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Abstract

This paper examines the structural transformations induced by British colonial policies
in Indian agriculture and the land revenue regime, and traces their enduring legacies in
postcolonial India. Beginning with the historical backdrop of colonial conquest and the
introduction of new revenue systems, the analysis explores how policies such as the Permanent
Settlement, Ryotwari, and Mahalwari systems altered land tenure, agrarian relations, and
peasant welfare. The paper interrogates the social consequences of commercialization,
indebtedness, land dispossession, famines, and rural inequality, situating strands of the colonial
agrarian regime in broader theoretical debates around property rights, institutional persistence,
and path dependence. Drawing on empirical studies on district-level outcomes and poverty, as
well as comparative institutional research, the essay also examines how colonial land policies
continue to influence agricultural productivity and rural inequality in the contemporary period.
Finally, the paper reflects on possible trajectories for the future by assessing land reform,
agrarian policy, and institutional redesign in India, highlighting both challenges and
opportunities for redressing the colonial burden. The analysis argues that British colonial land
revenue policy was not merely extractive in the short run, but created durable institutional
constraints that shaped India’s agrarian development path well after independence. The
concluding remarks emphasise that meaningful reform must address the colonial-inherited
distortions in property rights, credit markets, and institutional capacity.
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Introduction

The agricultural sector in India has long functioned as the backbone of its economy, sustaining
livelthoods and accounting for a large share of national income, especially prior to
independence. Under British colonial rule, however, agriculture was rewired to serve the needs
of imperial extraction and global markets, rather than local sustenance or peasant welfare. The
colonial enterprise rested heavily on land revenue, and the British deployed various systems—
Permanent Settlement, Ryotwari, Mahalwari—to extract surplus from the peasantry. In doing
so, they reconfigured land tenure, institutional structure, and agrarian social relations in ways
that had profound and often deleterious effects on rural society. Even after independence, many
of these structural legacies have persisted, shaping agricultural productivity, rural inequality,
credit dependence, and land reform challenges.

This paper investigates the impact of British colonial policies on Indian agriculture and the
land revenue regime in a systematic and integrative manner. It begins by situating the colonial
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interventions in the historical context of British consolidation in India, and explaining the
motivations and mechanics of the principal revenue systems. It then turns to the social and

economic consequences in colonial India: changes in landholding patterns, peasant
indebtedness, famines, commercialization of agriculture, and agrarian unrest. A theoretical lens
of institutional persistence and path dependence will help explain how colonial-era land
institutions continue to influence present-day agricultural outcomes and rural inequality. The
latter part of the analysis examines empirical evidence of institutional legacies in post-
Independence India, and considers the prospects for future reform: how India might overcome
the colonial constraints in land rights, market failures, and institutional capacity.

In addressing these themes, this study draws on a range of historical, economic, and
institutional scholarship. The goal is to synthesize a coherent narrative and critical reflection
that moves beyond descriptive accounts to an analytical understanding of how colonial agrarian
policies shaped India’s development trajectory and what that implies for its future.

Historical and Institutional Transformations

When the British East India Company consolidated political control in India, a major task was
securing revenue from land, which was the principal source of state income in agrarian India.
From 1765 onward, after the Diwani rights in Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa were ceded to the
Company, colonial administrators sought to convert land into a reliable revenue resource. But
the British did not adopt a uniform system across India; instead, they experimented with diverse
land-revenue regimes suited to local conditions, typically with the central objective of
maximizing revenue extraction.

One of the earliest and most consequential of these was the Permanent Settlement (1793)
introduced in Bengal under Lord Cornwallis. This system recognized zamindars (intermediate
landlords) as owners of land, assigning them the obligation to pay a fixed revenue to the
government in perpetuity. The idea was that by fixing revenue and recognizing intermediaries,
landlords would invest in land improvement and hire tenant cultivators to raise productivity.
But the fixed revenue was often set at levels that proved burdensome and inflexible in times of
agricultural distress. Under Permanent Settlement, zamindars could evict tenants who failed to
pay rent, which formalized absentee landlordism and detached cultivators from long-term
occupancy security.

