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History of Indian Agriculture During British Rule 

The history of Indian agriculture during British rule (1757–1947) is marked by profound 

transformations and systemic exploitation. The colonial policies aimed primarily at 

maximizing revenue for the British Empire, often disregarding the welfare of Indian farmers. 

This period witnessed both structural changes in agrarian systems and significant adverse 

impacts on rural economies. 

 

1. Pre-British Agrarian Structure 

Before British colonization, Indian agriculture was characterized by: 

 Village-Based Economy: Self-sustaining villages with subsistence farming as the 

primary activity. 

 Traditional Taxation Systems: Revenue collection systems like the Mughal zabt 

system or regional methods that varied by local rulers. 

 Crop Diversity: Farmers cultivated diverse crops for local consumption, including food 

grains, fruits, and spices. 

 

2. Colonial Agrarian Policies 

British rule introduced new land revenue systems, disrupting traditional agrarian practices: 

A. Land Revenue Systems 

1. Permanent Settlement (1793):  

o Introduced in Bengal by Lord Cornwallis. 

o Landlords (zamindars) were made proprietors of the land and tasked with 

collecting revenue. 

o High fixed revenue demands led to widespread exploitation of peasants. 

2. Ryotwari System (1820):  

o Implemented in southern and western India. 

o Revenue was collected directly from the cultivators (ryots), but assessments 

were heavy, often forcing farmers into debt. 

3. Mahalwari System (1833):  

o Applied in northern and central India. 

o Revenue was settled collectively with village communities or mahals, but 

assessments were frequently high. 
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B. Impact of Revenue Systems 

 High Taxation: Farmers had to pay taxes regardless of crop yields, often leading to 

land loss and indebtedness. 

 Debt and Bondage: Many small farmers became landless laborers or were trapped in 

debt cycles with moneylenders. 

 Decline of Traditional Agriculture: The focus shifted from subsistence farming to cash 

crops (indigo, cotton, opium) for export. 

 

3. Commercialization of Agriculture 

The British encouraged commercial farming to meet the demands of British industries: 

 Cash Crops Over Food Crops:  

o Crops like indigo, cotton, tea, and jute were prioritized for export. 

o This led to a decline in food crop production and periodic famines. 

 Monoculture: Farmers were often forced to grow a single cash crop, reducing soil 

fertility and agricultural resilience. 

 Export-Oriented Policies:  

o Indian raw materials fueled Britain's industrial revolution, but little was 

invested in Indian agriculture. 

o Farmers remained impoverished while British industries profited. 

 

4. Famine and Starvation 

British policies aggravated food insecurity: 

 Frequent Famines:  

o Major famines include the Bengal Famine (1770), the Great Famine (1876–

78), and the Bengal Famine of 1943. 

o Millions died due to starvation, worsened by British export policies and lack of 

relief measures. 

 Neglect of Food Security:  

o Export of food grains to Britain and other colonies during shortages worsened 

famine conditions. 
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5. Agricultural Technologies and Irrigation 

While some developments occurred, they primarily served colonial interests: 

 Irrigation Development:  

o Large canal projects like the Ganga Canal were built, but primarily for cash 

crop farming. 

 Introduction of New Crops:  

o Crops like tea, coffee, and rubber were introduced, but they benefited British 

plantation owners more than local farmers. 

 

6. Social and Economic Impact 

1. Rural Inequalities:  

o The divide between landlords and tenant farmers deepened. 

o Wealth concentrated among zamindars and colonial officials, leaving 

peasants impoverished. 

2. Loss of Village Autonomy:  

o The traditional village economy disintegrated, replaced by a colonial export-

driven system. 

3. Rise of Rural Unrest:  

o Exploitation led to numerous agrarian revolts, such as the Indigo Revolt 

(1859–60) and the Deccan Riots (1875). 

 

7. Contribution to Indian Independence Movement 

 Agrarian Issues as Catalysts:  

o Famines, land revenue systems, and exploitation fueled anti-British 

sentiment. 

o Prominent leaders like Mahatma Gandhi championed peasant rights (e.g., 

Champaran Satyagraha, 1917). 

 Legacy of Exploitation:  

o The agrarian crisis under British rule became a rallying point for nationalist 

movements. 
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Conclusion 

The history of Indian agriculture under British rule is a story of exploitation and systemic 

transformation. While the colonial administration introduced some infrastructure like 

irrigation, it was aimed at serving British interests rather than addressing Indian farmers' 

needs. The focus on revenue extraction, commercialization, and cash crop production led to 

widespread poverty, famines, and social unrest. These challenges shaped the discourse on 

agrarian reforms in post-independence India, aiming to redress the historical injustices of the 

colonial era. 

 

Key Points on Agricultural Growth and Crisis (1870–1930s) 

Agricultural Growth (1870–1914): 

1. Real Income Growth: Agricultural income increased by 33% between 1870 and 1914, 

and by 3% in the following 30 years. 

2. Rising World Demand: Late 19th-century growth driven by increasing global demand 

for agricultural goods. 

3. Agricultural Prices: Wheat prices in 1925 were three times higher than in 1875, 

reflecting favorable terms of trade for Indian peasants. 

4. Terms of Trade Improvement:  

o Export goods (like wheat) had better returns compared to imported mass-

consumption goods. 

o Peasants accessed a growing basket of goods for the same export quantity. 

5. Currency Devaluation: Between 1873 and 1893, global silver depreciation caused 

rupee devaluation, boosting exports temporarily. 

6. Irrigation Investments: Government investments in artificial irrigation systems 

enabled cultivation in drier regions, expanding arable land. 

