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FOREWORD.

Almost since the dawn of history, the problem of
indebtedness has been one of the major difficulties of
society. Public men and private economists have been
groping in the mist, hoping to hit on some practicable
way of reducing debt, other than the too obvious method
of paying hard cash. There is, of course, the brutally
simple solution of bankruptcy, which may be practised
either by individuals or by states, in the latter case often
disguised as currency devaluation. But bankruptey, quite
rightly, carries with it a stigma and a penalty. What
publicists are looking for is some practicable way of
dealing with the difficulties of the honest man, who
wants to pay his debts without losing the land which is
hislivelihood, but cannot do so because, for reasons which
are beyond his control, the debts have swollen to an
impossible size. The problem has been aggravated since
the War by rapid fluctuations of prices, exchanges and
currency values, A man borrows Rs. 100 in 1922 when
this sum represents 30U measures of grain. Grain prices
slump, and in 1930, when he is constrained to pay his
debt, he has to sell 600 measures of grain to pay the
principal and as much again to pay the arrears of interest.
Thus, since he lives on a grain basis, the fall in prices
has doubled both his debt and the intereston it. Never-
theless his taxes call for the same number of rupees as
in 1922, his surplus crops sell for half the amount which
they used to fetch, and the balance from which he hoped
to repay the debt is non-existent. Moreover, his very
indebtedness drives him into uneconomic courses. He
sells at the wrong time owing to the imperative need for
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cash. His land is badly tilled owing to the lack of means
to procure good bulls, proper manure and efficient labour.
He flounders in a morass of difficulties, from which he
can be extricated only by a sudden rise of prices or
unexpected windfall; and it is the hope of the windfall

which too often leads him to gamble away the remains
of his patrimony.

In seeking a remedy for such hard cases, the legisla-
tor 1s embarrassed by the fact that similar symptoms are
presented by other cases which are not really hard cases
at all. There is the man who borrows with neither the
intention nor the means of repaying, deluding his
creditor with false promises and mendacious guarantees.
There is the man who is able to pay but dishonestly
refuses to do so, if he can take refuge under any statu-
tory defence. Such men are little better than common
thieves and deserve no sympathy. Anothersource of em-
barrassment is the practice whereby the borrower is com-
pelled to sign for much more than he receives, a practice
which is very widespread, but is often pleaded falsely. It
is an error to assume that all lenders ars rogues and all
borrowers honest men. The converse is more often the
truth. A money-lender who systematically swindles his
clients, soon gets a bad name and cannot hope to build
up a sound business. The professional sowcar is fre-
quently hard and grasping, but he generally has the sense
to realise that flagrant dishonesty does not pay. The
borrower labours under no such restriction.

Foremost amongst the dangers of all usury legisla-
tion is the danger of unduly restricting credit. Some
measure of restriction would probably be beneficial in
India, particularly if it could be applied to unremunera-
tive borrowing for marriages etc., without adversely
affecting commercial credit. But India is a land which
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lives on borrowed money to an extent which is unknown
in the West. Any serious disturbance of the credit system
would shake the whole basis of the social fabric, and is
not to be attempted without the gravest cousideration.

This little book is an attempt to put together in a
bandy form those measures of the Indian legislatures
which have been enacted in the attcmpt to relieve the
honest debtor. Some of these measures are defective or
inadequate. None of them are more than palliative. It
is the hope of all who have studied the subject that the
wisdom of future legislators will evolve some practica-
ble scheme, whereby the load of debt may belifted, with-
out destroying the facilities for reasonable credit, and
without doing injustice to the honest lender.

AxpERsoNs Roay, S. WADSWORTH.

“ COTTINGLEY,”
NuxcumBavram, MaDRaAs
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