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Abstract 

Punjab was annexed by the British in 1849. Immediately after this the British Raj 

introduced various policies in the state. Since the British wanted to establish rule in the 

state, for that purpose the British introduced certain policies as land distribution and 

murba politics. With the help of such policies the British Raj found supporters among the 

Punjabis, especially the local chaudharies/chiefs, who played a significant role in 

strengthening the roots of the Raj in Punjab. The selective policies, like agrarian reforms, 

land distribution, Punjab Land Alienation Act 1900 and murba politics implemented by 

the Raj for its own benefits, created socio-economic differences among the Punjabis. The 

impact of such policies is reflected by Sant Singh Sekhon in his novel Lahoo-Mitti 

(1949).  Against this broad context, I seek to raise the following questions in this paper: 

how did colonial modernity bring structural change like the class formation among the 

peasants? How did the colonial “state” become an oppressive agency in the hands of the 

emerging bourgeoisie? How did the marginalized subjects like skilled or unskilled 

laborers and women, especially lower castes, get doubly marginalized under the process 

of colonial modernity? How did the peasant class, which used to be at the margin before 

the introduction of agrarian reform in the Punjab, emerged as a central economic force in 

agrarian economy?    

Contextualizing Literature 

Annexation of Punjab by the British Raj in 1849 brought many socio-economic changes 

in the state. Before annexation, Maharaja Ranjit Singh (1780-1839) ruled Punjab for forty years: 

from 1799 to 1839. During his reign there was stability in Punjab, but after his death in 1839 the 

situation began to change. Since his sons were conspiring against each-other to become the ruler 

and due to the internal crisis there was a situation of anarchy in Punjab. But as soon as the British 
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Raj conquered Punjab, the Raj organized the whole Punjab under one rule. The Raj introduced 

the concept of “state” and according to Lenin “state is an organ of class rule, an organ for the 

oppression of one class by another; it is the creation of “order”, which legalizes and perpetuates 

this oppression by moderating the conflict between classes.”i With the introduction of state new 

modes of exploitation began to emerge in Punjab.  

The land, which is a major economic resource, was not properly managed and utilized 

during the Sikh rule. The Raj recognized the importance of land and established an Agro-

Horticultural Society in Lahore in 1854 for agricultural development.  The Raj also introduced a 

canalization policy in Punjab. The Bari Canal (1860-61), the Shirhind Canal (1887), Swat River 

Canal (1885), Sidhnai Canal (1886-87), and Shahpur Project (1892 created a “new agrarian 

frontier’ in the region.”ii The canalization made its effect and the land, which was out of use, 

began to be cultivated. 

Before canalization, agriculture was merely a mode of survival and domestic necessity 

was the determiner of agricultural production. As a result of canalization agricultural production 

increased manifold and peasants realized a need of market where they could sell their surplus 

production. It was during 1860s that the grain market began to emerge in Punjab. With an 

increase in the agrarian production, the issue of export and import began to emerge before the 

British Raj. To improve the means of communication the Raj introduced the first railway 

(between Amritsar and Lahore) in 1861 in Punjab and an era of modernization began with the 

introduction of railway. By the 1870s Punjab had been connected with all major cities like 

Bombay and Calcutta.iii To speed up the agricultural development in the region the British Raj 

founded the Agricultural Department in 1871 and later on it came to be known as Land Record 

and Agriculture Department.   

The Emergence of Usurers’ Capital in Punjab  

  In the beginning peasants did not have resource to meet the demand of agricultural 

expenses. They had to depend on the moneylenders. These moneylenders recognized the 

emerging business opportunity and began to finance agricultural production. A relation of 

creditor and debtor developed between the moneylenders and the peasants. But due to high 
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interest rate and farming being an unpredictable business depending on the weather, in many 

cases the peasants could not pay their debt on time and dispute began to emerge between the 

peasants and moneylenders. Two major reasons for the debt were inability to pay the revenue on 

the due date and to replace the bullocks in case of death. “Mr. Thorburn found that 12 per cent of 

the debt was borrowed to pay land-revenue and eleven percent to purchase cattle. In the First 

