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Mahesh Chandra Regmi, 75e Staze and Feeromic S’Urplasf Production,
Trade and Resource Mobilisation imearly 19th Century Nepal Nath Publish.
ing House, Varanasi, 1984 pp:ai-+-240, price Rs. 125.00. R . ‘ :

The authentic literature on Nepali economic history is as rare as the serpent in the
Iceland. In fulfilment of this obligation, the present book, The State and Economic Surplus
is seconid in the' series of studying Nepali economic history written by a Ramion’ Magsasay
Award-winner Nepali Scholar, Mahesh Chandra Regmi, the first being his own entitled
A Study in Nepali Economic History, 1768-1846, published n 197]. :

TheBook, The Stare andEconwnicSurplm, isa comprehensive account of how Gorkhali
rulers of early nineteenth century Nepal tried to mobilise resources for territorial €Xxpansion
andunification. In this book;the writer has developed an integrated approach to study Nepal’s
politics, administration, land tenure and economic activities connected with production and
trade, and the fiscal policies of the state. He has also made an’ attempt to reveal various
unidentified aspects of Nepali economic history. On the part of the writer this is an effort
to study history as a*‘dialogue between past and the present. . between living present and a
past which the historian makes live again by establishing its continuity with the present,>’

The book is divided into thirteen chapters which include: the description of the King-
dom’s geographical historical, and political situation at the beginning of the nineteenth
century in the first chapter; while resource mobilisation policies and the nature of adminj-
strative machinery available to the state for the implementation of those policies as well as
innovations that were introduced during the period have been discussed in the second and
third chapters, :

The fourth and fifih chapters describe the general pattern ofprimar“yproducti-on aswell
as of handicrafts and manufactures, The question relating to the ownership and contro} of
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deal with the different methods by which the state accurmulated the surplus through the
process of exchange and transfers without guid pro-quo.

The Nepalese economic histery of the early nineteenth century is interesting not oaly
from the perspective of mobilising rescurces in moneyand commodities fro‘mth'cprod'uction
of farms, mines and forests by the Gorkhali tulers for territorial expansion and unification,

“but also susceptible to the prevailing circumstances and objectives set by the then authori-
ties, This book is the first detailed exposition of the cconomic activities carried on by ths
nincteenth century Nepali subjects.At many places, the writer with sufficient critical acumen,
ha% raiscd. very delicate issues. For example: . 0. ' SR S S

“Morgover successive; rulers in- Kathmandi consrstentiy fol!owed the pohcy of"

debarring the inhabitants of the Tarai region from political power as wellasfrom - '

appointments in thecivila dministrativnand thearmy Indeed, the Tarai region was
treated more as a colonial possessicn serving the economic and-other Ainterests

of Kathmandu-based aristeeracy and bureauceracy, whe were invariably eof  hill

region, than as a constituent unit of the newly-founded Kingdom. The ‘question

is not mercly one of the cqualityol status and privilege with the rest of the King- .

dom, but basically of the economic integration of the nation”? (p. 13}

During the pcrmd the Gorkhail rulers had at their command a vast area. ol 2,000 kilo-
meiers. ranﬂmo f’rom the T:sm river in the east to the Swlej in the west - the empire never.
ruled by any othcr successive ruler in the history of Nepal The conc:c,pt of _greatec Nepal
lost its pmmmence after ihEdeb“iC]L of 1846 through which the Britishers annexed and. ruled-
most ot the fertile plains of the Tarai region, reducing the size of theKingdom to a half ofr
ity origin. Perham it was thiy limitation that the Gorkhali rulers of early nineteenth century.
Nepal m:)blhscd u.onomxc resources not only to sustain their monepoly of political power
but also to regam 1hL1r past glory. In this regard,the writer seems to be more critical of the..
policy adoptcd by the thcn rulers of the Kingdom. He writes:

“In order to sustain their mencpoly of pu]mmi powet thmugh Wthh they exp-

loited the nation’s, rdoumcs for their own benefit, the rulers of Nepkli whether

Sha , Tlmpa or Ram had perf'orce to share-such bencfits with the ar:stocracy' ‘

and bureaucrdcy " This: W’m done Lhrough Birta qud Zrag:r gwen in '1pprccmt1on '

of the. ‘;tr\uces to the Slate thc recipients :nciudcd priests, religious teachers

soldiers aund the nwmbers of Royal Idﬂ'H]y (p 19)

Towards unde:s%andmﬂ the ccuonomy and tlu cconum!c hﬂ, nf the pe opie of early nine-
teenth CLHRUly Nepai this book is a memcnto wh]ch cleariy explams that the pol:cws.
belonging to the category of transfers were almed clt extracting the economic surplus gene:
rated by producers and traders without a qmd pro quo on the one hand, and revenue from '
the use of agricultural land resources occupled a lower prlorltv minimisiug the ihagnitude-
of the surplus whlch otherwise, would have bcen a substantral contrlbutlon to the treasury,
on the other
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The Synophc view .of Nepah economic history inciudes:’

©o Ea,riy nineteenth” century Nepai was essent!aiiy an agricultura oountry wnth 8 rmh
herntage Rice was the chief agrmultura] ploduco throuOhout the eastern Taral whoreas cash
crops like tobacco “cotton, ‘sugarcane, Jute mustard, wheat, mlllets and orlseeds were aiso
grown in ‘the differeiit parts of the Kingdom. The inner ‘Tarai however, was Iarge]y unculm
twatcd durlng the period “In the hilly region, the ouitwatlon may ’oe sald o oonsrst Jn
transplanted Tice and cardamom was the most valuabie artlclep roduced in the region.

