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Introduction

During the period between fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, Karnataka
was ruled by kingdoms such as the Hoysala and Vijayanagara. This was
a period that witnessed major political developments, including the
decline of the Hoysalas and the rise of the Vijayanagara kingdom. These
dynasties introduced measures to protect the interests of the agricultural
communities, particularly the dominant peasantry. For example, the state
allowed some tax concessions to the peasants so that they were able to pay
the taxes.' The state also allowed land ownership rights to the members
of the peasant families so that they were able to pay their dues to the state
treasury, even though it does not mean that there was an ideal social order
where most of the occupational groups benefited from the state policy.
A few peasant groups affected by the state policies resorted to migration.
We term them as subordinate peasants. They were those who worked on
a small piece of land with the assistance of the family labour, hired labour
and serfs. This category also included the landless labourers who depended
on the dominant peasantry for their sustenance.?

The small tenants obtained land on lease from the dominant peasantry.
The latter, such as the brahmanas, temples, mutts, gavundas or gaudas
enjoyed land ownership rights, tax concessions and bargaining power
as they formed their institutions and associations such as agraharas and
hadinentu samaya. The subordinate peasants, on the other hand, could not
benefit from the state’s policies. By study of the nature of the state, agrarian
relations and peasant migration, one is able to analyse the nature of peasant
unrest in Karnataka. In the European context, it has been suggested that
there were ‘divisions and inequalities as part of the dynamics governing the
relationships within the peasant class’,’ thereby showing that the peasant
community was not a homogeneous group. It implies that one can broadly
categorise the peasants into dominant and subordinate groups.

The relationship between dominant and subordinate groups can be
illustrated as below:

... these movements may best be considered within the structured relations of
domination and subordination. . . . In other words, the existence of a class of
small agricultural producers has historically been predicated on the presence
of other classes who are dependent on the former for their basic means of
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subsistence. Consequently, peasants have always been inextricably enmeshed

in a network of social relations with other classes.’

small agriculturists who

The present work concentrates on the class of :
state officials.

were exploited by the dominant peasantry and the

Nature of the State |
To understand the tribulations encountered by the subordinate peasants, it
is essential to discuss the nature of the state. A few scholars have attempFed
to discuss the nature of the Hoysala state. William Coelho refers to the king
a council of ministers and officials such as the mahasamanta,
heggades and gavundas, thereby showing the presence
hierarchy.” Kesavan Veluthat suggests that
implying that the state obtained the support

of the gavundas in administration including the collection of t.axes." His
study is useful in analysing the difference between th'e delnant rfmd
subordinate peasantry. It is also apparent that such distinction prevailed
not only under the Hoysalas but also in Vijayanagara. A study argues that
the Hoysala state represented feudalism even though there is reference to
a prosperous trade and urbanisation.” Another work argues that the nadus
assisted the state in enhancing its authority.® J.D.M. Derrett argues that the
Hoysalas can be compared with the constitutional monarchy of England,
implying that the king was the source of state power, but his power was
limited by the presence of the council of ministers, landlords and other
subordinates who could question his leadership.” Derrett, through this
statement, implies that the king could not become an absolute authority due
to the presence of ministers and the nadu officials who could change their
allegiance at any moment based on contemporary political developments.
Lack of absolute state authority would imply that under the Hoysalas there
was limited exploitation of the subordinate peasants.

Scholars such as B.A. Saletore, Burton Stein and Noboru Karashima
have attempted to discuss the nature of the Vijayanagara state. Saletore
believed that Vijayanagara was a centralised state, which could employ a
large number of officials to collect taxes. He also argued that the taxation
rate was reasonable, and did not exert inordinate stress on the peasants."
His argument is applicable in the case of the dominant peasants. However,
the peasants who were at the bottom of the agrarian structure sutfered from
heavy taxation and forced labour.

Burton Stein questioned the centralisation model. He employed the
segmentary state theory to discuss the nature of the Vijayanagara state.
Even though he assumed the prevalence of the centre, he harped on the
autonomous nadus and other segments such as the brahmadeya, nagaram
and temples, thereby differentiating between ritual hegemony (king) and
real hegemony (nadus)."

assisted by
samanta, dannayakas,
of a political and military
gavundas acted as state agents,
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According to Stein, there were a few differences between the Chola
and the Vijayanagara periods. During this time, nayakas replaced nadus.
The Hoysala and Vijayanagara kings depended on governors, military
commanders and chieftains. However, when compared with the Hoysalas,
the major change that emerged in the Vijayanagara period relates to the
rise of the amaranayakas who assisted the state in expanding the empire. '
Consequently, there was a transition from nayakas to amaranayakas as
nayakas existed even before the Vijayanagara. Nayakas with amaram tenure
was a feature of the Vijayanagara period, not found in pre-Vijayanagara
times.