Report on Co-operative Societies in the Punjab, it is shown that 12.5 per cent of the money 

advanced is for the former object and 17.5 for the latter.”iv  

Earlier, such disputes between the moneylenders and peasant used to be settled by the 

village chiefs or Chaudharies and usually went in favor of the peasants. But with the 

establishment of the civil courts in 1870s the grip of the moneylenders on the peasants got 

strengthened since the civil courts verdict usually went in favor of moneylenders. In this context 

Calvert writes:     

In 1874-75 regular civil courts were established which took over from District Officers 

and their staffs the settlement of the suits for debts against the agriculturists. These courts 

were, for most part, presided over by Munsiffs recruited from the towns and so ill-versed 

in rural affairs and customary rights in land. The complaint that the unsuitability of the 

civil courts and the civil law are in part responsible for the increase of debt is heard from 

most part of India, as well as from other agricultural countries, such as France. The 

peasants, according to Mr. Thorburn, soon came regard them as agents and debt 

collectors for the moneylenders.v   

One reason for strengthening the grip of moneylenders on the peasants, after the 

establishment of the civil courts, was the Munsiffs, who belonged to the merchant class. By the 

1870s Bania, being financially better than the others, has emerged as the most educated 

community in the Punjab. Their presence as Munsiffs in the courts points out to the merchant 

class’ dominance in the field of education as Jaffrelot writes: “…while 44 per cent of the Punjab 

population was Hindu, the latter constituted 65 per cent of the literate in 1881, as against 20 per 

cent Muslims and 10 per cent Sikhs. Among the Hindus, castes having the highest literacy rate 

were the Khatris, the Agarwals and the Aroras.”vi Being from the same class moneylenders and 
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Munsiffs received moral support from each-other. That was the reason why the Munsiffs had 

been recognized by the peasants as the agents of the moneylenders. So, by the 1870s the 

merchant class had emerged as moneylender as well as bureaucratic capitalist.  

The 1870s was the period when Punjab was going through structural changes. Religious 

groups like Singh Sabha (1873) and Arya Samaj (1877) emerged during the 1870s. The socio-

political atmosphere in Punjab was changing rapidly. With the emergence of Singh Sabha and 

Arya Samaj people were getting more consciousness about their religious identity. On the other 

side, a good strength of the lower castes had converted to Christianity and it had become a 

challenge for both the Hindus and the Sikhs.               

Sant Singh Sekho’s novel Lahoo-Mitti (1949) begins with the establishment of canal 

colonies in 1880s [Shirhind Canal (1887), Swat River Canal (1885), Sidhnai Canal (1886-87)] 

and runs till the martyrdom of Bhagat Singh in 1931. In the canal colonies land deliberately 

given either to pro-British landlord or to the soldiers who fought for the Raj in the First World 

War (1914-18). The British land policy divided the society between the have and have-nots.  So, 

the novel Lahoo-Mitti confines to the socio-economic development happened during the 50 years 

(from 1880s to 1930s).  The novel sensitizes the relation of production between Bisvedar and 

Mujahra as well as the relation of production between the Mujahra and Siri. Later on the class 

struggle among these three groups Bisvedar, Mujahra and Siri takes the shape of political 

struggle in the form of Unionist Party, Kirti Kisan Party and Naujwan Bharat Sabha.     

Relation of Production between the Moneylenders and Peasants  

The father of the protagonist Vijay Singh had to leave his village Ravelpur because his 

land was mortgaged with the moneylender. His situation reminds the socio-economic scenario of 

the late 19th and early twentieth century when the disputes between the peasants and 

moneylenders had emerged openly and became a major concern for the authority. Expressing his 

concern over the issue of debt S.S. Thorburn, an I.C.S officer in Punjab, wrote a book 

‘Mussulmans and Moneylenders in the Punjab (1896)’. The other major account on the problem 

of debt in Punjab is ‘The Punjab Peasant in Prosperity and Debt (1925)’ by Malcolm L. Darling 
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an I.C.S. in the state from 1904 to 1940. Both these documents closely observe the relation of 

production between the moneylenders and peasants. 

Under financial compulsion Dharm Singh loses his land and he is left with no other 

option than to work for Hari Singh who being a namberdar has got land in the canal colonies. 

Being pro-British such chiefs/Chaudharies got land in the canal colonies as a token for their 

service to the Raj.   

