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Introduction
This is a short note on Karl Marx’s excerpts on the history of
land relations in India. It covers a part of a book by one of his
friends, the Russian Jurist and Sociologist, Academician
Maksim Maksimovich Kovalevsky (1851-1916). This book was
published in 1879, and Marx made his excerpts from it in a
notebook that he used during the years 1879-1880. These
excerpts of Marx contain many important threads for future
investigations on landed property. These may be useful for those
who are interested in continuing his unfinished and incomplete
critique of political economy.
________________________________

Karl Marx’s excerpts from Максим Максимович Ковалевский
(1879), Общинное землевладение,причины, ход и
последствия его разложения [Communal land ownership, the
causes, course and consequences of its decomposition], Часть
первая [Part One]: Общинное землевладение в колониях и
влияние по земельной политики на его разложение
[Communal land ownership in the colonies and the impact of
land policy on its decomposition] (Москва : Типография Ф.Б.
Миллера), has three parts. Part one is devoted to the Americas
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of the indigenous people before and after Spanish conquest; part
two dealt with the English East Indies or to India under English
rule; and, part three is about Algeria under French rule. These
excerpts were first published in Russian in the journal
Советское Востоковедение, 1958 (Nos. 3: 3-13; 4: 3-22; 5:
3-28). These are available in different complete and partial
editions and translations since the 1970s. The observations
below are limited to the second part of these excerpts related to
the history of land relations in India.
_____________________________

Marx’s India-related excerpts from Kovalevsky’s book are
subdivided into the following sections: A. Historical order of
development of the modern forms of communal landed property
in India; B. History of land relations in India during the rule of
the native Rajas there; C. Muslim laws and the corresponding
changes noticed in land relations in India; D. The process of
feudalisation of landed property during the period of Muslim
rule there; and, E. English economy and its impact upon
communal property in India. These excerpts contain two topical
bibliographies.

For the study of the history of land relations in India Kovalevsky
and Marx utilized a combination of available administrative
reports, some texts pertaining to ancient and medieval Indian
customs and laws and Anglo-Indian laws related to landed
property, and some ethnological data about some of the societies
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of India. Most eminent historians and social scientists of
modern India, such as, Bhupendra Nath Datta (1952), Irfan
Habib (1963), Damodar Dharmanand Kosambi (1965), Ram
Sharan Sharma (1965), Dineshchandra Sircar (1966), and
Harbans Mukhia (1979) among others, either remained unaware
of or chose to neglect Kovalevsky’s book and of Marx’s excerpts
from it. We have S. Naqvi (1972) and Bula Bhadra (1986)
among those who were at least partially acquainted with some
translations of Marx’s Kovalevsky excerpts. One needs to
examine how the scholars of Indian history and society from
other parts of the world used Kovalevsky’s text and Marx’s
excerpts from it.

Though Lawrence Krader’s partial edition of these excerpts
(1975), and his earlier (1972) edition of Marx’s ethnological
notebooks, were available in some of the better endowed
libraries of India at least since the 1980s, the neglect of this
later phase of Marx’s study of Indian history, and even a certain
amount of ignorant rejection of and hostility towards those
studies, has remained the dominant trend among the marxist
ideologues and academicians of our land. The marxists of India
as well as their anti-marxist opponents rejected those texts of
Marx with which they felt uncomfortable without refuting them
on grounds of fact and reason. That is why these excerpts of
Marx could not become objects of detailed scientific
investigations in this ancient land of ours, where Kovalevsky,
and following him Marx, had noticed in the codes ascribed to
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Manu (c, 2nd century B.C.E.), perhaps, one of the most ancient
recognition of the political-economic fact that labour is the
foundation of property in human society.

While using an edition of the मानवधम�शा��:/मन�ुम�ृत/
मनसुं�हता [or better still its भाग�व पाठ, as legends ascribe only
the first 59 Ślokas of the text to �वयंभवु मनु and the rest to भगृु ]
and its French translation, prepared by Auguste-Louis-Armand
Loiseleur-Deslongchamps (1833; French tr. 1835), Kovalevsky
noticed that by indicating the fact of emergence of property
through the tilling of unused land held by a community, Manu
conceded that labour is the foundation of property (Kovalevsky,
1879: 93; stress in Marx’s excerpt in Harstick, 1977: 49).

This reference is to: Manu, 9. 44:

पथृरोपीमां प�ृथवीं भाया� पवू��वदो �वदःु।
�थाण�ुछेद�य केदारमाहुः श�यवतो मगृम॥्
॥मानवे धम�शा�� ेभगृु�ो�तायां सं�हतायां नवमोऽ�यायः ९.४४॥
(Manu’s Code of Law…, Ed. by Olivelle , 2005: 754).

Kovalevsky had read its French rendering available in
Loiseleur-Deslongchamps, 1835: 322. An English rendering of
these lines in Jones, 1796: 250 reads:

“Sages, who know former times, consider the earth ( Pṛthivī) as
the wife of the king Pṛthu; and thus they pronounce cultivated
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land to be the property of him who cut away the wood, or who
cleared and tilled it ; and the antelope, of the first hunter, who
mortally wounded it”.