The Vijayanagara state, for Stein, represented the continuity of the
ritual and real sovereignties. He discussed the submission of tributes by the
nayakas to the king on auspicious occasions such as Mahanavami festival.
However, he refused to accept the argument that Vijayanagara was a feudal
state as the nayakas were not landed intermediaries unlike the European
feudal organisation.'

Noboru Karashima studied the political condition in South India,
particularly Tamil Nadu. He was able to find evidence regarding the
measures implemented by the state to centralise its authority. He could
identify 500 nayakas in Tamil Nadu and he suggested that there were 1,000
nayakas in the Vijayanagara empire.'* The existence of large numbers
of nayakas gives us an idea of the extent of state power. Karashima also
suggests that the king centralised power by controlling the nayakas who
were periodically transferred from one province to the other. However, he
accepts that after 1565, amaranayakas emerged as the feudal authorities,
thereby weakening the state authority.'s

While accepting the position of Karashima, one may also suggest that
feudalisation of state authority might have emerged even before 1565,
particularly after the death of Krishnadevaraya. The confusion regarding
succession to the throne of the kingdom provided an opportunity to
the amaranayakas to enhance their authority and exploit the peasant
community.' The adikaris or the nayakas oppressed the people through
repressive taxation, resulting in peasant revolts in Tamil Nadu. In actuality,
people belonging to the valangai (right hand) and idangai (left hand) castes
revolted against oppression by the ruling class as there was a considerable
increase in the revenue demand. This event took place in the year 1429."

K.S. Shivanna was able to find developments such as serfdom and
exploitation of the peasants in the Vijayanagara period. He suggests,
consequently, that there was an emergence of the feudal set-up under the
Vijayanagara rule.” D.C. Sircar has argued that Vijayanagara represented
some features of feudalism."” Carla Sinopoli attempted to analyse the
different state models and mentions the futility of employing one state
model to describe the divergent phases of Vijayanagara history. The
main reason for this conclusion is the ‘divergent sources of power and
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al systems”.?’ It would be erroneous to consider

authority within the imperi
lithic structure as it was ruled by four

Vijayanagara as comprising a mono
different dynasties, representing various regions of South India. The nayaka

system emerged by the end of the fifteenth century and it was strengthened

in the early decades of the sixteenth century.”
Scholars such as D.C. Sircar and K.S. Shivanna were influenced by

the information provided by the foreign travellers such as Domingo Paes
and Fernao Nuniz who refer to the relationship between the king and the
nayakas. Nuniz, for example, refers to nayakas who paid dues to the state.””
Moreover, the nayakas were also compelled to supply the army when the
king was involved in warfare with his enemies. Consequently, the nayakas
were allowed to maintain their army. Even though the state allowed some
autonomy to the nayakas, one cannot underestimate the ability of the kings
to centralise authority. However, it is not possible to consider Vijayanagara
2 a classic centralised state. Consequently, one needs to understand the
difference between the metropolis, core and periphery of Vijayanagara,
which controlled a large territory of South India.”

The nature of the state had an impact on peasant conditions and the
social order. The landed intermediaries devised measures to exploit the
peasants. It is true that the kings took corrective measures to alleviate
nt distress in the Telugu, Tamil and Kannada regions. However, one

f feudal and

peasa
cannot deny the peasant distress caused due to the actions o

non-feudal authorities.

Agrarian Relations

The landowners under the Hoysalas were the king, ministers, the rich
peasants including the nadu officials, and the small peasants. The state
distributed land among the religious beneficiaries and the secular authorities
even though one also finds small landowners.* The dominant peasantry
was able to exploit the subordinate peasants due to the additional powers
they obtained from the king. The latter would interfere only in the case of
complaints from the peasants. In the Hoysala period, there was a practice
of transferring farmers along with the land, as mentioned in an inscription
belonging to ap 1320.” The implication is that the subordinate agrarian
class was attached to land. The landlord needed the support of the workers

to cultivate large estates.
In the case of Vijayanagara, Burton Ste
a land tenure system comprising the bandharavada
(land grants) and amaranayankara, and he has analysed their complex
meanings and connotations. A major portion of the land, according to
Stein, belonged to the nayakas as they were given the responsibility of
managing a huge territory and sending tribute to the state.”® At the same
time, the crown possessed property which could be used to give land grants
to the brahmanas and other beneficiaries. The land grants given to the

in has discussed the existence of
(royal treasury), manya
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temples and brahmanas were called manya, as a few lands given to them
were exempt from taxation.”” Donation of a huge area to the agraharas and
the temples allowed them to emerge as landed magnates.”® They formed
their own associations that acted as a pressure group on state policies.
Those who lacked such pressure groups could not protect their interest.