Canal Colonies: Class formation within the Jat Community 

Canal colonies were founded around the end of the twentieth century. The Lower Chenab 

Canal was made in 1887-92.vii (The objective of the canal colonies was to fulfill the requirements 

of the British Raj especially if there would be a war in future the canal colonies could provide the 

horse, camel and mule. Or in Darling’s words: “The modern colony, therefore, is made not only 

to serve the primary needs of life, but also to supply the requirements of the army, and to develop 

a higher standard of agriculture…” viii The other major purpose behind the foundation of canal 

colonies was to attract the local chief/Chaudharies. The British Raj granted land to pro-British 

chiefs/Chaudharies who contributed in strengthening the roots of the Raj in Punjab. Hari Singh, 

being a namberdar and pro-British, received land:  

Being traditional, namberdar Hari Singh was against religious reforms and was a                    

pro-British. Hari Singh was a chief in his previous village.  

That was the reason he received more land in the new land.ix  

The British land distribution policy not only polarized the society between the haves and 

haves-not but also divided the Jatt community between the Bisvedar (landlord) and Mujahra 

(tenant). The policy created new modes of exploitation between the landlords and the tenants. 

Since it was the selective land distribution policy and each and everyone from the Jatt 

community did not get land under the policy. A sense of dissatisfaction began to emerge among 

those who did not get land. As M. Darling’s encounter with a Jatt confirms:  
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Jatt: ‘Why does the Sirkar not give me land? Our work is cultivation. What else can we 

do? Where else can we go? We must have land?’ 

Darling: ‘The Sirkar cannot give land to everyone. Jats are many, and the land is limited.’ 

Jatt: ‘Then does it give land to the great and not the poor?’ 

  Darling: ‘It has given it to many who are poor, especially those who have served it.’x  

The policy widened the gap between the rich and poor and created economic boundaries 

among the Jatts. In the beginning the economic disparities were not as important as it became in 

the second generation. Despite being the son of a Mujahra (tenant) Vijay Singh got married with 

Daya Kaur, who belonged to a landholding family. Though there was economic difference 

between the two families, husband belonged to the tenant family while the wife was from the 

landholding family; even then they adjust with each-other. But in the next generation the 

question of socio-economic status or possession of land became more complex.  

The village barbar, who was a close friend of Vijay Singh, suggested many times the 

house of Vijay Singh to the people, who were looking for a bridegroom. They come and 

talk ten-fifteen minutes about boy’s education, his maternal families and Ravelpur and 

then left. They never took milk or water. Daya Kaur knew that it was difficult to find an 

alliance in such situation. They came after listening to the well-wishers. When they came 

to know either from a friend or the village barber that Vijay Singh did not have his own 

land, they left.xi    

In the second generation the criteria for the alliance gets changed and now people are 

more conscious about socio-economic status. That is the reason Madan gets rejected many times. 

But as soon as he completes his graduation he gets an alliance from Fateh Singh’s daughter. 

Fateh Singh is a retired army captain. He got three murba as a token of his service to the Raj.xii 

One murba is equal to 25 acre; so he gets 75 acres in total. Fateh Singh’s context reminds the 

British army policy according to which the soldiers, who have served in the First World War, 

have been awarded land in the canal colonies and the chiefs and Chaudharies like Hari Singh 
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played a significant role persuading the Punjabi youths to serve the British Army in the First 

World War:  

But pro-British old Jagirdars and new merchant class were preaching in favor of the Raj 

and encouraging the people to get ready to fight against France and Western Asia. 

Understanding the fact that the jagirdars’ preaching was not making much effect; the 

district authorities wanted to speed up the recruitment process with bureaucratic pressure 

and with the magnetism of material benefits. Hari Singh pressurized the peasants, who 

were working under him, to return the debt and through such pressure he succeeded to 

send more than dozen young-men to Bitish army.xiii  

Observing the chiefs Chaudharies’ role in strengthening the roots of the British Raj in 

Punjab, Ian Talbot writes: “The four most important landowning families, the Ramgarhias, 

Sindhanwalias, Ahluwalias and Majithias collaborated closely with the British. At the end of the 

First World War, over 42000 acres of colony land were distributed to just 6000 Commissioned 

and Non-Commissioned Army officers.”xiv  

Fateh Singh selects Madan as a fiancé for his daughter on the basis of education. 