Southern and” eastern 'I‘arm and inner Tarai regions were of considerable 1mportance from
mmmermal pomt of view. The forest resources was very rich. Sef treés in Tarai werewe]l
known for their value, Smce Nepal was a° producer of copper iron, Iead and other metals '
mmmg was an 1mportant act1v1ty, second only to agrlculture.

The Newars of Kathmandu vaiiey and Mcches ‘of the far eastern Tarai region had a
flair for handicrafts and manufactures. Hand-made paper was manufactured on the ]arge
scale. As Hodgson noted, ““the manufactured produce of Nepal is for office-records better
than any Indian paper being as strong and durable as leather almost, and quite smooth'
enough to write on”’. As Hamilton described it there wastotal lack of traded and commerc:al
inter-course among the hill regions and between the Tarai and hill regions of the ngdom )
The surplus was diverted to bordering Indian markets and border trade with Tibet also
flourished ' -

In Nepal, agricultural lands forests including mines have traditionally been considered
part of state property, Private ownership was confined to agricultyral lands and forests, in
the form of a prmlegc granted to the subjects by the state. Ownership rights especml]y-.of
agriceltural lands were transferred to individualand communal groups for political purposes.
In many a case,Gorkhali rulers of early nineteenth centuryNepal made a hasty comproniise
with different principalities to pacify their grievances. It was said that the Gorkhali. rulers
did net achieve political unification solely through military conquest but also by granting
pohtlcai and social faveurs. The Kipar system in the eastern hril region and. Rajya. system of
the western hill region are instances in point.

Lands were often endowed by the state for temples and monasteries and’ a[so for reh- .
gious and charitable institutions,-under the gwthi sysiem. The Jjara system was the prrme inno-
* vation of the Gorkbali rulers of the early nineteenth century, 1ntroduced for the collection of

revenue, Amanaf arrangements where made when l;aradars ‘were not avallable In the hills, the-
tradition of fek-thiti was reconfirmed. _ o e

The large amounts of revenue were spent before 'th'ey'fciund their wa’y to the treasury.
In addition to land-tax, commercial taxation was oné of the ‘means through which the state
extracted a part of the economic surplus generated by’ producers and traders. Compulsery and-
unpaid labour was exacted under the Jhara system-another form of exploitation. Caste™and
communal obligations are other examples of this kind.

The writer has described many of the economic actwltles camed on during the period
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and also pointed out that the Gorkhali rulers.of nineteenth century Neapal iniroduced a com-
ma.nd eeonomy - a ,{;ara system to moblhse the reSOUICes especml!.y towa,rds meetmg pohtchﬂ
obhgatlons and personal achievements The surpluﬁ extraeted by the state was truly meagre.
However the only outstandmg aehxevement of the then Gorkhala rylers was that they dld not
turn the country into a thoroughfare for the mtruders Thlsw sarem rkab?e glory m thehlstory
of Nepal—afact which has been missed mthe book In sp1te of theauthor ssincer efforl;sto portray
a full view of nmeteenth century Nepa]l economy there are formldable weaknesses m thebook

Nowherem the book dowehavea discussion ontheborrowmg and money—lendmg system
of that pcr:od It also does not, cover the mterest-systemfollowed bythethenrulers. A smallnote
on the currency system does not suffice to represent the monetary system of the country. The
most conspicious part is that the sources quoted from Hamilton’s 4n Accounz of the. Kingdom
of Nepal have been unaccounted for.Inthe whole book the main focus is on the revenug side,
neglectnig expenditure part.The writer has falled toadd anythmg regardmg mlhta,ry expenditure
for which the Gorkhali rulers innovated various strategxes to mobﬂlse the TES0ULCces durmg the
period

The title of the book is symbolic. The author seems to have been susceptible to the
Ma.rman theory of Surplus value in the selectlon of the title. In bxs vnew the surplus is deﬁned
as:

“The difference between the new or additional exchange value the producers and traders
~create through the production and exchange of commodities, and their expenses and th:
costs of subsistence constitutes their net gain. This gain may be described as profit, but the
concept of profit as distinguished from factor income, that is, the returns from land, labour
and capital, may prove unrealistic for an analysis of trends in a pre-industrial economy suci
as that of Nepal during the 19th century, Accordingly it may be preferable to use the term
economic surplus (p. 22)-

In spite of the shortcomings discussed above, the writer has shown tremendons courage
to present an unbiased picture of the economic history of early nineteenth century Nepal. The
stylein which facts have been presented is' admirable. The book is highly useful for rescarchers,
academicians,and national and forelgn scholars interested in Nepali economic history. Moreover,
the subject will remain mcomp]ete Wlthout going through this book. It would be most zppro-
priate if The State and Econagmic Surplusls mcluded mthe M AL (Hlstory)syllabus of Tribhuvan
University. Mahesh Chandra RegIm deserves credlt for hlS scholarly contnbunon to this field,
I't has certainly added a new feather to his cap. '
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