One finds the rich peasants at the top of the hierarchy of the agrarian
structure. There were large and small landowners. Some of the peasants
formed their own organisations such as the okkalu and samaya.’® In one
case, brahmana tenants formed themselves into okkalu.*® One may consider
the Vokkaligas as the Kannada equivalents of the Vellalas of Tamil Nadu.?*!
In some cases, organisations such as hadinentu samaya were also given the
right to collect taxes on behalf of the state. Despite this, the state always
monitored the pattern of tax collection with the assistance of state officials
and leaders of the peasant organisations.

The brahmanas and the dominant peasantry benefited from the state
policy of giving tax concessions. The brahmanas and the temples gave their
land to temporary tenants for cultivation. Sources such as inscriptions refer
to tenants who had to pay an amount to the landlord. The lowest section
among the peasants had to bear the burden of payment of taxes. In some
cases, they could not pay the taxes and they migrated in search of better
prospects.’” Consequently, it was the subordinate peasants who suffered the
most due to demand for enhanced tax payment and other developments
such as a major war. The present work does not suggest that peasant
discontent was a widespread crisis during the study period. However, it is
also important to understand the condition of the subordinate peasants
who suffered from heavy taxation and forced labour.

K.S. Shivanna discusses the land ownership pattern and land tenure.

He refers to landowners such as the crown, brahmanas, temples, mutts
and nayakas.”” He believes that the land tenure system encouraged feudal
exploitation of the cultivating class. Landowners such as brahmanas, temples
and nayakasbelonged to the non-agrarian class.’ Consequently, they needed
the service of agrarian classes such as hired labourers, small cultivators and
serfs.” The brahmanas and the temples obtained land grants from the king,
and they were answerable to him and not to the cultivators. Apparently, the
non-agrarian class could control the agrarian community, leading to the
emergence of feudalism at least in respect of land administration.*

In addition, one also finds reference to service tenure. In this system,
land was granted to officials for the service that they rendered to the
state.”Another category of service tenure related to the land given to
people such as barbers, washermen and other non-agricultural producers
who provided continuous service to the people in the locality.” They also
obtained land grants, even though these varied in terms of size and class
when compared with those of the brahmanas and the nayakas.

One may refer to the nayakas who obtained land under the land tenure

ory eJpuadeN|

37



Social Scientist

Volume 50 / Numbers 3—4 / March-April 2022

38

system called amaranayankara or nayaka-tana, thereby allowing the nayakas
to control the territories and maintain a military force. The latter could be

+h hi ies. The nayakas also
) : he fought wars with his enemies y
supplied to the king when 8 bution. For example, the Portuguese

had to pay to the king an annual contri he
. mentions that the amaranayaka named Lepapayque
traveller Fernao Nuniz me ome of 3,00,000 pardaos

i had an inc
who controlled Vimgapor or Bankapur dan P
(gold coins of Vijayanagara), and he maintained an army consisting of

10,000 foot soldiers and 800 horses. His annual share of contribution to the
’ %9 This is a substantial amount by any standards,

king was 80,000 pardaos.
d . ad to give a considerable amount to the state, they

As the amaranayakas h i P
forced the peasants to pay a sizeable amount as tax to the ndyakas. The

dominant peasants who acted as middlemen between.the peasants and the
amaranayakas could use force to exploit the subordmate. peas.antr).'. One
also needs to note that the state maintained a direct relz.monshlp with the
dominant peasantry while the subordinate peasants’ voice was not hea‘rd
in the metropolis. In this situation, the subordinate peasants had to dev%se
strategies to avoid their exploitation. Landless peasants, tenants-at-will,
sharecroppers, sub-tenants and serfs were the subordinate peasants who
had to bear the burden of production and tax payment. Dominant peasants,
who formed their own organisations, could not be evicted from land. The
subordinate peasants, who were not organised, could be evicted from land.
Changes in the tax demand could affect this category of peasantry.