Selection of such a poor farmer’s son as a fiancé for an army captain’s daughter points out to the 

change in attitude. Earlier the fiancé used to be selected on the basis of socio-economic status but 

now education has become the criteria. There is no lack of landlords’ sons for the captain as well 

as landlord Fateh Singh’s daughter. But Fateh Singh selects Madan because he is more educated 

than any other landlords’ son in the area. Being captain, Fateh Singh understands the importance 

of education. Since education could make someone more powerful than the land. In other words 

the selection of an educated boy rather than a landlord’s son points out to the negotiation 

between the two types of powers: one, it is the power of land which someone gets if he has 

control over the means of production (that is land); second, the power of knowledge which 

transforms someone into a professional. Control over land means the control over the means of 

production which promises a better material life but knowledge not only brings the material 

benefits but also respect in the society. That is the reason Fateh Singh negotiates with Madan’s 

poverty otherwise he could have found a landlord’s son for his daughter. This marriage between 
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a Mujahra’s son and a captain as well as landlord’s daughter signals a transformation and mental 

change which began to take place in Jatt community.  

Vijay Singh sacrifices and suffers a lot for Madan’s education but he is determined to go 

to any extent. We get a clear sense of his determination from a dialogue that happened between 

husband and wife:    

Do you think that you have a house here and Madan will get an alliance? Daya kaur 

repeated. 

He said proudly, ‘You are right, I do not have any land but I will educate my son more 

than any landlord.’xv  

Vijay Singh’s statement here is very pernicious. Through this statement (that he would 

educate his son more than the landlords) we can trace the class conflict between landlords and 

peasants. His statement implicitly points out to the emergence of a group of educated among the 

farmers, especially among the Jatts. Since around the 1870s when the Arya Samaj came into 

existence, the merchant class had already emerged as the most educated community. The 

merchant class had organized itself in the form of Arya Samaj and the British Raj identified it as 

“a potential seditious body”.xvi With the emergence of merchant class as the most educated and 

bureaucratic class, other communities got marginalized in the field of government services. It 

was in response to the dominance of the merchant class in the government services that in 1881 

the Muslims requested for reservation to the Hunter Education Commission. The Raj recognized 

the increasing economic gap between the merchant class and other communities. To break the 

monopoly of the merchant class in the government services the British Raj began to encourage 

education among the peasants. “Aitcheson College was founded in Lahore in 1886 to provide 

education for the sons of the leading landlords. It restricted admission to all but a few of the 

province’s rural elite.”xvii As a result of the British education policy a group of educated youth 

emerged among the landlords.  

Vijay Singh’s determination to educate his son more than the landlords’ son points out to 

unconsciously reflected class antagonism. Vijay Singh knows that he would never be a 
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competitor to landlords because he would never be able to buy as much land as the landlords 

possess. But he imagines that education can make his son a powerful fellow. His imagination is 

shaped by the increasing number of educated among the farmers.  By the end of the second 

decade of the twentieth century the British Raj had planned to give representation to peasants in 

the administrative services:  

They had set up in 1918 a commission under the chairmanship of H. J. Maynard to 

consider the agriculturalist tribes’ representation in the public services. Its 

recommendation that this should be greatly increased was readily accepted by Michael O’ 

Dwyer. The proportion of agriculturalist Extra Assistant Commissioners was to be raised 

from 40 to 50 per cent, of tahsildars and naib-tahsidars from 42 to 66 per cent and of 

munsiffs from 29 to 66 per cent.xviii  

It was under the influence of the existed bureaucrats and leaders from his own 

community that Vijay Singh imagines his son as a bureaucrat or a leader. The inspirational logic 

behind his imagination is that if his son gets some administrative post or becomes a leader, then 

Vijay Singh would be as honorable as any other landlord. So, Vijay Singh recognizes education 

as a tool to contest the class hierarchy of the landlords.         

Relation of production between Bisvedar (Landlord) and Mujahra (Tenant) 

Being landless, Vijay Singh is in need of land which he could cultivate and Hari Singh 

being the landlord is in need of a tenant. They fulfill each-other’s need, so the relation of 

production between Vijay Singh and Hari Singh is determined by the economic interests rather 

than by the moral values. But Vijay Singh considers that the relation is more an issue of mutual 

understanding. Being a Mujahra, he is not as unhappy as his wife Daya Kaur who belongs to a 

landholding family. She does not like her husband to be recognized as a Mujahra. The difference 

between husband and wife begins to emerge with the economic gap which keeps on increasing 

between the Bisvedar and Mujahra with each harvest. Since at each harvest more than half of his 

production Vijay Singh has to give to Bisvedar and laborers and he gets just half of the total 

production. Earlier Vijay Singh had a small family and he was comfortable with the share he 

used to get as a tenant. But now he has a large family and the share he gets from the production 
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is not enough for survival. This is the reason why Daya Kaur is dissatisfied with her husband 

working as a Mujahra.  

