AKSHARASURY A: Peer-Reviewed, Multi Lingual E-Journal. E-ISSN: 2583-620X

The Colonial Roots of India’s Land Revenue Systems
and Their Enduring Impact on the Agrarian Economy
Sowmya S. Murthy

Associate Professor, Department of Economics, GFGC, Yelahanka,
Bangalore.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.17952479

ABSTRACT:

This paper explores the intricate relationship between India’s
agrarian economy and land revenue systems, tracing their evolution
from pre-colonial times through British colonial rule and into the post-
independence period. Land revenue policies imposed during British
rule fundamentally transformed land ownership patterns, agrarian
relations, and rural livelihoods, often prioritizing revenue extraction over
cultivator welfare. The study analyzes the effects of the colonial land
revenue systems-Zamindari, Ryotwari, and Mahalwari-on agricultural
productivity, social stratification, and economic hardship. It also evaluates
post-independence land reforms aimed at rectifying historical inequalities
and promoting equitable land distribution. Despite reforms, persistent
challenges such as land fragmentation, rural poverty, and institutional
weaknesses remain, underscoring the enduring legacy of colonial-era
policies. The paper contributes to a deeper understanding of the historical
and institutional factors shaping India’s agrarian structure and suggests
policy directions for sustainable rural development and social justice.
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Introduction

India’s agrarian economy, historically the backbone of its society
and economy, underwent major transformations with the advent of British
colonial rule. Agriculture supported the majority of the population and
was deeply embedded in social and cultural practices. Land revenue
collection became a cornerstone of colonial fiscal policy, designed to
ensure steady revenue for the British Empire. The introduction of new
land tenure systems fundamentally altered traditional agrarian relations
and rural livelihoods. This paper examines how British colonial land
revenue policies reshaped India’s agrarian economy and the long-lasting
impacts these policies have had on rural India.
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Objectives
The objectives of this research are:

- To examine the historical evolution of land revenue systems in India,
emphasizing pre—colonial, colonial, and post-independence phases.

+  To analyze the impact of British colonial land revenue policies on
agrarian structure, rural economy, land ownership, and social relations.

+ To assess the effectiveness of post-independence land reforms in
promoting social justice, reducing exploitation, and enhancing
agricultural productivity.

+  To explore continuing challenges in India’s agrarian sector and the
legacy of colonial revenue systems.

- To contribute to institutional and policy debates on equitable land
distribution, economic efficiency, and rural development.

Review of Literature

Prior to colonial rule, India’s agrarian structure was characterized
by communal ownership arrangements and village-level fiscal flexibility.
Mughal land revenue systems relied on intermediaries like jagirdars but
maintained a balance that supported rural economic stability (Habib, 1963).
With British conquest, a dramatic restructuring took place. Banerjee and
Iyer (2005) demonstrated through empirical research how the Permanent
Settlement entrenched landlordism, leading to rural inequality and
agricultural underinvestment. Other scholars have documented peasant
indebtedness, loss of land, and famines associated with rigid and extractive
colonial tax policies (Metcalf, 1995).

Research on post-independence reforms highlights successes in
states that effectively abolished zamindari and regulated tenancy, though
land fragmentation and tenancy insecurity persist regionally (Bardhan,
1984). Recent scholarship draws attention to the path-dependent nature
of colonial revenue policies, which continue to affect rural poverty,
institutional performance, and agricultural productivity (TriumphIAS,
2025).

Research Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative historical and analytical approach,
utilizing secondary data from academic journals, government documents,
and historical accounts. The methodology includes:
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Systematic literature review of pre-colonial, colonial, and post-
independence land revenue systems.

Comparative analysis of Zamindari, Ryotwari, and Mahalwari systems
across regions.

- Historical interpretation emphasizing changes in land ownership and
taxation.

- Policy review of post-independence reform initiatives and their
socio—economic impact.

+  Synthesis of insights for comprehensive understanding and policy
implications.
Colonial Land Revenue Systems in India

The British introduced three primary land revenue systems to
maximize income.

Permanent Settlement (Zamindari System): Instituted in Bengal
in 1793 by Cornwallis, it granted zamindars proprietary rights and fixed
revenue obligations in perpetuity. Zamindars became landlords tasked
with revenue collection from peasants, who suffered insecure tenure and
exploitation. Absentee landlordism and rural impoverishment expanded.