There was a practice of the landlord giving land on lease to tenants. For
example, geni was a practice where, in return for the land leased, the tenant

had to pay a fixed rent to the landlord as per the contract signed between the
landlord and the tenant.” Some tenants had a temporary status, implying
that they could be evicted by the landlord on any pretext. However, we also
find permanent tenants who could not be evicted. For example, in south
coastal Karnataka one can find two types of genis: mula geni and chala geni.*!
Mula geni was permanent in character and the tenant had to pay a fixed
share of the produce to the land owner. Chala geni, on the other hand, was
more exploitative as this system was temporary in character. Further, the
landlord could demand an enhanced amount of tax from the tenant.*
Another practice of leasing was called vara, and it refers to the sharing
of the produce after the harvest." This system benefited the tenant, as the
latter had to give a part of the produce to the landlord and there was no
fixed amount specified. There was the practice of farming out the land,
as found in guttige, siddhaya and gadi. Guttige was a contract where the
leaseholder paid a share of the produce to the owner of the land.* Siddhaya
refers to the payment of a fixed amount of revenue to the landlord. Gadi
refers to the payment of a share of the produce by the cultivator to the
landlord.* The tenant could cultivate land by using the family labour, or
he had to obtain the services of hired labourers and slaves. There is also a
reference to kaddaya* and bitti or forced labour.” It was possible for the
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Jandlords or the tenants to .
. compel the subordinate peasants to work on
their land for meagre wages or payment in kind

The above study reveals that e ' ~

" Y ' ven though the king demonstrated
a willingness to protect the interests of the dominant and subordi

: subor
peasants, he was not able to prevent the feudal authorities and other lamdatj
intermediaries from exploiting the subject peasantry, thereby lcadi: et
peasant discontentment. The gaudas and nayakas, who possessed vagr. 3
T . . ’ . le

powers in different regions, subjected the peasants to oppression

oey eupuasdeN

Society as Reflected in the Bhakti Literature
In the medieval period, there was a social movement in the form of the
Bhakti movement as represented by the virashaivism and the dasa literature.
The Bhakti philosophers such as Basavanna demanded equality between
brahmanas and the sudras and the rich and the poor.* The peasants like
other poor people, demanded justice from exploitation. The dasa literature
also discusses the plight of the poor people. These works show the division
between the privileged and underprivileged classes. It is true that these
works do not specifically discuss the condition of the subordinate peasants.
However, they give the indication regarding the problems of the poorer
sections in the society.”” The Bhakti literature discussed the difference
between the rich and the poor. purandaradasa, a Vaishnava saint who
belonged to the Vijayanagara period suggests that people should not
worry and surrender to god.” Kanakadasa praised ragi as the food of the
poor people. It is suggested that: ‘While royalty, wealthy merchants and
weavers could afford high quality rice, poor people could afford to eat only
the staple grain known as ragi’* The subordinate peasants and agrarian
workers, comprising the holeyas, who belonged to the lowest category of the
social structure, could not consume high quality rice, which only the rich

peasants and merchants could consume.”

ation System on the Subordinate Peasants

te under the Hoysalas and Vijayanagara.
The Vijayanagara followed the revenue system found in the Hoysalas as
we find reference to the taxes such as siddhaya, bitti, purbaya, apurbaya,

etc. Siddhaya was the fixed revenue demand by the state. In the
of the produce.” Even though

additional taxes imposed by

Impact of Tax
Scholars discussed the taxation ra

anyaya,
Hoysala period, the siddahya formed 1/7"
it appears as a reasonable demand, there were
the state on the peasants. Purbaya was the tax previ
that the Hoysalas continued the taxes collected by the Rashtrakutas and
the Chalukyas of Kalyana. However, apurbaya are those taxes that were not
previously collected. Anyaya refers o the tax collected on illegal or criminal
activities. There is also reference to hala, a tax imposed on peasants.”

The state and the nadu officials were responsible for the collection of
the tax. During the times of crisis, the tax demand increased. The Hoysalas 39

ously imposed, showing
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1.1ad to face invasion from the North and they found the need to interfere
n South Indian politics. In this situation, the feudal lords and chieftains
increased the demand for tax from the peasants.” It has been suggested that
additional taxes benefited the feudal agencies and not the state in the case of
the Hoysalas.* One can also suggest that it did not benefit the subordinate
peasants who had to suffer from enhanced tax demands from the state.

Derrett has identified ten,groups of taxes. However, there were
fluctuations in the type of taxes imposed on the subjects. Variation in the
taxes, naturally affected the dominant and subordinate peasants.”” According
to William Coelho, the ruling class of the Hoysala state comprised the king,
mahasamants, samantas, dannayakas, heggades and gaudas.”® The latter were
responsible for the administration of agriculture. It is apparent that the large
numbers of feudal authorities exercised authority over the subjects. Coelho
also says that the Hoysala state imposed taxes on the peasants such as land
tax, fodder for elephant and horses, forced labour, plough tax, etc. The nadu
officials were mentioned as using forced labour to exploit the peasants.”
By the Vijayanagara period, there were clear indications of forced labour.
People of the villages had to supply grass to the royal horses and according
to an inscription belonging to Ap 1447, people were exempted from other
taxes due to this service performed by them.”

