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AGRICULTURE IN ANCIENT INDIA

[ Introductory Speech delivered by Dr. V. V.
Bedekar in the seminar Agriculture in
Ancient India hald on 25th April, 1952 at
Thane under the auspices of Institute for
Criental Study, Thane ]

| heartily welcome you all to this
one-day Seminar on Agriculture in Ancignt
India, arranged under the auspices of the
Institute for Oriental Study, Thane

When this topic was announced a
year back, many eyebrows were ralsed
and doubts expressed - Did anything worth
that could stand In comparisan with to-
day’s agricultural advances in all ils
technology and methodology. exist in the
past? Or is it an empty boast? You are the
best judges today as more than 20 papers
- ranging from Vedic times to medieval
times, exposing the extensive hidden or
concealed expertise in anclent Indian agri-
cultura, will be presented toyou. By theend
of the day, you will realize that it is not the
ignorance about ancient Indian agricuttural
system prevalent in India, but a kind of
resistance due to heavy bias lowards ma-
dernity, that prevents us to imagine,
understand or even appreciate that any
achievement of merit by earlier genera-
tions of civilization was possible We take
our period of past as a period of infancy,
and progress as linear growth.

Alas | We are not totally aware of
the cost we are paying for our agricultural
achievements of today. Our ignorance of

Dr. Vijay V. Bedekar

modern agricultural system is a matter of
greater concern today, than how much
more o little we know about our anciant
agricultural system, Wetalk aboutthe world
having come nearer today due to newer
systems of communication. All success-
stories of green and white revolutions are
not aglobal phenomenoninthetrue sense,
but & success slory of a few advanced
countries or of a few states in a country or
a tew districts in a stale. Some portion of
the civilization is suffering from the hazards
of over-eating, while a much larger section
of the civilization has hardly anything to eat.
It is those who have produced more 1o
consume more, that areresponsible forthe
present global ecological problems. We
have more than 20 million hungry peoplein
Africa, not due to any naltural disaster, but
due to man-made destruction of natural
respurces. Everyday there is some news of
shrinking of tropical rain forest. Now Aus-
tralia, and Californiain the U.S.A. etc., are
on the verge of facing a drought, What
about our own country and for that matler,
ow own State of Maharashtra, which is
supposed 1o be cne of the most progras-
sive and prosperous States in India? We
are reading in the newspapers that
Maharashtra is facing drought and there is
going to be an acute shotage of waler. Are
all these things suggestive of any sound
progress or achievements over our past
agricultural system? The crux of the prob-
lem liés in the lifestyle, which we have
adopted to sult to scientific achievements,
sc-called progess and modernity. Against
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this background, we have fo compare the
medern and ancient systems of agricul-
ture, not in terms of per acre output or per
capita consumption of wheat or rice or any
other such indices, which have no
relevance or accountability to our environ-
ment and natural resource tapping. Sheer
greed to produce more has damaged our
environment bayond our imagination, and
| am afraid that , if we do not realise this in
time, we will be facing a sHuation of irre-
varsible damage to natural resources. Our
indiscriminate use of inorganic fertilizers
and pesticides today, will make my point
clear. The World Heaith Organisation
(WHO) has shown with adequate support-
ive data, that many of the pesticides used
today are known to accumulate in plant,
water and living organisms, they are poten-
tially cancer-inducing. They have alsobeen
shown inducing genetic changes. Most of
these chemicals are non-bio-degradable
or have a very delayed bio-degradability,
which has proved to have adverse impact
0N our nervous system.

In today's seminar, we have two
very interesting papers on the types, na-
ture and system of the use of fertilizers in
ancient India. A more detailed study of
ancient Indian literature will open the flood-
gates ofinformation and knowledge onthis
vital subject, and may give us some clues
for safer practices of those agents. The
highest sclentific body in USA and various
other researchers in other parts of the
world have proved that organic farming is
more productive than the use of inorganic
fertilizers and pesticides. But Indians in
their haste and trying to become more
‘modern’, are imitating the West blindly.
Today, in India there are more than 132

pesticides which have been granted provi-
sional registration under the Act,

Out of these, only 13 have been fully
cleared, and scientific data on the effect of
pesticides when ingested by living organ-
isms, are available only in respect of 5 out
of 132,

