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Abstract

The transformation of Indian agriculture under colonial rule marked a significant shift from subsistence-based
production to market-oriented commercialization. This transition was not an organic economic evolution but
a state-driven process shaped by imperial interests. The colonial state restructured agrarian relations through
land revenue systems, commercialization of crops, and integration into global markets. While
commercialization expanded agricultural exports, it simultaneously deepened peasant vulnerability through
indebtedness, food insecurity, and exploitation by intermediaries. This chapter examines the nature, causes,
and consequences of this transformation using historical and analytical methods. It argues that
commercialization did not lead to agrarian development but instead intensified socio-economic inequalities
and contributed to recurrent famines and agrarian distress. The study highlights the structural contradictions
embedded in colonial agrarian policies and their long-term implications for rural India.
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Introduction

Agriculture formed the backbone of the colonial Indian economy, with nearly three-fourths of the population
dependent on it for livelihood. Traditionally, Indian agriculture was subsistence-oriented, characterized by
localized production, barter exchange, and community-based systems. However, under British colonial rule,
this structure underwent a profound transformation. The introduction of new land revenue systems such as
Permanent Settlement, Ryotwari, and Mahalwari aimed at maximizing state revenue. By the mid-19th century,
colonial policies increasingly encouraged the production of cash crops like cotton, indigo, opium, and jute for
export markets. This shift from subsistence to commercialization was closely linked with the needs of British
industrial capitalism. Rather than fostering balanced agrarian growth, it subordinated Indian agriculture to
global market fluctuations and imperial demands. The result was a distorted agrarian economy marked by
stagnation, inequality, and peasant distress.

Materials and Methods

This chapter is based on qualitative historical analysis using:
e Secondary sources including books, journal articles, and historical reports
e Comparative analysis of pre-colonial and colonial agrarian structures
e Thematic analysis of key variables such as commercialization, revenue extraction, and peasant
conditions

The study adopts an interdisciplinary approach, combining economic history and agrarian studies to
interpret structural changes in rural India.

Results and Discussion

Transition from Subsistence to Commercial Agriculture

Colonial policies transformed agriculture from a self-sufficient system into a market-dependent one. By the
1860s, agricultural production increasingly responded to global demand rather than local needs.
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e Replacement of food crops with cash crops

o Integration of rural markets through railways

o Expansion of export-oriented production
However, this commercialization was forced and uneven, often imposed through coercive practices such as
indigo cultivation.

Revenue Policies and Agrarian Exploitation
Land revenue formed a major source of colonial income, accounting for nearly 60% of government revenue by the 19th
century.
Impacts:
e High and rigid tax demands irrespective of crop output
¢ Rise of zamindars and intermediaries
e Loss of land ownership by peasants
This system prioritized revenue extraction over agricultural development.

Peasant Indebtedness and Poverty
Commercialization increased dependence on moneylenders.

e Farmers borrowed to pay taxes and invest in cash crops

e High interest rates led to chronic indebtedness

e Many peasants lost land and became tenants or laborers
Price fluctuations in global markets further worsened their condition.

Food Insecurity and Famines
The shift to cash crops reduced food grain production.

e Decline in local food availability

e Increased vulnerability to droughts

e Recurring famines (e.g., 187678, 1943 Bengal famine)
Commercialization thus undermined food security.

Agrarian Stagnation and Structural Crisis
Despite increased exports, agricultural growth remained negligible (around 0.04% between 1870—1920).
Reasons:

e Lack of investment in irrigation and technology

o Exploitative tenancy relations

e Absence of institutional support

This resulted in a “dependent commercialization” where benefits accrued mainly to colonial interests and
intermediaries.

Table: Comparative Features of Subsistence vs Commercial Agriculture

Aspect Subsistence Agriculture Commercial Agriculture (Colonial Period)
Objective Self-consumption Market-oriented production

Crops Food grains Cash crops (cotton, indigo, jute)

Risk Low (local stability) High (global price fluctuations)

Market Dependence Minimal High

Peasant Condition Relatively stable Indebted and vulnerable

State Role Limited Highly interventionist
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Graph: Impact of Commercialization on Peasant Economy (Conceptual Representation)
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Interpretation:

While commercialization initially expanded market opportunities, over time it led to declining peasant welfare
due to structural exploitation and economic instability.

Conclusion

The transition from subsistence to commercialization in colonial India was a transformative yet deeply
problematic process. Driven by imperial interests rather than indigenous needs, it reoriented agriculture
toward global markets at the cost of local sustainability. The commercialization of agriculture intensified
peasant exploitation, increased indebtedness, and undermined food security.

Rather than promoting development, colonial policies created a fragile agrarian structure marked by inequality
and distress. The legacy of this transformation continued to shape post-colonial agrarian challenges.
Understanding this historical trajectory is essential for analysing contemporary agrarian crises and policy
frameworks in India.
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