K.G. Vasanthamadhava discusses peasant distress. He perceives two
agrarian categories, namely, landed gentry and the landless workers.
He mentions a few Vijayanagara inscriptions, which give information
regarding the problems faced by the agrarian workers such as the holeyas,
hired laborers and others who actually worked on the land.® On the other
hand, we have the landowners such as brahmanas, officials, feudal lords
and merchants who did not actually cultivate and depended on the working
class for the production of agrarian commodities.

We also find some instances of the tenants opposing the policy of
the landowners. For example, in AD 1391 the subordinate peasants or the
tenants revolted against the landowner Narasimha Bhatta who approached
the pontiff of Shringeri mutt for settling of this dispute. The tenants carried
the food belonging to Narasimha Bhatta and refused to obey his orders.
However, due to intervention by the authorities of Shringeri mutt, the
d. 2 An inscription of ap 1418 mentions that the king
Harihara established an agrahara named Hariharapura and he decided to
distribute the tenants between his own land and the land of the agrahara
to enable the mahajans to get the land cultivated. It was also done with
the view to prevent future conflict between the government tenants and
those of the agrahara. However, it is mentioned that the king and the
nadu officials should not harass the tenants for any loss.®® It shows that the
tenants suffered from the hands of the king and the nadu officials.

In another incident which took place in Ap 1425, the land of the priests
or the purohifas was attacked and captured by the tenants. The dispute was

dispute was settle
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settled by ‘the governor of Barakuru rajya. In another incident, the tenants
of the Shrmgfzrl n?utt_refused to pay rent to the landlord. The emperor had
to ime.rvene in this dispute. He instructed the tenants to follow the orders
of their master.* The study reveals that the dominant peasantry opposed
the state policies while the subordinate peasants opposed the policies of
the landlords. The state officials interfered in these disputes and attempted
to solve them. Perhaps, the lack of united effort by the dominant and
subordinate peasants to oppose the state policies was responsible for the
absence of a major peasant movement in Karnataka.

Vasanthamadhava refers to a few instances of peasant reaction to their
condition. For example, in 1465, the landowners opposed the policy of
the governor of Barkur, Pandarideva, who demanded enhanced revenue
from the peasants. The aggrieved landowners refused to pay taxes. The
Vijayanagara government sent another official to intervene and settle the
revenue dispute in this region.*® However, one need not consider this event
as representing a movement of subordinate peasants. It was a movement
led by the dominant peasantry and consequently the state respected their
voice. This study also reveals that there were a few instances of the peasant
resistance against the ruling class.

According to Nuniz, the Vijayanagara peasant paid a major amount
of the produce to the state.* This would imply the prevalence of a highly
exploitative state. Venkataramanayya suggests that Vijayanagara was an
exploitative state, which represented feudalism.”” Another study endorses
the argument of Venkataramanayya as it argues that the peasants were in
trouble due to the practice of Vijayanagara to delegate the tax collection
activity to the tax farmers.” Even though we may not completely agree with
the argument of Venkataramanayya, it is not possible to deny the peasant
distress. This is also proved by a Vijayanagara inscription which suggests
that the state and the gaudas (the dominant peasants) should not oppress
the tenants (the subordinate peasants).®

Mark Wilks argues that the Vijayanagara state collected 20 per cent
of the produce from the peasants.”” However, Saletore suggests that the
Vijayanagara state collected different taxes in different regions depending
on factors such as soil fertility and the area of cultivation.”" Shivanna argues
that there was the collection of one-fourth of produce as tax apart from
other dues.” One can suggest that a substantial amount was collected as tax
by the state. Further, the subordinate peasants had to render forced labour
to the state and the land owners.”