In contrast, the Ryotwari system was introduced in parts of Madras and Bombay presidencies
(and some other regions) in the early 19th century (ca. 1820) through the efforts of Thomas
Munro and others. Here, the state dealt directly with individual cultivators (the “ryots™) for
revenue collection, bypassing intermediaries. The revenue was not permanently fixed; instead,
periodic assessments based on estimated yields determined the amount. Although this
arrangement theoretically granted greater security to cultivators and eliminated a middleman
layer, the rates were still high (sometimes 50 % in dry lands, 60 % in irrigated lands) and the
system was rigid in adjusting to climatic fluctuations or crop failure.

A third form, the Mahalwari system, was implemented in the Gangetic plain, parts of North-
Western Provinces, Punjab, and some central regions. Under Mahalwari (from mahal = “unit”),
collective revenue liability was assigned to village communities or “mahals.” The village
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headmen or lambardars were tasked to collect revenue from individual cultivators. The revenue
was assessed periodically for the entire village and then apportioned. As with Ryotwari,
adjustments in rates were possible, but the burden still rested ultimately on cultivators.

These systems were not uniformly applied: Permanent Settlement was largely confined to
Bengal, Bihar, Odisha, and parts of northern Madras; Ryotwari dominated in Madras, Bombay,
parts of Assam; Mahalwari in parts of North India. The regional heterogeneity meant that
colonial rule fostered institutional diversity in agrarian structures.

From an institutional perspective, the British land revenue regime redefined property rights,
created new classes of landlords and intermediaries, and institutionalized revenue dependency.
The central design was extractive: rather than evolving from local customs or agrarian welfare,
these systems aimed to convert agriculture into a stable tax base convertible into cash. The
structural emphasis was not on enabling peasant prosperity, but on reliability and predictability
of revenue flows to sustain colonial administration and transfers to Britain.

Social and Economic Impact in Colonial India
Landholding Patterns, Dispossession, and Tenancy

One immediate consequence of colonial land revenue policy was a transformation in
landholding patterns. Under the Permanent Settlement, many small cultivators lost customary
rights or were dispossessed when they failed to meet rent demands. The zamindars, now secure
in their rights, often engaged in absentee landlordism, subletting land to tenants who faced
precarious rights. This deepened social stratification in the countryside by empowering a rural
elite class of zamindars with both economic and coercive control.

Tenant dependence and sharecropping expanded under these pressures, as dispossessed
peasants remained tied to land under more vulnerable tenurial conditions. The rent demands
often left tenants with minimal surplus to reinvest in the land. In Ryotwari territory, while
individual cultivators formally held the land, the high tax burden, inability to renegotiate in
adverse conditions, and indebtedness forced many into tenancy or ouster. The lack of security
discouraged long-term investment in the land.

This shift in stratification had political and social consequences: it concentrated economic
power in the hands of landlords, diminished the autonomy of cultivators, and fostered
intermediary control that often extended into social and coercive domains.

Commercialization, Cash Crops, and Vulnerability

The colonial regime prioritized commercial agriculture over subsistence production,
compelling farmers to grow cash crops such as indigo, opium, cotton, jute, and tea, which
served British industrial and revenue interests. This shift disrupted previously self-sufficient
village economies and tethered farmers to volatile global markets. The intensification of cash-
crop cultivation reduced the acreage under food grains, exposing rural populations to food
insecurity and market shocks.

Because land revenue was often a fixed obligation irrespective of harvest performance,
cultivators remained vulnerable to crop failure and climatic stress. In many years of drought or
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flood, peasants had to meet tax demands before stabilizing their food supply or investing in
input purchases. Thus, they resorted to borrowing from moneylenders at high interest rates,
deepening indebtedness. The colonial regime provided minimal relief or credit support to
cushion seasonal distress.

Famines under colonial rule, such as the Great Famine of 1876—78 (which caused millions of
deaths) and the Indian famine of 1896—1897, have often been linked to structural distortions
created by colonial agrarian policy. During the 1876 famine, for instance, India continued
exporting grain to Britain even while millions perished.

These famines reflected a system in which marketization and extractive pressures overrode
subsistence priority, and where the state directionally failed to provide sufficient famine relief
or control food exports effectively. The underlying fragility of peasant resources, indebtedness,
and absence of robust institutional safety nets magnified the effects of climatic variability.

Productivity, Investment, and Agrarian Stagnation

Contrary to the professed British assumptions that fixed rent would incentivize investment,
many regions under the Permanent Settlement exhibited low levels of productivity and limited
capital accumulation. The insecureness of tenant rights, high rent burdens, and absence of
institutional support deterred farmers from adopting innovations or practices of soil
improvement. In many cases, zamindars themselves provided little in the way of oversight or
investment in agrarian infrastructure.