Agricultural Decline and Crisis (1920s–1930s): 

7. Overproduction: By the mid-1920s, agricultural prices fell due to global 

overproduction. 

8. Land Scarcity: By 1910–20, good agricultural land became scarce, and rents 

increased. 

9. Irrigation Cuts: Government reduced investment in irrigation due to financial strains, 

halting agricultural expansion. 

10. Depression Impact (1930s):  

o Peasants faced rising debts and rent burdens. 
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o Many were forced to liquidate assets, intensifying the rural crisis. 

11. Sectoral Contrast: The agricultural sector faced a severe crisis, but other sectors 

remained unaffected. 

This overview encapsulates the phases of growth and challenges in India's agriculture from 

the late 19th to early 20th century. 

 

Agrarian Distress in India 

Agrarian distress in India is a complex issue resulting from systemic economic, 

environmental, and social challenges. A detailed examination of the causes, consequences, 

and potential solutions sheds light on this multifaceted crisis. 

Causes of Agrarian Distress  

1. Fluctuations in Crop Sales: 

o Price volatility and market manipulation force farmers to sell crops below the 

Minimum Support Price (MSP). 

o Small and marginal farmers are particularly vulnerable due to limited 

bargaining power. 

2. Weather and Climatic Conditions: 

o Extreme weather events like droughts, floods, and unseasonal rainfall 

significantly reduce crop yields. 

o Indirect effects, such as pest proliferation and infrastructure damage, 

exacerbate the crisis. 

3. Policy Limitations: 

o Government schemes, such as Direct Benefit Transfers, often exclude tenant 

farmers due to the absence of formal land records. 

o Poor implementation and lack of coverage of non-MSP crops contribute to 

distress sales. 

4. Dependence on Natural Resources: 

o Rain-fed agriculture in states like Maharashtra and Karnataka amplifies 

vulnerabilities during failed monsoons. 

o Water crises, compounded by climate change, undermine agricultural 

productivity. 

5. Rural Indebtedness: 
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o Indebtedness is a leading cause of farmer suicides, with informal credit 

systems creating exploitative debt cycles. 

6. Insufficient Agricultural Extension Services: 

o Limited access to updated farming techniques and market trends reduces 

productivity and profitability. 

7. Land Fragmentation: 

o Small and fragmented landholdings make economies of scale and modern 

farming methods unviable. 

8. Inadequate Irrigation Infrastructure: 

o Dependence on rain-fed agriculture and poorly maintained irrigation systems 

leave farmers at the mercy of weather changes. 

 

Socio-Economic Consequences of Agrarian Distress  

1. Farmer Suicides: 

o Financial pressures, crop failures, and debt cycles drive many farmers to 

suicide, affecting not only individuals but entire communities. 

2. Food Security Issues: 

o Reduced agricultural productivity threatens national food security and raises 

food prices, impacting vulnerable populations. 

3. Rural-Urban Migration: 

o Economic hardship forces families to migrate to urban areas, straining city 

infrastructure and eroding rural social structures. 

4. Economic Insecurity: 

o Decreasing agricultural output leads to financial instability, limiting farmers’ 

ability to invest in education and healthcare. 

5. Environmental Impact: 

o Unsustainable farming practices driven by economic distress deplete natural 

resources and harm ecosystems, intensifying climate change effects. 

 

Potential Solutions  

1. Comprehensive Crop Insurance Scheme: 
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o Introduce a composite insurance model to cover market failures and non-

MSP crops. 

o Share premium costs between farmers, state, and central governments. 

2. Diversification of Agriculture: 

o Promote mixed farming, double-cropping, and integration of horticulture and 

livestock to reduce reliance on single crops. 

3. Promoting Smart Farming: 

o Use digital tools for soil testing, weather forecasting, crop planning, and 

market linkage. 

o Invest in infrastructure projects like river interlinking and rural road 

development to boost productivity. 

4. Strengthening Forward Markets: 

o Expand forward trading for agricultural commodities to reduce price volatility. 

o Improve warehousing, product standardization, and farmer awareness. 

5. Assured Pricing for Farmers: 

o Implement a system combining MSP and profit margins to ensure fair returns. 

o Extend the Fair Remunerative Price (FRP) model to all MSP-covered crops. 

6. Institutional Support and Training: 

o Encourage non-farm employment through skill-building programs for women 

and youth. 

o Improve access to formal credit institutions and subsidies for vulnerable 

farmers. 

7. Water Resource Management: 

o Develop watershed programs and promote water conservation techniques to 

mitigate drought impacts. 

8. Addressing Distress Indicators: 

o Link interventions to specific distress indicators such as indebtedness, low 

landholding size, and crop failures through targeted action plans. 
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Integrated Analysis 

Agrarian distress arises from a combination of systemic issues, including economic 

instability, environmental challenges, and social inequities. Addressing these requires a 

multi-dimensional approach: 

 Policy Reforms: Focus on long-term measures such as composite insurance 

schemes and assured pricing systems. 

 Technological Innovations: Adopt smart farming practices and digital tools for 

resource optimization and market linkage. 

 Community-Level Interventions: Encourage diversification, water conservation, and 

non-farm employment to enhance resilience. 

 

Conclusion 

To alleviate agrarian distress, India must adopt comprehensive, inclusive, and sustainable 

measures. Solutions must address the root causes while also building resilience against 

future challenges. Combining policy interventions, technological advancements, and 

community empowerment can create a robust framework to safeguard the livelihoods of 

millions of farmers and ensure the sustainability of the agricultural sector. 

 


