincash,madethepeasantssubjecttothe
vagariesofmarketforces.

2.Transferand Escheat:Thepracticeofrecklessandfrequenttransfersandlaw of
escheatputpressureonthejagirdarstoextractasmuchastheycouldfrom theirjagirs
inasshortaperiodoftimeaspossible.Asaresulttherewasno investmentin
agriculturewhichcouldyieldlong-term benefits.

3.Ijardari-Further,themansabdarswhowereinthegripoffinancialcrisis(shortfallof
hasilfrom jama)orfoundthemelvesunabletomanagetheirjagirs,startedfarmingout
thejagirstothehighestbidder.TheIjaradarisystem,whichstartedfrom ShahJahan’s
time,grewmoreduringthetimeofAurangzeb.

4.Fraud:Ifthiswasnotenough,somejagirdarsofGujaratweretryingtoextortmorethan
thewholeproduceinrevenuebythesimpleexpedientofestimatingtheyieldattwoand
ahalftimestheactualone.Aurangzeb'sorderprohibitingtheimpositionofnumerous
taxesbythejagirdarsprovedlargelyineffective.

AdministrativeFactors

 Insensivity:Theadministrationwasinsensitivetowardstheneedsofthepeasants.

 Degenerated and demoralized bureaucracyasAurangzeb wasgiving preferenceto
ulemmasinsteadoflongtimenobles.

 PreoccupationofAurangzeb:DuetopreoccupationofAurangzebwithDeccanandother
rebellions,thelocalzamindarswereabletoorganizethemselvesandresist.

 JagirdariCrisis:TheJagirdaricrisishadalsoledtoweakeningofjagirsystem and
growingpowerofzamindars.

 ConflictofInterest:Therewasaconflictofinterestbetweenjagirdarsandzamindarsas
well.Whenjagirdarspressedformorerevenuethisnaturallyincreasedthepressureon
zamindars.Itwasagainstthezamindar'sinterestthatpeasantsbeexploitedtosuchan
extentthattheyleaveenmasse-somethingjagirdarsdidn'tcareabout.Sozamindars
alsosidedwiththepeasantsandrevolted.

Socio-CulturalFactors

1.TheleveloforthodoxyhadincreasedunderAurangzebandofficialshadturnedinsensitiveto
culturalfeelingsofpeople.
2.Thegrowinginfluenceofsectarianmovementshadstrengthenedtheregionalidentitiesand
henceincreasedthelevelofconsciousnessamongpeople.IncaseofAfghans,theRaushanai
movementhadlaidtheculturalfoundation.
3.Thezamindars(speciallytheprimaryzamindars)hadclosecaste,clanorreligionbasedlinks
withthepeasantry.Theyalsohadtheirownfortsandsmallarmiesandthustheyorganizedthe
peasantsbehindthem whotoofoundaleadership(asitwasdifficultforthem torallyontheir
ownagainsttheMughalarmy)andmanypeasantrevoltsbrokeout.Religionwasoftenusedas
rhetorictorallythepeasants.

Implications

Undersuchconditions,thepeasantsraisedthebannerofrevoltagainsttheMughalstateinthe



seventeenthcentury,whichresultedintheagrariancrisis.TherevoltsoftheSatnamis,theJats,
theSikhsandMarathasduringthereignofAurangzebwere,accordingtoIrfanHibib,peasants
uprisings.

HerethequotesparticularlytwoEuropeanwriters1)PeterMundiin1670swhosaidthatinthe
MughalEmpireonerevoltortheotherisgoingatsomeplaceallthetime2)anotheroneby
NiccoloManucci,theItaliantravelerwritingin1700hesaidthatthemainproblem istoconfront
thezamindars.

|FormsofPassiveResistance

 Flight-Eitherbyindividualpeasantsorthatofanentirevilage.Thiscouldhappen
particularlyifthere were accessible areas held byautonomus chiefs or'zortalab'
zamindars,wherethepeasantmighthopetogetbetterterms.Bernierrecordsthatdue
tosevereoppressionpeasantstooktoflightand"aconsiderableportionoftheland
remainuntilled".DuringthereignofJahangirthepeasantsweresocruellyandpitilessly
oppressedthatthefieldsremainedunsownandgrewintowildernesses.

 ForMughalauthoritiestheflightofthepeasantstothelandsofchiefwassufficient
justificationformilitaryexpeditionsbeingsentagainstthem.

 Whenflightwasnotpossible,ornotlikelytoberewardingthepeasantshadnochoice
buttostayintheirvillagesandtrytodelayorrefusepayments.Insuchsituationthe
Mughalauthoritieseitherslaughteredorenslavedthem alongwiththeirwomenand
children.

 Peasantsfinallytaketoarmedresistancewhenunabletocopewitheverincreasing
oppression.

Conclusion:WhileHabibmadeavalidpointwithregardtoexploitation,itwouldbesimplisticto
viewtheabovemovementsasmerepeasantuprisingsandthedeclineoftheMughalEmpirein
justtheseterms.Otherfactorsintheseuprisingsalsoneedtobelookedat.