Ryotwari System: Practiced in Madras, Bombay, and Assam, this
system recognized cultivators (ryots) as proprietors, directly responsible
for tax. Despite eliminating intermediaries, high assessments and cash
demands intensified peasant indebtedness.

Mahalwari System: Applied in Punjab and parts of north India,
taxation was based on village (mahal) units. Collective responsibility
and frequent revenue reassessments created complexities and did not
significantly improve security or equity.

Revenue demands were typically exorbitant (up to two-thirds of
produce), rigid, and insensitive to climatic variations, undermining rural
stability.

Impact on the Agrarian Economy
British revenue policies resulted in. . .
Widespread security loss for peasants.

Concentrated land ownership favoring landlords.

Increased rural indebtedness and poverty.
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+  Stagnant agricultural productivity due to low investment.
+ Periodic famines exacerbated by inflexible taxation.
+ Growth of rural unrest and resistance movements.

Overall, colonial land revenue systems prioritized fiscal extraction
over agricultural development and social welfare.

Post-Independence Land Reforms

After independence, India enacted. . .

- Zamindari abolition, eliminating landlord intermediaries.

- Tenancy protections securing cultivator rights and limiting rents.
- Land ceiling laws redistributing excess holdings.

+  Agricultural modernization via the Green Revolution and cooperative
schemes.

Goals of Land Reforms

Equitable Distribution: To address deep-rooted land ownership
inequalities and provide land to the landless and poor, aiming for social
justice and a more egalitarian agrarian structure.

Increased Productivity: To remove institutional obstacles to
agricultural growth and modernize farming practices by improving the
land tenure system.

Security for Cultivators: To provide security of tenure for tenants
and ensure their rights and status within the agrarian system.

Poverty Alleviation: To reduce poverty in rural areas by empowering
marginalized communities and increasing access to agricultural resources.

Key Components of Land Reforms

Abolition of Intermediaries: The most significant success, this
component dismantled the exploitative Zamindari system (where landlords
extracted rent without cultivating the land), bringing two million tenants
into direct relationship with the state.

Tenancy Reforms: These measures aimed to regulate rent, provide
security of tenure, and grant ownership rights to tenants, securing the
rights of those who cultivated the land.

Land Ceilings: Laws were enacted to fix a maximum limit on
the amount of land an individual or family could own, with surplus land
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intended to be acquired by the government and redistributed to landless
farmers.

Consolidation of Landholdings: This involved reorganizing
scattered, fragmented plots of land into one contiguous piece to improve
supervision, irrigation, and overall farm management.

Successes and Challenges

Successes: The abolition of intermediaries and implementation of
tenancy reforms have been areas of success, improving the lot of many
tenants.

Challenges:

Loopholes and Implementation: Many land ceiling laws were
ineffective due to legal loopholes and challenges in their implementation,
which varied significantly by state.

Political Will: The need to establish political consensus for
reforms often meant they were taken in phases, affecting their widespread
acceptance and implementation.

Mixed Outcomes: The overall success of land reforms in reducing
inequalities and improving the lives of farmers has been inconsistent,
with notable successes in states like West Bengal and Kerala, and limited
impact elsewhere.

Modern Initiatives

Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition,
Rehabilitation & Resettlement Act, 2013: This act focuses on ensuring
fair compensation for land acquired by the government and provides for
rehabilitation and resettlement of affected families.

Digital Land Records: Programs like the Digital India Land Records
Modernization Programme are working to digitize land records to improve
transparency and efficiency in land management.

While reforms reduced feudal oppression and increased productivity
where implemented, challenges like fragmented landholdings and
inconsistent enforcement remain.

Contemporary Challenges and Conclusion
Despite reforms, India’s rural economy faces. . .

- Land fragmentation limiting economies of scale.
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+  Continued rural poverty and agrarian distress.
+  Institutional shortcomings in land administration.
+  Persistent inequities in land access and productivity.

Recognizing the colonial roots of land revenue systems enhances
understanding of current challenges. Effective policy must address
historical legacies to promote equitable, sustainable rural development.
The colonial land revenue systems indelibly shaped India’s agrarian
economy, laying groundwork for both structural constraints and reform
opportunities that continue to influence rural India today
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