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1. Critically evaluate the impact of British colonial policies on Indian agriculture. Discuss changes in land
revenue systems, land ownership patterns, and agricultural productivity during the colonial era.

The agrarian sector in pre-colonial India was characterized by a balance between subsistence cultivation,
communal landholding patterns, and localized agrarian economies. However, with the advent of British
colonial rule, Indian agriculture underwent a profound transformation. The colonial state restructured it
into a revenue-generating, export-oriented system, disregarding traditional agrarian ethics and local
sustainability. This shift had deep repercussions for land tenure, rural livelihoods, and productivity.

I. Changes in Land Revenue Systems: From Custom to Contract

Colonial land revenue systems were designed not to improve agricultural output, but to maximize state
revenue, often through intermediaries.

1. Permanent Settlement (1793):
¢ Introduced in Bengal by Lord Cornwallis, this system fixed land revenue permanently with
zamindars, who were granted proprietary rights.
¢ Consequences:
o Zamindars became rent-seeking elites with minimal incentive for land improvement.
o Failure to pay revenue resulted in massive land auctions and evictions.
o Peasants became vulnerable to exploitation and insecurity.
2. Ryotwari System:
¢ Implemented in Madras, Bombay, and parts of Assam.
e Revenue was collected directly from the ryots (cultivators) based on the quality and yield potential
of land.
e Drawbacks:
o Revenue demand (often 45-55% of gross produce) was inflexible, even during crop failures.
o Led to widespread indebtedness, as peasants borrowed from sahukars to pay taxes.
3. Mahalwari System:
e Applied in North-Western Provinces, Punjab, and parts of Central India.
e Revenue was assessed on the entire village (mahal) and collected through village headmen or
intermediaries.
e Result: Institutionalized communal liability, but also concentrated power in dominant caste
groups, worsening internal hierarchies.

Il. Transformation in Land Ownership Patterns
The British introduced private property rights in land, disrupting the traditional community-based
landholding systems.

e Land became a marketable commodity, enabling transfer, mortgaging, and alienation.

e Land alienation increased, especially among small peasants, who often lost land to moneylenders
and absentee landlords.




e The emergence of a large class of landless laborers—estimated at over 30% of the rural
population by the early 20th century.

e Tribal and pastoral communities were denied customary rights, with forest and grazing lands
declared as state property under the Forest Acts (1865, 1878).

lll. Commercialization of Agriculture: Shift from Subsistence to Export
British agrarian policy promoted the cultivation of cash crops to feed British industries and generate
export revenues.
o Key cash crops: Indigo, cotton, opium, jute, tea, sugarcane.
¢ Indigo revolts (1859-60) in Bengal and Champaran Satyagraha (1917) were direct outcomes of
forced cultivation.
e Food grain cultivation was marginalized, contributing to recurring famines:
o Great Famine (1876-78): 5.5 million deaths.
o Bengal Famine (1943): ~3 million perished due to grain hoarding and war-time policies.

IV. Impact on Agricultural Productivity
Contrary to claims of modernization, British policies led to stagnation and distress in agricultural output.
¢ While canal irrigation was expanded in Punjab and western UP (Canal Colonies), these benefited
select regions and not rain-fed, arid areas.
¢ Noinvestment in agricultural research, improved seeds, or mechanization.
e Productivity remained low:
o Riceyields stagnated at around 7 quintals per acre, while wheat was even lower.
e Peasants bore high fiscal burdens without state investment in extension services, storage, or
insurance.

V. Economic Consequences and Agrarian Distress
o Debt trap: Usurious moneylending practices became endemic. By 1921, over 60% of rural
households in Bombay Presidency were in permanent debt.
e Absentee landlordism led to neglect of land and tenant exploitation.
e The colonial state's response to agrarian distress was guided by laissez-faire ideology—famines
were met with apathy, not policy shifts.

Conclusion

British colonial rule fundamentally altered India’s agrarian structure by shifting its objective from
subsistence and sustainability to revenue and export. The imposition of exploitative land tenure systems,
promotion of monoculture cash cropping, and state neglect of rural welfare culminated in widespread
agrarian stagnation, poverty, and ecological imbalance. These distortions not only impoverished millions
but also sowed the seeds of future rural unrest and land reform movements post-independence.
Understanding this legacy is crucial for analyzing the roots of contemporary agrarian challenges in India.




2. Critically examine the evolution of socio-religious reform movements in 19th and early 20th century

India. How did these movements contribute to the emergence and shaping of the Indian national

movement?

Introduction: The 19th century in India witnessed the rise of socio-religious reform movements as responses

to deep-rooted social evils, colonial domination, and religious dogmatism. These reform efforts —marked by

rationalism, universalism, and revivalism—played a transformative role in laying the ideological foundation

of Indian nationalism.

Evolution and Nature of Reform Movements:

1.

Brahmo Samaj (1828, Raja Ram Mohan Roy): Advocated monotheism, social equality, abolition of
sati, widow remarriage, and women's education. It laid the foundation for liberal reform discourse.
Roy famously said, "The fundamental principle of Brahmoism is universal love and charity."

Young Bengal Movement (1830s, Henry Derozio): Promoted radical rationalism, science, and
western education. Though elitist, it influenced Calcutta's intelligentsia and pushed for free thought.
Prarthana Samaj (1867, M.G. Ranade): Advocated reforms like inter-caste marriage and widow
remarriage, echoing values later enshrined in the Indian Constitution.

Arya Samaj (1875, Swami Dayananda Saraswati): Denounced casteism, idol worship, and
championed education through the DAV institutions. His slogan "Back to the Vedas" inspired cultural
revival.

Ramakrishna Mission (1897, Swami Vivekananda): Advocated harmony among religions and service
to humanity. Vivekananda’s 1893 Chicago speech showcased Indian spirituality globally.
Theosophical Society (Annie Besant): Helped link Indian philosophy with global spiritualism. Besant
later led the Home Rule Movement, bridging reform and nationalism.

Aligarh Movement (Sir Syed Ahmed Khan): Pioneered modern education among Muslims and aimed
at intellectual revival to integrate the community into the modern state.

Christian Missionaries: Played a paradoxical role—while promoting Western education and exposing
Indian evils like sati, they also challenged Indian traditions, prompting defensive reformist responses.

Contribution to National Movement:

Cultural revivalism: Revived Indian traditions and pride, countering colonial narratives of cultural
inferiority.

Promotion of education: Established schools and colleges that nurtured nationalist leaders.

Social unity: Mobilised support against casteism and promoted inclusiveness—principles later
reinforced in the freedom movement.

Secular nationalism: Fostered interfaith respect, which contributed to the pluralistic ethos of the
Indian national movement.

Political consciousness: Several reformers like Besant and Vivekananda inspired nationalist action
directly.

Use of Press and Literature: Reformers used vernacular and English-language newspapers, journals,
and pamphlets to spread reformist and nationalist ideas.

Critical Analysis:

Movements like the Veda Samaj in Tamil Nadu and Singh Sabha in Punjab show regional diversity.
Though often elitist, the press and vernacular literature expanded their reach.

They influenced constitutional ideals—liberty, equality, secularism—as seen in post-independence
India.

Reform movements also marked the beginning of the Indian Renaissance—a revival in thought, art,
education, and public engagement.




Conclusion: Socio-religious reform movements catalysed India’s national awakening. By reviving cultural
pride and advocating social justice, they transformed Indian society and set the moral, intellectual, and
institutional foundation of the freedom struggle.