On the other side, the landlords’ family is getting prosperous at the cost of Vijay Singh’s 

labor. Daya Kaur closely observes the increasing economic gap between her own family and 

landlord’s family. She says:  

One evening inquiring the intensity of Vijay Singh’s love Daya Kaur asks, “Can you 

bring me the same ear-ring which Nand Kaur wears?”  

“You already have ear-ring”, Vijay Singh answers as he does not know the difference 

between the gold ear-ring and silver ear-ring.   

I have a silver ear-ring and Nand Kaur has gold ear-ring, don’t you know?xix  

The dialogue between Daya Kaur and her husband not only reflects her desire for gold 

ear-ring but also points out to her dissatisfaction with her husband being a Mujahra. Being the 

tenant Vijay Singh is unable to save enough to buy the gold ear-ring to Daya Kaur. The gold ear-

ring is not merely an issue of a woman’s desire for gold ornament rather it is more a symbol of 

class.  

The landlord Hari Singh is from the same Jatt caste to which Vijay Singh also belongs. 

But being pro-British he has got land in the canal colony. This favor brought change in his 

economic situation and with the surplus income, which he gets in the form of rent from the 

Mujahra, his daughters-in-law are able to buy the gold ornaments. Earlier the gold ornaments 

were limited to the merchant class or aristocratic families and silver ornaments were used in the 

farmer community as the novelist writes:  

Whatever ornaments Daya Kaur got at her marriage, according to the tradition in farmer 

community, they were all made of silver.  But with the establishment of canal colonies, 

the lives of farmers began to prosper and now some of them had begun to use the gold 

ornaments.xx    
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The use of gold ornaments by the farmer community points out to the shift in the status of 

the peasant community. The use of gold ornament signifies the transformation from margin to 

centre. Earlier the farmer community used to be at the margin because farming was limited to 

domestic requirement. But now with an increase in the agricultural production, farming has 

become a business and it has become the backbone of the state economy. A slight historical 

enquiry confirms this change: 

In the years 1921-29, the province’s agricultural debt consequently rose from around 

Rs.90 crores to Rs. 135 crores. Despite the growth of the agricultural banks and 

Cooperative Credit Societies, the bulk of this money was owned to moneylenders. 

Moneylending became such a profitable business during these years, that it was reckoned 

that nearly 60000 people derived their livelihood from it and in 1928-29, over a third of 

the total income tax paid by industry and business came from it.xxi   

It is clear from the above quotation that finance to agricultural production became the 

most preferred business among the merchant class and a good strength of merchants was 

involved in agricultural financing. So, these two communities (farmer and merchant) which used 

to be at the margin in pre-colonial Punjab became the centre of economic activities. Before the 

emergence of the modern market the Bania community used to be the petty shopkeepers in the 

villages. It was under the process of agricultural development which began with the introduction 

of canal colonies and with the introduction of railways in 1861 in Punjab that mandis began to 

emerge near the railways from where communication was easily available. The mandi emerged 

as a place where merchant and peasant negotiate with each other. Mandi brought the peasants 

and the merchant in contact with the global market.        

Relation of Production between Mujahra (Tenant) and Siri (Labourer) 

With the emergence of canal colonies the lives of the Dalits also began to change. The 

chiefs and Chaudharies, who got land in the canal colonies, brought a good strength of the lower 

castes with them to the emerging space. In the canal colonies they began to work as siri (bonded 

laborer) either for the landlord or for the Mujahras. Both Mujahra and siri directly or indirectly 

work for the landlord and get exploited in various ways. But there is a difference between the 
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kinds of exploitation these two working groups face. The relation of production between the 

Bisvedar and Mujahra is based on the class hierarchy. For instance Hari Singh (landlord) and 

Vijay Singh (a tenant) belong to the same caste Jatt. But being the landlord Hari Singh has 

control over the means of production (land) while being landless Vijay Singh works as a 

Mujahra. Vijay Singh has not been excluded from the ownership of the means of production by 

the caste hierarchy. Religion and caste do not legitimize his exploitation. Therefore, the relation 

between Hari Singh and Vijay Singh, without any doubt, is based on class.  