G.S. Dikshit refers to the oppressive taxation. In one case, he noticed
the prevalence of thirty-three types of taxes. Among them, thirty-two taxes
were imposed by the temple and the same was collected from the peasants.
He also suggests that due to oppressive taxation peasants migrated to
regions where there was a lenient tax policy. Such instances were reported
mostly from Tamil Nadu. The officials were responsible for oppressive 4|
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" Heavy and coercive taxation were noticed

taxation and peasant migration.
f Adiyappa-Nayakar, the nayaka

under Devaraya 11 and in the territory o

under Krishnadeva Raya.”
The state encouraged the cultivation of virgin land. Such developments

allowed the state to enhance its revenue. However, there was a practice of
gradual increase in the taxes of such land. A Hoysala inscription belonging
to the thirteenth century allotted twelve okkalu or tenants to cultivate a
piece of land. It was exempted from taxation for thirteen years. After the
completion of thirteen years, for period of three years, the peasants had
to pay thirty-seven gadyanas. However, after three years, they were asked to
pay fifty-four gadyanas. The state, in this case, followed the contract system
where the peasants had to pay fixed revenue and the same was periodically
revised. When one peasant was not able to pay the tax, the remaining
peasants were asked to form a body to pay the tax.”* Another Hoysala
inscription belonging to Ap 1343 mentions forcible seizure and slaves.”
The above study shows that the agrarian crisis was due to the enhanced
demand for taxes by the central as well as the local authorities. Increased
feudalisation with the rise of the amaranayankara system provided an
opportunity to the dominant peasant groups to exploit the subordinate
peasants. In some cases, the latter opposed their exploitation and demanded

a solution to their problems.

Peasant Migration
In a poem written by Kanakadasa, a Bhakti poet of the sixteenth century,
one finds a reference to migration during the period of crisis. He says:”®

One can do penance deserting one’s parents

One can give up friends and relatives!

If the Ruler is angry, one can leave the country!

But one cannot give up chanting your name, O Lord!

The idea of king’s anger is present in this work related to Bhakti literature.
Faced with the king’s (or authority’s) anger, people would migrate to a
neighbouring region.

Peasant migration found in Tamil Nadu, Andhra and Karnataka
represents the peasants’ discontent regarding their exploitation by the
feudal authorities. Various factors contributed to peasant migration. First,
cultivable land was available in plenty. Second, the peasant community
migrated in search of better prospects where there was a lenient tax policy.
However, the state policy was to expand agricultural production and ensure
continuous supply of food crops to the subjects at a reasonable price. In
addition, the state could enhance its revenue by encouraging agricultural
production.

An inscription of the Hoysala king Narasimha refers to the peasant
unrest.” According to this inscription, the mahajanas comprising the nattu



The State and the Subordinate Peasants in Karnataka

tqm'u{lda and pergadis, the state officials, issued a charter. It refers to the new
1n1111l§’,mm5» ther.eby SbOW}ng that some peasant categories were compelled
to Izjl‘lf'rate. fwthall?nm;ir:;:ng 10 th? na:u, the immigrants accepted the
ndition of s e region
br ken the prorr)ll;segand left t}?e na:irzt tIr(: :32}% ;e;r? . However, thex had
. uation, the dominant
such as nattu gavundas® pergadis’ and ur gavunda™
needed to approach the peasants who committed the sin of leaving
the village. The charter invokes the religious injunctions to punish the
criminals who had dared to leave the village. This is an interesting situation.
The charter mentions that the gavundas who violate this charter commit
the sin of killing cows between Ganges and Kaveri. The mahajanas, who
were generally brahmanas, had to use the religious injunction to compel
the gavundas to prevent peasant migration.

An inscription belonging to AD 1327 mentions that all the peasants
should have possession of the land. However, while leaving the village or
migrating to some other place they should hand over the right to another
person in the village. It also mentions the regulation that the property of the
elder brother belongs to the younger brother and vice versa.”

The implication of this statement is that peasant migration was a
reality in Karnataka. Second, when a person left the village, his brother
who possessed rights over the land had to pay tax to the state. One
should not construe that the state was lenient towards the peasants by
allowing members of the family to take over the land. It was an effective
method of obtaining taxes from the peasants in this region. It appears that
Vijayanagara followed the Hoysala policy of retaining the peasant groups

in the kingdom.
The argument that peasant migration was prevalent not only in the

peripheries such as Tamil Nadu but also in the core regions is proved by
the study of Shivanna regarding agrarian relations in Karnataka under the
Vijayanagara rule.®* However, a study has argued that the phenomenon of
peasant migration was found only in the Tamil region and not in Karnataka
and Andhra Pradesh, the core territories of the Vijayanagara empire.”
Contrary to this argument, various other scholars such as Dikshit, Shivanna
and Vasanthamadhava exhibit the prevalence of peasant migration in
Karnataka and Andhra.® Venkataratnam also found some evidence
regarding peasant migration due to the taxation policy of the nayakas.”’
Appadorai suggests that desertion by the peasants was one reason for the

tax concession offered by the ruling class.” Irfan Habib has attempted to

grarian structure under Vijayanagara. He cites various
nt exploitation. For instance, he refers to

the inscription belonging t0 AD 1408 which mentions that the landlords
should prevent peasant migration and compel them to pay taxes. The richer
peasant and non-peasant groups could emerge as the Jandlords, thereby

affecting the poor cultivators.”