Historians of the global political economy engaged in its
reconstruction as a planetary discipline may consider examining
the Manusmriti, together with Kautilya's Arthaśāstra (c.150
B.C.E-300C.E./1915). Such reconstruction holds many
possibilities for extending Marx’s critique of political economy
in our times.

These excerpts pertaining to the interfaces of law and property
in the history of South Asia, also bear testimony to the fact that
Kovalevsky and Marx were also aware of the existence of some
of the relevant later texts in the field, such as the Mitākṣarā
(late 11th-early 12th century C.E.) and the Dāyabhāga (early
12th century C.E.), translated into English by Henry Thomas
Colebrooke (1810). Modern Indian discussion on these texts was
initiated before Kovalevsky and Marx by Raja Rammohun Roy
among others (Roy, 1830).

Further, investigations on the land tax and landed property
related laws of the Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i,and Hanbali schools
of Islamic jurisprudence indicated in Marx’s excerpts from
Kovalevsky (Harstick, 1977: 60-77), as well as on the other
Madhhab or, schools within the Fiqh and, on their
transformation upto the present time, also remain an important
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task for the future reconstruction of political economy on a
world scale, and for thus preparing new grounds upon which
Marx’s critique of political economy needs to be extended. This
task has gained an added urgency in the face of the violent
reemergence of overt and covert Crusades and Jihads, presently
for the declining hydrocarbon reserves and emerging markets of
other resources of our time.

The future investigators of history of political economy in South
Asia may also take note of the fact that Rammohun noticed
certain unjust features of the intermeshing of revenue and
judicial system of India under the Raj of the East India
Company (Roy, 1832), about half a century before Kovalevsky
and Marx took note of them (Kovalevsky, 1879: 189; Marx’s
excerpt in Harstick, 1977: 91).

I conclude these brief observations with the hope that in future
the students of Marx may follow the paths opened up by
Tichelman (1980), Bouguerra (1986) and Trautmann (1987)
among others and generate many more interesting texts and
ideas on the remaining parts of Marx’s excerpts from
Kovalevsky 1879, pertaining to the Americas and to Algeria.
Such efforts may inspire further work for a comprehensive
database on the history of land relations for all the geographical
regions of the world, following Marx’s lead. Developing and
extending such a database is a must for completing Marx’s
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Critique of Political Economy (1859/1980) in the second domain
of landed property that Marx had hoped to investigate.

__________________

Marx’s excerpts from Kovalevsky (1879) in his own hand
Pages 26-47 and 66-90 within file B_156 at:
https://access.iisg.amsterdam/universalviewer/#?manifest=https:
//hdl.handle.net/10622/ARCH00860.B_156?locatt=view:manife
st
Editions of Marx’s excerpts from Kovalevsky (1879)

Complete Russian translations (I.1958;II.1975):
I.“Из неопубликованных рукописей Карла Маркса” [“From
the unpublished manuscripts of Karl Marx”], Советское
Востоковедение [Soviet Oriental Studies], 1958 (№. 3: 3-13 ;
4: 3-22 ; и 5: 3-28);
II. Маркс, К.,Конспект книги М. Ковалевского Общинное
землевладение причины ход и последствия его разложения
[Excerpts from M. Kovalevsky’s book Communal land
ownership, the causes, course and consequences of its
decomposition], Часть первая [First Part], Moskva 1879; in
Маркс, К./Ф. Энгельс (1975), Сочинения [Works], Издание
второе [Second Edition], Tom [Volume] 45: Исследования и
статьи [Investigations and Articles], 1867-1893:153-225.
Москва : Изд. политической литературы.
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Complete text in the original language (1977) in:
Harstick, Hans-Peter (1977), Karl Marx über Formen
vorkapitalistischer Produktion: Vergleichende Studien zur
Geschichte des Grundeigentums 1879-80: 21-109, Frankfurt/M.
New York: Campus Verlag. A Chinese translation of Harstick,
1977 by Wang Hongdao, has been published in Beijing in 1987
and 1993.

A Partial English translation (1975) in:
Krader, Lawrence (1975), The Asiatic mode of production:
sources, development and critique in the writings of Karl Marx,
Part II. Assen: Van Gorcum.

A Partial Bangla/Bengali translation:
কাল� মা��, ভারতবেষ� জিম-স�েক� র ইিতহাস �সে� [On the history of
land relations in India], from : Lawrence Krader, 1975, The
Asiatic Mode of Production etc. (Assen: Van Gorcum & Co.),
Part II: 345-399; অনবুাদ ও স�াদনা: �দীপ বকিশ; ১ম সং.
�কালকাতা: �সামনাথ �ঘাষ;  ২য় সং. 2001, �কালকাতা: িব�েকাষ ৷
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