But relation of production between Vijay Singh and Malu is based on caste as well as 

class hierarchy. Malu unlike Vijay Singh has been excluded from the land ownership right by 

caste hierarchy. His exploitation is legitimized by caste and religion. As Manu the first law giver 

writes: “Candala and Svapacas, however, must live outside the village and they should be made 

Apapatras. Their property consists of dogs and donkeys, their garments are the clothes of the 

dead; they eat in broken vessels; their ornaments are of iron; and they constantly roam about.”xxii  

The British land distribution policy did not bring any change in the situation of the Dalits, they 

still remained landless. Being a landless laborer Malu belongs to a class which does not have 

access to the means production, so in Marxian term he belongs to labor class who does not have 

anything but to sell labor for survival. Malu being a landless laborer has been hired by Vijay 

Singh in forty rupees for one year. But even after working as a siri for two years he could 

manage only 10 rupees, and 30 rupees of debt:  

Malu was not a hardworking laborer but even than he had been paid forty rupees in 

advance. After two years work when he was leaving the village for forever, he still had 

thirty rupees debt.xxiii   

Malu’s two years labor is counted only for ten rupees. His case reminds the siri-landlord 

system under which if someone begins to work as a siri, it is almost impossible for his next 

generation to escape from the clutches of the landlord. Malu is working as a siri and he is getting 

1/5th of the total production as it gets confirmed: “inhan das man daniyan ‘chon do man tenu mil 

jange te tin man kamin lai jange. Sade hisse jhuge vichon rhi jange panch man dane,” Daiya 

Kaur ne uchchi aawaj hisab kar ke aakhiya. (After counting Daya Kaur said loudly: “Out of this 
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ten man grain, two man you will get and other laborers will get three man. Our share will be only 

five man.”)xxiv Out of ten man Malu will get two man which points out to his fixed share as 1/5th 

in the total production. Thirty rupees, which Malu needs to pay back, points out to the 

exploitative nature of siri-landlord system. Such advance amount, which siri usually takes from 

the landlord, is like hanuman ki punchch which never comes to an end. Since the harvest usually 

happens after six months. To meet the demand of his family siri usually borrows from the 

landlord and debt keeps mounting up. Other reason is that siri being illiterate cannot keep the 

record of the account. In the industrial economy the laborers are paid just for survival and under 

the economic compulsion they are forced to produce laborers in the next generation. In the same 

way debt forces the siris to produce the siris in the next generation as this example affirms this 

tradition:  

Jasbir’s husband, Avtar Singh, had “sold” himself and his wife as bonded labourers 

against a loan of Rs. 45,000 four years ago, to the village landlord. He died this August 

leaving behind the unpaid debt. 

Sitting alongside Mr. Jai Singh, her son huddled against her, Ms. Kaur tells her story.  

Avtar Singh was often beaten up so brutally at work that he wouldn’t be able to stand up 

the next day. Then one day the landlord came and told me that my husband committed 

suicide while at work. I got frightened that they would now come after my son –as is a 

common practice in Punjab to replace an injured, dead worker with another male member 

from his family—that I decided to run away from the farm with my son. But last week 

my landlord found me and asked me to return his money with interest.xxv  

But it does not mean that all the siris’ sons are becoming siris. There are people who have broken 

this hegemonic mode and have come out of the quagmire. 

To some extent both Vijay Singh and Malu are laborers because one works as a Mujahra 

for the landlord while other works as a laborer for the Mujahra. But their position being laborer 

and Mujahra makes a huge difference. Even after being a Mujahra Vijay Singh is able to manage 

the marriage of his daughter as well as the expenses of his son who is now in the college for 
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higher education and spends more than fifty rupees per month.xxvi But Malu is unable to manage 

forty rupees in two years.  

Dalit women’s exploitation and the Question of Caste, Class and Gender overlap 

Being landless, the Dalit community is not only exploited economically but also sexually. 