We are entering into the Eightth
Five Year Plan, while crores of rupees have
already been spent in earlier plans on
irrigation and for provision of clean drinking
water. On this front also, the picture is not
only grim, but frightening. Every passing
day brings before us a State or a region
entering newly on the map of the country,
with either water-table going down or
salinity increasing due to indiscriminate,
excessive and uncontrolled attempts totap
water from natural resources,

| will be failing in my duty, if | do not
mention here the name of Shri Sunderial
Bahuguna, whoisfighting a highly dignified
and restrained battle against our deaf and
mute planners. His fight to save Himalayan
ecology is going to protect future genera-
tions from the impending disaster.

We have four papers in today's
seminar from waler-divining to irrigation
sytem In anclent India. The Information
presented is just the tip of the iceberg, and
the subject deserves another fuller semi.
nar exclusively.

The material avallable on agricul-
tureinancientSanskrit and Prakritliterature
is vast. Apart form specific texts on the
science of agriculture, which are
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numerous, one also gets ample informa-
tion about agricultural systems, In the
works of grammarians like Panini and
Patanjali, from texts of Shilpashatra, other
~ works like Kautilya's Arthashastra,
Varahamihira's writings and even in drama
and poetry works of writers like Kalidasa.
We have more than six papers related to
this topic, in this seminar. For a fuller jus-
tice, one has to sift all ancient Indian
literature irrespective of the subject proper
it deals with.

For a correct understanding of any
Indian system - be it spiritual or material
science - acomplete knowledge of both the
systems is essential. Indian way of looking
at human life, human relations, iis relations
with Nature etc., have acommon thread of
thought process which binds them all, and
its appreciation is essential for anindepen-
dent study of any of them. Agriculture is no
exception to this.

Agriculture was a part of the whole
system. A non-agricultural section of the
society was equally responsible for agricul-
ture and those who were involved in
agricultural operations were equally ac-
countable to the non-agricultural
happenings in the society. Every trade or
vocation was important and complemen-
tary o others, The concept of India as a
purely agricultural country is also far
from the truth, and is just a product of
modernideological theory and jargon of
economics. All ancient Indian literature
and historical evidence go contrary to
this belief and suggest India as a very
powerful agricultural as well as com-
mercial and industrial power on the
earth, prior to the advent of the British,

There are innumerable references 1o In-
dian products of all kinds exportedtovarious
parts of the world. | quote below a few
glaring examples which speak for them-
salves,

Inthe early days ofthe Christianera
(1st century A.D. - about 2000 years ago)
Roman women's passion for Indian cloth
was 50 intense that they decorated them-
selvesinsevenfolds of Indian muslin {called
‘Nubula' by the Romans) and paraded in
the streets, which brought an embarrass-
ing situation to the city fathers, and the
Roman Senate had to intervene and putan
embargo on the import of that fine stufffrom
Indiz. Pliny, a Roman writer, complained in
the early 2nd century A.D.that"...innoyear
does India drain our empire of less than
550 millions of sesterces”, which was ap-
proximately equivalent to stiding pounds
1,400,000 in the 18th century. Another
author has noted thatin theyear of Aurellan,
|.e., around the latter half of the third cen-
tury A.D., this cloth was worth its weight in
gold. The Indian exports to Europe of all
commercial and agricultural products were
much higher at the time of the arrival of the
British than in the post-British period. Pater
the Great of Russia (1682-1725 A.D.} con-
sidersd the commerce of India “as the
commerce of the world, and ... he who can
exclusively control this Is the dictator of
Europe”,

While Indian exports were so high, Europe
had almost nothing to sell to India except
bullion. The East India Co., which was
chartered in 1800 A.D. used fo send to
India £ 400,000 to £ 500,000 a year to buy
Indian goods for exports before 1757 A.D.
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itwasin 1757 A.D. that the Battle of Plassey
was fought, andthe victorious British staned
extending their tentacies in India. | quote
Sir George Bidwood, who observes -

“... the whole worfd has been cease-
lessly pouring its builion for 3000 years into
India to buy products of her industries”,