Comparative empirical studies have shown that districts historically under landlord-based
holdings tend to show lower agricultural investment and public goods provision in post-
independence times than districts with more direct cultivator-oriented land systems.

The colonial emphasis on extraction rather than agrarian development led to widespread capital
starvation in the agricultural sector. Irrigation, drainage, and soil conservation investments
were minimal or deferred, especially in poorer regions, further impairing productivity growth.

Agrarian Resistance, Peasant Unrest, and Institutional Legitimacy

The oppressive weight of tax burdens, displacement, and economic decline bred resistance
across rural India. Peasant uprisings, rent strikes, and organized protest movements (e.g. Indigo
Revolt, Tebhaga, Bardoli Satyagraha) were direct reflections of the discontent of the rural
masses under colonial agrarian policy.

These movements sometimes forced the colonial administration to moderate revenue demands
or to institute reforms, but rarely addressed the structural imbalance in power or the insecurity
of tenure. Nonetheless, they affirmed the moral and political legitimacy of agrarian claims and
sowed the seeds of postcolonial demands for land reform.

In aggregate, the colonial land revenue regime remade rural society in India: embedding
hierarchies, commodification, exposure to market volatility, indebtedness, and fragility to
climatic and price shocks. The long-term consequences of these changes extend far beyond the
immediate colonial era.
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Theoretical Perspectives and Institutional Persistence

To understand why colonial land policies matter beyond the colonial period, this paper leans
on two complementary theoretical frames: institutional persistence and path dependence.

Institutional persistence posits that once formal property rights and institutional arrangements
are established, they tend to have enduring effects, even when the original incentives or actors
change. In India’s case, the property rights regimes and landholding structures set by British
rule became entrenched, shaping constituency interests, political economy priorities, and legal
norms in independent India. For instance, the colonial-era landlord class translated into
powerful political actors post-independence who resisted land reform or favoritism for
smallholders.

Further, the idea of path dependence suggests that early institutional choices constrain or
condition later possibilities: initial investments, infrastructure, and norms create feedback loops
that magnify differences over time. Because colonial policy privileged certain regions (e.g.,
those under direct control or favorable geography) with relative institutional strength, these
regions were better able to generate public goods, infrastructure, or agricultural growth post-
independence, reinforcing divergence. For example, Banerjee and Iyer (2003) argue that the
colonial land tenure institutions—granting proprietary rights to intermediaries vs. to
cultivators—have continuing effects on investment, productivity, and public-good provision.

Another lens is the theory of extractive vs. inclusive institutions (as popularised by Acemoglu
and Robinson). The British land revenue regime largely instantiated extractive institutions:
institutions designed to extract surplus without regard for development of capacity, human
capital, or political inclusion. The persistence of extractive institutional logics in rural India—
weak enforcement of property rights, asymmetric power in land markets, weak credit
institutions—continues to hinder agrarian transformation.

Moreover, the interplay of institutions and informal norms matters. Formal legal codes may
have changed, but informal social norms, local power structures, and caste hierarchies
entrenched by colonial landlordism continued to govern land practices, tenancy arrangements,
and access to credit. Thus, even with legal reform, the deeper social institutions shaped by
colonialism have constrained equitable reform.

These theoretical perspectives help explain why merely changing statuary laws or land titles is
insufficient: the colonial legacy has created structural inertia that shapes incentives, politics,
and enforcement capacity in rural India.

Contemporary Legacies and the Current Context

Decades after independence, India has undertaken various land reform initiatives—abolition
of intermediaries, tenancy regulation, consolidation of holdings, land ceiling laws, and land
titling programs. Yet, the legacy of colonial-era distortions persists and continues to shape
agricultural performance and rural inequality.

Recent empirical research reinforces the enduring nature of colonial land institutions. Villages
that were once assigned to landlords under colonial regimes exhibit higher poverty rates and
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lower consumption per capita even in recent years. In studies tracing income inequality and
public-good funding across colonial districts, institutional regimes continue to correlate
strongly with outcomes.

Agricultural productivity in India remains uneven, often correlated with regions that had
favorable institutional endowments, irrigation infrastructure, and land regimes. Many
smallholders remain trapped in subsistence, lacking access to affordable credit, secure tenure,
and market linkages. The incomplete implementation of land reform, weak enforcement of
tenancy laws, and fragmented landholdings reflect a residual colonial straitjacket on agrarian
modernization.