Dalit women’s exploitation is a major concern towards which the novelist points out. This is not 

a new social feature rather it has been happening for thousands of years. The British Raj could 

have changed the situation if it had given the landownership rights to Dalits. Being economically 

dependent, Dalits mostly rely on the landholding community and further, this dependency has 

created hegemonic mode under which they get exploited. As it has been mentioned in the novel, 

a young Dalit girl does not openly resist to the advances of a landlord who is as old as her father.  

But next time when she is away from the other women and collecting the grain, she has been 

targeted by the landlord’s son who says: 

“How did this harni remain away from the herd?” 

“Your father also called me harni. Whose harni I should be? First, you and your father get 

it settled,” this girl answered cleverly.xxvii   

Both father and son are trying to woo the girl but the girl does not resist to their advances. 

Her “silence” does not signify consensus rather it points out to her vulnerability. Being a girl 

from the landless community she understands the power of the landlord. Here “power” refers 

more to control over the instrumentalities of coercion. It refers to all the means by which an 

individual or a group of individuals can exert a controlling influence over others.xxviii It is power 

which does not allow her to resist the landlord because she understands that if she resists then the 

landlord would not allow them to enter into his field. Narrating the Dalit women’s exploitation 

Rainuka Dagar writes: “The acceptance of upper caste men having access to sexual favors of 

Dalit women was reported by 91 per cent of the Jats and 88 percent of Dalits in1994. A similar 

trend is reflected in a 2000 study with this acceptance being around 80 percent.”xxix Being the 

owner of the means of production, landlords treat the Dalits as their property. Dalit women’s 

vulnerability is further strengthened by caste, class and gender. Being a Dalit she does not have 
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access to the means of production that is land, being landless she depends on others. Being poor 

(class) Dalit (caste) woman (gender) she is always subjected to exploitation by the landlords.     

Punjabi culture and moral values do not allow the father and son to try on the same girl. 

That is the reason why the girl smartly puts a question that first you and your father settle the 

issue whether I should be your or your father’s harni (beloved)?  Her response is not merely a 

response rather she humiliates the boy by asking either he or his father should be ashamed.     

Question of Literary Representation 

Through the narrative of Akali Movement the novelist raises the question of religious 

identity. The question of religious identity emerged with the emergence of religious groups like 

Singh Sabha in 1873 and Arya Samaj in 1877. Before the foundation of Singh Sabha and Arya 

Samaj Punjabis were not as much conscious about the religious identity as they became later on. 

As narrating the emerging religious consciousness among the Punjabis Harjit Oberoi writes: “By 

the closing decade of the nineteenth century the Singh Sabha, a wide-ranging religious 

movement, began to view the multiplicity in Sikh identity with great suspicion and hostility.”xxx  

By the end of the nineteenth century untouchables’ conversion to Christianity has become a 

challenge for both the Hindus and the Sikhs. In the beginning both these groups (Singh Sabha 

and Arya Samaj) collaborated with each other but later on the Arya Samajist began to criticize 

the Sikhs Gurus. In 1888 Pandit Guru Datt said: “…it is difficult to say whether the Sikhs have 

any religion or not, but surely they have no knowledge of any kind … he declared with great 

daring and courage “if Swami Dayanand Saraswati Maharaj called Guru Nanak a great fraud, 

what did it matter?”xxxi The Arya Samajist like Lala Thakar Das proposed that Sikh Hindu Hain 

(Sikhs Are Hindus, 1898) and Sardar Kahan Singh Nabha objected Ham Hindu Nahin (We Are 

not Hindu, 1898). So, by the end of the nineteenth century and in the beginning of the twentieth 

century the Singh Sabha and Arya Samaj have become staunch rival groups.  
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1907 Peasant Struggle  

The British Raj’s selective land distribution policy not only divided the society between haves 

and haves-not but also created a group of landlords who in the beginning was pro-British. But 

later on, after the introduction of Colonization Bill:  

In 1906 it introduced in the Punjab Legislative Council a Bill for the Colonization of 

Government Land (known as the Colonization Bill). This was designed to supercede the 

Government Tenant Act (Punjab) of 1893, under the aegis of which tenancies had 

hitherto been allotted, but which was found to be inadequate for dealing with several 

aspects of colonization.xxxii    

The pro-British landlords especially Pratap Singh Ahluwaliaxxxiii and Malik Umar Hayat 