bro
peasant categories
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A Vijayanagara inscription belonging to Ap 1408 gives interesting
details regarding the peasant condition. The inscription belongs to the
Kollegala taluk.” As it gives elaborate details regarding peasant migration,
it deserves closer attention. It mentions the members of hadinentusamaya,
an organisation with a corporate character comprising traders, artisans
and others. This organisation prepared a kattale or a system for the farmers
of the nadu. It is mentioned that the hadinentusamaya is aware of the
problems faced by the peasants. It provides tax relief to the farmers. When
the peasants suffer from lower yield, they are given tax relief. However, the
members of the samaya have always remitted the tax to the king’s palace.
The villagers had to pay taxes on fodder, grain, bullocks and ghee and
additional taxes. The members of the samaya have paid taxes even when
the peasants could not contribute. It appears that tax was collected from
the community and not the individual. Consequently, the community as a
whole has paid siddhaya and fines to the king. However, according to the
kattale, the chieftains should not impose additional fines and other taxes on
the peasants. There was a practice of collecting fines such as tappu, tagadi,
danda and undige.”’ Among them, the term danda means coercion and
forceful collection of taxes in kind and cash. Undige was an additional tax,
which the tax collectors could impose on the peasants and other taxpayers.*

The kattale also mentions that the farmers born in the village and
those who had migrated to the village need not pay undige. It is apparent
that some farmers left the village. The okkalu or the peasant group is not
responsible for bringing them back. This responsibility lies with the leaders
of the settlement. However, the samaya was responsible to bring the
resident farmers back and to pay taxes to the state.”> The document shows
that some farmers left the village. Second, the peasants who could not
pay tax were compelled to leave the village. Third, the samaya realised the
importance of compelling the peasants to stay within the village.

Another Vijayanagara inscription mentions the taxes on new cultivators
setting up in the villages. There were also taxes on cultivators who decided
to leave the place.” Consequently, it proves the migration of the peasants
in Karnataka. In some cases, the chiefs who hold important positions may
take hons or money from the peasants, who may express their discontent
through migration. In this situation, when the okkalu or farmer flees, it is
the duty of the chiefs to compensate loss to the state. In some cases, the
peasants leave without the coercion by the chiefs of the gavudas. In this
situation, the nadu leaders have to bear the loss and pay siddhaya (fixed tax)
to the state. This tax comprised the farmer’s share.”

The implication is that the farmer’s loss had to be compensated by
their chiefs. There was an incentive for the chiefs to retain farmers in their
territory or the nadu as the farmer’s absence would affect the state. It is
interesting to note that the state did not take initiative to provide relief to

the peasants or their leaders by giving tax concessions. The loss incurred
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by peasant migration had to be borne by the samayd, which comprised the
vudas, merchants and artisans.

The inscription also contains interesting information regarding the
succession of the property. It mentions that if the okkalu dies, his property
goes to either the elder or the younger brother. The members of the family
could inherit the property- The younger brother could take the property of
the elder one and vice versa. However, those who took this property had
to take the responsibility of payment of taxes. In the end, the inscription
mentions that it upholds the traditional rights of the nada prabhus.’® The
main reason for this liberal rule concerning inheritance seems to be to
ensure tax collection by the state. By transferring the land rights to the
family members, the state could ensure incessant tax revenue.

In 1527 the peasants of Dummi village decided to leave the village
as the officer of the governor Ramanna Nayaka demanded enhanced
hem. Ramanna Nayaka assured the peasants that he
nts.” According to a 1528 inscription, the
a feudatory of Krishnadeva Raya, prepared

the regulations to be followed by the cultivators to improve cultivation.
However, the king heard that the peasants were likely to violate this
regulation. To compensate for this, the king bestowed on Adiyappa Nayaka
the right to collect taxes such as kanike,® muluvana and tax on sugar.” This
is an instance of the king supporting the feudatory against the peasants who

were punished with additional taxes.
vernor caused distress to the people of the

In 1528, the Vijayanagara go
village of Niruvara (Nilavara) and to expiate the sin the governor granted
7'/, kati gadyanas to the goddess Durgadevi.'™ The nature of the trouble
caused to the people of the village is not known. But such actions by the

Vijayanagara governor would have affected the peasants. The event did not
lead to peasant migration as the state realised the mistake and corrected the
same. However, uncontrolled distress caused to the people of the village
would have encouraged the peasant migration.