It is said, history repeats itself. The
drain of British bullion was so painful and
again the Indian textiles, which had be-
come very popular in England, became the
victims of enactments for their prevention
from entry into England, William 11l of En-
gland in 1700 A.D. prohibited the entry of
Indian textiles by imposing a fine of £ 200
to the wearer or the seller of Indian silk and
calico,

As intextile and in many other basic
industrial products, India supplied the best
quality of steel then known to Europe. In
1784 A.D. Dr. Scott, M.D., sent 1o the
President of the Royal Society a specimen
of wootz steel from India The sample was
put to thorough examination and was
analysed by several expers. One such
was Mr, Stodart, who qualified the variety
of steel from India for fine cutlery and
particularly for all edged instruments used
forsurgical purposes. After this, that variety
of steel was muchin demandin Europe and
even 18 years later, Stodart was of the
opinion that *... if a better steel is offered to
me, | will gladly, attendtoit; butthe steei of
India is decidedly the best | have yel met
with”. These achievemenis are possible
only when there is optimum soci-economic
stablility in the society. Is this not adequate
testimony o suggest that, by andlarge the

common people in India were living In
greater co-operation and harmony, in bet-
ter and prosperous conditions and had
better skills and betler earnings as against
the perpetrated stories of “thousands of
years of alrocities” sodear tothe ideclogi-
cally committed sociologists, historians,
economists and politicians of today ? My
point here was just to bring to your
notice that in India agriculture was not
the sole vocation or industry which
people depended upon, but agriculture,
trade and commerce prospered simul-
tancously and not at the cost of each
other.

Now we will come o the positionof
agriculture and irrigation priorfothe advent
of the British. The position was far more
superior and almast all travellers’ accounts
speak highly of Indian agriculture and crops.
I quote afew:

A Report from British Commission
of the North-West Provinces (present Uttar
Pradesh) in 1808 says

"In passing through the Rampore
territory, we could nol fail to notice the high
state of cultivation which it had atlained ...
If the comparison for the same territory be
made belwsen the management of the
Rohillas and that of our own Government,
it is painful to think that the balance of
advantage s clearly in favour of the former”.

Luke Scrafton, a member of Clive's
Council, in his book 'Reflections of the
Government of Hindustan' (printedin 1770)
writes
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... The manufactures, commerce
and agriculture flourished exceedingly and
none felt the hand of oppression...nor is
there a part of the world where arts and
agriculture have been more cultivated of
which the vast, plenty and variety of manu-
factures and the merchants were proofs
sufficient”.

A traveller in Berar says :

“We experienced very civiland hos-
pitable treatment and found plenty of every
kind of grain which this highly cultivated
country produced at a very cheap rate”,

The picture got radically changed
afler the Britishers started ruling the coun-
try, through their imported system of
ownership of land, land tenure, land rev-
enue, laws, education etc.

Inthe 18th and 19th centuries , in
the free countries of the world the num-
ber of people engaged in agriculture
was becoming less, while that of those
in industry and service sectors of the
economy was increasing. In India, ex-
actly the reverse was happening. There
was ‘agriculturalisation’ of the people
with increasing 'deindustrialisation’ of
the society. The bond of coordination
between industry and agriculture in
India was destroyed, and a new bond of
India’s agriculture and Britain's indus-
try was established, Destruction of rural
and cottage industries, allied trades and
commerce ruined all supportive vocations
of bulk of the population and the people
thus thrown out from their vocations
crowded in the agriculture sector. Coupled

with new land ownership policy of the Brit-
ish, even the peasants started getting
uprooted from land ownership, Land was
never a mortgageable commodity in In-
dia earlier to British. It was rarely
transferrable as a matter of right. The
laws enacted around 1835 A.D. and in
the following years by the British, con-
ferred unrestricted rights of transfer of
land on occupants of all classes. tcould
be mortgaged now ,and could be recov-
ered through the British Court of Law.
The chiel architect of "Survey Settle-
ment' George Wingate saw this facility
as ameans of getting rid of uneconomic
cultivators and substituting them by
pensioners, traders and other parties
having capital. This was a turning point
inthe history of Indian agriculture. Inthe
pre-British India, land had no exchange
value and labour was costly. During British
rule, all those who were deprived of their
vocations and irade, flocked to agricutiural
land, and labour became cheap. These
things are evident from the repeated fam-
Ines during the early British rule in India.
This has been endorsed by the Famine
Commission appointed in 1878, which
says:

"Atthe root of mueh of the povery of
the people, of India, and the risks to which
they are exposed in seasons of scarcity,
fies the unfortunate circumstance thal
agriculture forms almost the soje occuption
of the mass of the population, and that no
remedy for present evils can be complete
which does not include the diversity of
occupations through which the surplus
population may be drawn from agriculutral
pursuits andlet ta find the means of subsis-
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tence Iin manufactures or some such em-

ployment....."

These were crocodile tears, as the
British themselves were responsible for
destroying diversity of occupation which
was avallable to society before their rule.

Another blow to the whole system
of agriculture was given by Introducing
zamindari in India, in the British style. In
pre-British Indiathe State or the Crown was
nol the sole owner of the soil, unlike in
Britain. Even if the king wanted land for his
personal use, he had to buy it from the
person under whose cultivation it was,
Peasanis had to pay a fixed share of their
produce which was minimal, and which
was paid normally in kind and occasionally
in cash. No agency - zamindar or State
could ever deprive the peasanis of their
holdings, while in Britain the actual cultiva-
tors were mere labourers.

These changes in land policy and
revenue system literally shattered the whole
system of agriculture and trade in the coun-
iry. In every teritory the British conquered,
they tried 1o raise their revenue through
land, imespective of its potentialities. Poona
went in the hands of the British in 1818. In
1817, the revenue was € 800,000.In 1818,
itwas raisedto € 1,150,000, and after afew
more years it rose to £ 1,500,000, The
people were getting poorer and poorer and
the rulers were getting richer and richer.
But there is not dearth of people in India
who see divinity in the British rulers, and
condemn the Peshwas for petty political
gains. Similar is the case with Punjab,
whichwas annexedin 1849.In 1847-48the
land revenue in Punjab was € 820,000

Within three years it escalated to €
1,060,000,

The case of the Peshwa is very
interesting. Theyear 1800 s considerad as
the beginning of the downfall of the Peshwa
rule. Whatever may be the political situa-
tion or circumstance, atleasttill the advent
of tha British, the common man in Peshwa
raj had a superior lifestyle and anjoyed
prosperity. The social history of people
needs a tolal re-writing with newer avail-
able sources. Sir John Malcolm visited the
Maratha country around 1803 and his find-
ings are -

"It has not happened to me ever lo
see countries better cultivated, and more
abounding in all produce of the sofl, as well
asin commercial wealth, than the Southern
Maharashtra disticts... Poona, the capital
of the Peshwah, was very wealthy and a
thriving commercial town, and there was as
much cultivation in the Deccan as it was
possible an arid and unfruitful country would
admit”,

This statement of Sir Malcolm is not
the only proof of well-being of the Poona
country agriculurally, but we also have a
supportive evidence of prosperity of people,
through other sources. Nagpur, in the year
1800, had a very flourishing textile trade.
Before the downfall of Peshwain 1818, the
export of cloth woven in Nagpur city and
around, to Pune was of the value between
Rs.1,200,00010 Rs. 1,400,000, Within eight
years of Britishraji.e., in 1826, itwas hardly
As.300,000, The agricultural prosperity of
Pune people in turn helped the crafismen
and tradesmen in Nagpur area 1o prosper.
Peter Harhnetty in his paper
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*De-industrialisation Re-visited: The
Handloom Weaver of the Central Province
of India c. 1800-1947", published in 'Mod-
am Aslan Studies' (1991, Great Britain)
writes-

“They (Kosthis) emplayed Brahmins
for their weddings and were not sligmalised

as impure, as ware most weaving castes.
They enjoyed high standard of living and
spent lavishly on wedding and other cer-

He further writes-

“The general population wore
coarser cloth woven by Mahars (Dhers)
though the best such cloth soid for Rs. 20
a piece. In Nagpur, Dhers spun an ex-
tremely fine thread which was then woven
by Kosthis into dhotis and saris which wera
the common dress of all classes in
Maharashtra”