Khan Tiwana protested against the Bill in the Assembly.  Ajit Singh and Lala Lajpat Rai 

organized the peasants against the British Raj’s policy and as a result of their efforts “the 

government made major concessions to the colonists.”xxxiv Since the Punjab Land Alienation Act 

1900 was introduced in favor of the peasant class and it excluded the merchant class from 

landownership right. It had divided the society between the cultivators and non-cultivators. By 

the 1907 Lajpat Rai had emerged as a well known Arya Samajist and prominent leader of the 

Congress. The Congress in Punjab, right from the beginning, could not attract the peasant class 

“because of its identification with the moneylenders.”xxxv The positive thing which came out in 

response to the Colonization Bill was that the two groups merchant and peasants got together 

against the Raj. The following song will substantiate this:   

Pagdi sambhal jatta, pagdi sambhal uei,  

Loot giya raj tera, loot giya maal uei, 

Pagdi sambhal jatta… 

(Take care of your turban Jatta, take care of turban, 

Your raj has been looted; your wealth has been looted,  

Take care of your turban Jatta…)xxxvi  
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  A song like this not only played a significant role in shaping the self-imagination of 

landholding community in Punjab but also inspired the Punjabis in America to organize 

themselves in the form of Gadar Party.  

Towards the end of the novel the novelist narrates the volatile situation in Punjab. The 

Akali Movement has emerged against the appointment of the Mahants who have been identified 

as characterless.xxxvii With the polarization of society along various religious lines like Singh 

Sabha, Arya Samaj, and Ad Dharm the question of religious identity reached at its peak. The 

supreme Sikh body Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak Committee (SGPC) has been founded 

during the Akali movement in the 1920s. It is around the second decade of the twentieth century, 

Gandhi has also emerged on the Indian political horizon and with the idea of non-violence he has 

made an impression on the masses.  

By the 1920s the Unionist Party has come into existence and it has begun to address the 

issues of the peasant class. But being dominated by the landlords the Unionist Party could not 

attract the peasant class as a whole. On the other side, the Gadar Party, which has its origin in 

America, has attracted a good strength of educated from the peasant class. They organized 

themselves in the form of Kirti Kisan Party in 1925. Another major group Naujwan Bharat Sabha 

has been founded by Bhagat Singh in 1926. The leaders of both these groups came from the 

peasant class and they succeeded in attracting most of the peasant population. So, the 1920s 

Punjab was divided into four major groups: first, the Congress which has been recognized as “a 

gang of traders and capitalist”xxxviii, second, the Unionist Party a group of big landlords and third, 

Kirty Kisan Party and Naujwan Bharat Sabha dominated by the peasants. In the 1920s Punjab, 

these four groups (the Congress, the Unionist Party, Kirti Kisan Party and Naujwan Bharat 

Sabha) were struggling against each other.          

The novelist implicitly addresses the question of class antagonism through the “non-

violence politics” of Gandhi and the sacrifice of Bhagat Singh. Questioning the principle of non-

violence the novelist writes:  

The middle class wanted to retain peace. They did not find any reason to be angry with 

the British Raj. They had been realizing that the power was getting transferred to them, 
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first in the field of industry and business and then in the field of bureaucracy.  They 

thought that the power transfer, that was happening slowly, was a better option than the 

years’ long gun-battle.  They forgot all historical lessons and began to believe that they 

could not succeed in gun-battle with the great power like England. Spreading such rumor 

was in their favor because it was not definite that after the gun-battle who would get the 

power; either they or peasants?xxxix  

There is no doubt that if Indian freedom struggle had taken the shape of a gun-battle, the 

power might have gone to the working class.  But such narrative raises the question of ideology 

of the novelist. In his book Studies in European Realism Lukacs writes about ideology: “It is the 

view of the world, the ideology or Weltanschauung underlying a writer’s work that counts. And 

it is the writer’s attempt to reproduce this view of the world which constitutes his ‘intention’ and 

is the formative principle underlying the style of a given piece of writing.”xl Being from the 

peasant class Sant Singh Sekhon might have had a sense of sympathy with the peasants, but as it 

is known ‘human beings are the products of socio-economic circumstances’ and Sekhon is not an 

exception to this dictum. His specificity being the son of a peasant constitutes his view of the 

world and his view of the world determines his intention. His observation is well-grounded in the 

socio-economic reality and political volatility of his time.  
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