A Vijayanagara inscription of a0 1533 belonging to Adoni taluk of Bellary
district mentions that peasants suffered due to exploitation by the authorities
and they decided to migrate from Kavatala-sime to Masavaya-sime. However,
the official in charge assured the peasants to protect their interest and they
were requested to return to Kavatala-sime."" The inscription shows that the
peasants even in the core region suffered from the burden of taxes.

Another Vijayanagara inscription is a replica of the erstwhile mentioned
inscription belonging to Kollegala dated AD 1408.19 1t refers to the rule of
Achyutaraya. This record is dated ap 1534.1" However, interestingly, it is a
copy of the inscription of Ap 1408. What was the need for a reissue of the
inscription? It appears that the samaya faced the problem of the peasant
migration. The provision of the kattale was informed to the members of
the samaya. The state was not prepared to bear the loss of income. It gave 45
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enormous authority to the local organisations. In return, the latter had
to supply the tax-income in the absence of the peasant tax-income. It is
apparent that the state transferred the tax burden from one category of
peasants to the other such as the gavudas. The samaya attempted to coerce
the gavudas to restrict peasant migration. It is true that the inscription does
not mention the method of discouraging peasant migration. However, it is
clear that it indirectly encouraged the village chiefs to use force to compel
the peasants to stay in their villages. Consequently, one can suggest that

what was relevant in 1408 was equally applicable in 1534.
In the sixteenth century, Vijayanagara was involved in a protracted

struggle with the enemies such as the Deccan Sultanates. Consequently,
the state needed an enormous amount of financial resources to manage
its administration. It has been suggested that in the period between 1536
and 1542, there was a political crisis in Vijayanagara, due to the conflict
between the king Achyutaraya and an influential official Ramaraya, who
had the blessings of Krishnadeva Raya.'* Ramaraya obtained victory in this
political conflict, but by this period, political instability would have affected
economic stability, thus affecting the subordinate peasants.

A 1549 inscription refers to the rules of wetland cultivation, which
the local and immigrant peasants had to follow.!*® There is a reference to
the resident cultivators and cultivators of the neighbourhood. The outside
cultivators had to follow the rules of wetland cultivation specified in this
charter. In addition, the officials such as parupatyagara, gauda and senabova
issued this rule. They have the responsibility to implement the provisions of
this charter. The implication is that the state discouraged the migration of
peasants from one place to the other. The Vijayanagara kings depended on
their subordinates, the Keladi Nayakas, for administering the Tulu region.
An inscription belonging to AD 1562 mentions the grant of Barakuru and
Mangaluru rajyas as amara maganis to Sadashiva Nayaka by Ramaraja.'*

The above study shows that in the sixteenth century there were
references to the incidence of peasant migration due to their exploitation
by the amaranayakas and other intermediaries. Feudalisation of the
administrative system was one reason responsible for the incidence of large
numbers of peasant migration in the sixteenth century. At the same time,
the amaranayakas, governors and the emperor initiated measures and
assured the peasants that they would not be exploited. In this connection,
one can also state that the brahmanas, as the state agents, attempted to
encourage the peasants to obey the state. However, in some extraordinary
situations such as over-taxation, the peasants could employ migration as
the weapon to avoid, temporarily though, exploitation by the ruling class.

Conclusion
This study has shown that the subordinate peasants, compared to the
dominant peasantry, lacked the bargaining power and consequently
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suffered (.iue. to their exploitation by the amaranayakas and other landed
intermediaries. The Hoysalas and the Vijayanagara imposed
posed an assortment

of taxes on the peasants. However, compared to the Vijayana 1
Hoysalas followed a lenient taxation policy, even thoujghy thei?ra P

. are some
instances of peasant distress even under them. In the sixteenth century, the
pressure on the peasants increased leading to their distress and migrat,ion
The dominant peasants maintained a close relationship with the state:
The subordinate peasants, on the other hand, could not maintain thjs
relationship. It is true that the kings attempted to alleviate the peasant
distress. However, it does not imply the existence of an ideal state. The
prevalence of the dominant peasants did not help the cause of the subordinate
category in the agrarian structure. Peasant distress in Karnataka, as in Tamil
Nadu and Andhra, was a reality, even though we do not suggest that there
was a widespread agrarian crisis. At the same time, one can suggest that the
pressure on the peasants increased after the death of Krishnadevaraya as
the number of peasant migration substantially increased during this period,
despite the officials providing temporary relief to the aggrieved agrarian
class. The peasants reacted to this crisis through migration, a phenomenon
recorded throughout the history of India.
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