This evidence again strengthens
the fact that in the pre-British India when
vocations were coordinating with each other,
people lived in perfect harmony without
any caste laboos, while after the advent of
the British, due to the British policies, their
vocations were destroyed. They became
landless, accupationless and poorer,

As we study and peep in other
subjects and literature for ancient Indian
agriculiural system, the study of agricul-
tural system in ancient india also gives us
in turn newer visions and broader horizons
for abetter understanding of other branches
of science, life and culture in ancient India.
What we need is an unbiased, non-mod-
ern, truly neutral approach to the study of

ancient Indian systems. | quote two ex-
amples before | conclude, One again is of
British times and the other of recent limes.

Dr.Hove travelled through Konkan,
Gujratand Kathiawar during 1787-88, While
passing through Thane, this very town, he
has writtenavery inleresting experience as
to how the local indigenous experience and
knowledge were more useful regarding
construction of a sluice. He writes -

“..In consequence, a sluice was
proposed, which cost the Company sev-
eral lacks of rupess. However, as it was
begun too late in the seasen, and finished
in the beginning of the rains, so that the
combination of the bricks was but slight,
and soon demolished by tha first frashes,
and at last found useless. The enginear
who built it, gave it as his cpinion, that no
sluice could be made sufficiently resistible,
or else they would have allowed him double
the sum of the former. The expense inci-
dent an the former occasion being already
too greal, and without the least advantage,
the Governer in Council thought it fit to
declining, and left it to decay, till a Bania
addressed himself to the Govemor, with
the following preposal, That he would bulld
it up again, and keep it in repair, if they
would grant him the plantations for fifteen
years free from every tax. The Governor,
having given up every thought of receiving
any benefit from i, granted him the de-
mand, The Bania, having obtained the
permission set on fo work in the proper
Season, and finished it a considerable time
before the rains. | had the satisfaclion of
congratulating him today on his good suc-
cass, which to my idea he will enjoy, to the
infinite censure of the engineer. The rainy
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season this year was rather severe; how-
aver, | could not cbserve the least damage
the sluices have raceived. | have not seen
the Engineer, but must give as my candid
opinion that he lithe understood his
profession....The Bania, having obtained
permission, made the secret known, by
opening four sluices more, which he ac-
complished with a trivial expense and has
every prospect of enjoying it..."

This simple example speaks of the
people who had adequate knowledge to
support thelr own agricultural system and
irigation, where thearetical knowledge with-
outexperience of the local conditions hardly
helps or sometimes leads to disasters.

| quote a very interesting modern
example from an authoritative scientific
journal ‘Nature'(Viel. 353, October 24, 1991):

US studies on the amount of meth-
ane - a potent contributor to the greenhouse
effect - produced by Indian cows, over-
stated their threal by a third because they
assumed the Indian animals were as large
as their US counterparts, a new Indian
study finds. Researchers at the Council of
Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR),
as part of an exercise fo collect data for the
1892 world climate conference in Brazil,
say that US researchers simply extrapo-
lated US bovine measurements made
“under very differentconditions " from those
in India. Indian cows eat and weigh less
than US cows. Similarly, methane emis-
sions from Indian rice paddies are less than
from US paddies of the same size because
of smaller biomass of Indian rice plants.
Based on world measurements, CSIR es-

timates that total Indian methane output i
Justover 10million tannes a year- less than
aquarter of the 48 million tonnes a year that
the US Environmental Protection Agency
and Oak Ridge National Laboratory have
calculated”,

| am sure, Indian systems will have
to be studied by avoiding such mathemati-
cal and statistical superimpositions of
western culture, mind and data, and they
should also not fall a victim to ideological
and political zealots,

| hope today's Seminar will be a
step In this direction.

| thank you all for honouring the
invitation ofthe Institute to participateinthe
Seminar.

The Proceedings and Papers presented at
the seminar on 'Agriculiure in Ancient
India’ held at Thane on 25th April 1992
under the auspices of Institute for Oriental
Study, Thane, have been published and
are available with 'ltihas Patrika Prakashan,
Dr. Bedekar Hospital, Shiv-shakii,
Naupada, Thane - 400 602,

Cost Rs, 250/-
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