Moreover, credit constraints remain severe in rural India. Because cultivators historically had
weak property guarantees and uncertain rights, formal financial institutions remained reluctant
to lend. Informal moneylenders filled the gap, often charging exorbitant interest rates. This
pattern persists: rural credit markets remain segmented, with small farmers dependent on
informal borrowing. The colonial policies laid the groundwork for this structural financial
exclusion.

Contemporary policy discourse increasingly recognizes that land rights, institutional
infrastructure, and rural governance must be addressed to unlock agricultural growth. But the
political economy constraints are profound: landlords, vested interests, and weak bureaucratic
capacity limit reform implementation. In many states, land titling projects have been slow,
contested, or partial, reflecting continued institutional ambivalence.

In sum, the contemporary agrarian challenges in India—low productivity, unequal land
distribution, insecurity of tenure, credit constraints, and weak institutional enforcement—
cannot be fully understood without reference to the colonial frameworks that shaped the
institutional terrain.

Future Implications and Reform Prospects

Given the depth of the colonial legacy, what pathways exist for India to transcend the
constraints and foster more inclusive agrarian growth? Several reform directions, though
challenging, hold promise:

First, legal and institutional recognition of tenancy and sharecropping rights must be
strengthened, with enforceable tenure security, fair rent ceilings, and transparent dispute
resolution. This would partly reverse the legacy of insecure tenant rights institutionalized under
colonial landlord systems.

Second, land titling and registration must be made more efficient, transparent, and accessible
to smallholders, with gender parity in titling (ensuring women’s rights), and linked to credit
accessibility. However, titling alone is insufficient without parallel reforms in judicial capacity
and land administration.

Third, investment in rural public goods (irrigation, roads, storage infrastructure, extension
services) must be prioritized in historically disadvantaged regions. Because colonial policy
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neglected such investments in many backward districts, targeted infrastructure can help reduce
regional divergence and enhance agri-productivity.

Fourth, credit access must be democratized. Strengthening rural cooperative institutions,
microfinance, and institutional credit tailored to small farmers can reduce dependence on
exploitative moneylenders. This also requires collateral-free lending possibilities backed by
institutional credibility.

Fifth, institutional decentralization and empowerment of local governance (panchayats, gram
sabhas) can help democratize land administration and strengthen accountability in the
enforcement of agrarian laws. This can mitigate some of the asymmetric power originally
entrenched by colonial landlordism.

Sixth, agrarian diversification, value chain integration, and market linkages for smallholders
must be reinforced so that agriculture is not left in a commodity trap. Yet, these reforms must
be cognizant of smallholder risk and institutional capacity constraints.

Finally, political will and social mobilization remain crucial. The colonial-era landlords and
their descendants continue to hold influence in many rural constituencies; hence, redistributive
reform faces resistance. Civil society engagement, legal advocacy, and political commitment
will be necessary to overcome entrenched interests.

While none of these reforms can fully erase the colonial legacy, their careful combination and
context-sensitive implementation may gradually loosen the institutional grip inherited from the
British era and move Indian agriculture toward a more equitable, productive, and resilient
future.

Conclusion

The colonial project in India left a lasting and often inimical legacy in the agrarian sector.
Through a deliberate and varied land revenue architecture—the Permanent Settlement,
Ryotwari, and Mahalwari systems—the British redefined property rights, entrenched
intermediaries, and reshaped agrarian social structures in favor of extractive interests. In the
process, they precipitated land dispossession, indebtedness, commercialization at the expense
of subsistence, and recurring famines. Far from being a historical relic, the institutional
imprints of colonial agrarian policy persist in contemporary India: in the uneven productivity,
weak credit markets, insecure tenancy, and regional inequality that still afflict its rural
economy.

Theoretical perspectives of institutional persistence and path dependence help explain why
colonial-era choices continue to constrain current possibilities. These legacies cannot be
overcome solely by legal reforms or new policies; rather, reform must engage deeply with the
institutional and political economy roots of colonial agrarian arrangements. Strengthening
tenure security, democratizing land administration, investing in rural infrastructure and credit,
and rooting reform in social mobilization and political will are essential. In doing so, India may
gradually erode the structural constraints inherited from colonialism and chart a more inclusive
path of agrarian development.
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