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The other day there were two letters in an Urdu daily, both from small landowners in the Punjab, describing how they had suffered in different ways at the hands of greedy and unscrupulous patwaris. They failed to understand why so much power should vest in a petty official through the exercise of personal whim in the matter of land records.

There have been many commissions for administrative reforms in Pakistan but none of them, so far as my information goes, bothered to cut the patwari down to size, something inconceivable nowadays when the federal and provincial governments claim that everything is being computerised.

The power of the patwari lies in the fact that he is the custodian of the revenue record of his circle. When I say custodian I mean that not only is he the keeper of the record but also the only one who fully comprehends it. This may sound unbelievable but it's true. Highly talented is the tehsildar or naib tehsildar who can beat the patwari at this comprehension, while the deputy commissioner (or whoever has replaced him) who could do so is still to be born. So they used to say in the Punjab.

That is why the patwari is the most powerful official in the villages where his writ runs. He has almost life-and-death control over variations in the record that he can manipulate, to the advantage or loss of the landowner or tenant. Both are at his mercy. No wonder the old woman whom a young deputy commissioner had done an out-of-the-way favour gave him the benediction, "Son, may God make you a patwari!"

One of the above-mentioned correspondents said in his letter that the patwari is in fact the DC of his area and an integral part of the framework of administration left by the British whose four pillars were this functionary, the tehsildar, the thanedar and the loyal-to-the-government zamindar. That is why everything revolves around him and this is where corruption starts -- the tremendous authority and meagre salary.

The patwari is in grade five (unless it has been bettered recently), which is the pay scale of a junior clerk. The educational qualification required of him is matriculation. When selected for the post, he attends Patwar School for two years, and, on appointment, becomes the kingpin of the revenue system. Much is made of the unquestioned dominion of the feudal lord in the system that is basically agricultural, but you will never see a patwari bowing and scraping before him. It is always the latter who goes to the patwari when he wants the system to be manipulated for his own benefit. You have to live in a village to get the feel of this power equation.

It is the same with the officer, whatever his authority in the government and his status in the bureaucracy. Not so long ago, a young deputy commissioner, the son of an old friend, was worrying about a problem regarding his village land that had to be rectified by the patwari. I asked him why he didn't call the man over and speak to him. "No, Uncle," he replied, "I must go to him the first time. It's like paying homage. Later he can come if I send for him."

There have been persistent demands for reforms to revamp the whole system. The World Bank too recommended a sweeping change in a report published a few years ago after examining and assessing Pakistan's entire government set-up. Among other things, it called for radical decentralisation in order to give it a more public-friendly character, removal of a top-heavy management, and ensuring greater efficiency in offices dealing directly with the people. I believe the recent devolution was partly a result of that report.

But this devolution has not touched the patwari. The case of his powers is unique. They may not find a match anywhere else in the world -- a small official exercising enormous authority by virtue of his specialised knowledge of an intricate system of land revenue. I don't think routine reforms can find a replacement for him, and I don't think the World Bank study touched the nature of his job at all. I am sure the great experts of the Bank would go into a spin if they were ever confronted by the patwari's books and ledgers. It's a different language altogether.

I don't come from a village, nor do I own any agricultural land. I have thus never had the opportunity to deal with a patwari. But I have been hearing of his extraordinary position in the rural set-up for the last 55 years. As you know, pirs have a great hold over the mass of our people -- even over those who are highly educated and otherwise enlightened. But in the people's book the patwari takes precedence over the spiritual mentor. It is an apt illustration of the Punjabi adage, "The fist is nearer than God."

In the day of One Unit (from October 1955 to July 1970) at one stage Nawab Muzaffar Ali Qizilbash of Lahore was Chief Minister of West Pakistan. During a debate on the land revenue system I heard him tell the provincial assembly that he paid regular tribute in the form of an allowance to his patwari "to safeguard his agricultural interest."

And so did the formidable Nawab of Kalabagh, Governor of West Pakistan, and "monarch of all the surveyed". The highest officers of the realm trembled in their shoes in his presence but so far as his patwari was concerned, it was the nawab who paid obeisance to that humble official. It is a striking and bizarre feature of our administrative system that he always endeavoured to keep his patwari and the thanedar of Kalabagh police station satisfied and happy. We used to hear that their families were fed from the feudal kitchen three times a day. Maybe the practice is still followed by the nawab's successors because things haven't really changed.

The patwari is a fascinating institution. Many people have written about the Punjab's land tenure system and allied matters, Sir Malcolm Darling among them. But I don't think anyone has talked about those facets of the patwari's duties that invest him with a stranglehold over rural society. He is truly the one man around whom the rural economy revolves. Isn't this strange in these modern times?





