
                             11. Change and Development in Rural Society

➢ Majority of India’s population live in rural areas (67 % in 2001Census).
➢ Agriculture is not only a mean but also a way of life. 
➢ Many of our cultural practices and patterns have an agrarian backgrounds. For example,

Pongal in Tamil Nadu, Bihu in Assam, Baisakhi in Punjab and Ugadi in Karnataka, Onam in
Kerala etc:- actually celebrate the main harvest season.

➢ There is a close connection between agriculture and culture. 
➢ Large number of artisans such as potters, carpenters, weavers, iron-smiths, and goldsmiths

are found in rural areas. 
➢ Rural  life  also  supported  many  other  specialists  and  crafts  persons  like  story-tellers,

astrologers, priests, water-distributors, and oil-pressers. 
➢ There also specialist and ‘service’ castes such as Washer men, Potters, and Goldsmiths.

AGRARIAN STRUCTURE: CASTE AND CLASS IN RURAL INDIA

 The term agrarian structure means the structure or distribution of landholding in rural area.
 Agricultural land is the most important resource and form of property in rural society.
 It is not equally distributed among people living in a particular village or region.
 The majority live just above or below the poverty line.
 Women are usually excluded from ownership of land. 
 Medium and large landowners earn more while agricultural labourers are paid below the

minimum wage.
 Most agricultural labourers are daily-wage workers and do not have work for many days of

the year, which is known as underemployment.
 Tenants (cultivators who lease their  land from landowners) have lower incomes because

they have to pay big amount as rent to the landowner.
 There is a complex relationship between caste and class. 
 We might expect that the higher castes have more land and higher incomes. But in most

areas the highest caste, the Brahmins, are not the major landowners, 
 In most regions of India, the major landowning groups belong to the upper castes.
 In each region, there are one or two dominant caste, who are numerically very important. 
 Examples of dominant landowning groups are the Jats and Rajputs of U.P., the Vokkaligas

and  Lingayats  in  Karnataka,  Kammas  and Reddis  in  Andhra  Pradesh,  and Jat  Sikhs  in
Punjab, Bhumihars of Bihar. 

 The marginal farmers and landless belong to lower caste groups.
 In many regions of India, the ‘Untouchable’ or dalit castes were not allowed to own land and

became agricultural labourers.
 Practices such as begar or free labour were prevalent in many parts of northern India.
 Members of low caste groups had to provide labour for a fixed number of days per year to

the village zamindar or landlord. 
 There exists ‘hereditary’ labour relationships (bonded labour), such as the halpati system in

Gujarat and jeeta system in Karnataka. 

THE IMPACT OF LAND REFORMS- THE COLONIAL PERIOD

*  Zamindari system:- It introduced in 1793. Zamindars (landlords who belonged to Kshatriya or
other high castes) were granted property rights and more control over land. Farmers who owned the
land, lost their ownership. Since the British imposed heavy land revenue (taxes) on agriculture, the
zamindars  collected  heavy tax  from cultivators.  Hence  the  agricultural  production  stagnated  or
declined.



* Ryotwari system:- Ryot means cultivator in Telugu. It is a land revenue system in British India,
introduced by Thomas Munro in 1820. In this system, the ‘actual cultivators’(who were themselves
often landlords and not cultivators) were responsible for paying the tax. The burden of taxation was
less and cultivators had more incentive to invest in agriculture. As a result,  these areas became
relatively more productive and prosperous.
*  Mahalwari System:- This system introduced in 1822. Along with the village communities, the
landlords were jointly responsible for the payment of the revenues.

INDEPENDENT INDIA

✔ Abolition of the zamindari system, which removed the layer of intermediaries who stood
between the cultivators and the state.

✔ The tenancy abolition and regulation acts, give the right over land to tenants or regulate rent
on land. 

✔ Land Ceiling Acts. These laws imposed an upper limit on the amount of land that can be
owned by a particular family. The ceiling varies from region to region, depending on the
kind of land, its productivity, and other such factors.

✔ Surplus land (above the ceiling limit) is taken by state and redistributed among landless
families.

✔ However landowners divided their land among the relatives and others, including servants,
in so-called ‘benami transfers’ – which allowed them to keep control over the land (in fact
if not in name).

THE GREEN R EVOLUTION AND ITS SOCIAL CONSEQUENCES

         The Green Revolution, was a government programme of agricultural modernisation during
1960s and 1970s,  which was based on high-yielding variety(HYV) or  hybrid seeds  along with
pesticides, fertilisers, and other inputs. Green Revolution programmes were introduced only in areas
having irrigation facilities, because sufficient water was necessary for the new seeds and methods of
cultivation. It was also targeted mainly at the wheat and rice-growing areas such as the Punjab,
western U.P., coastal Andhra Pradesh, and parts of Tamil Nadu.

Positive Impacts

➢ Agricultural productivity increased and India was able to become self-sufficient in foodgrain
production. 

➢ Help to eradicate poverty and famine.
➢ Increased the income of farmers. 
➢ The employment and wages for agricultural workers increased.

Negative Impacts

✗ Only the medium and large farmers who were able to benefit from the new technology. 
✗ The inputs were expensive, and small and marginal farmers could not afford to spend as

much as large farmers to purchase these inputs. 
✗ Transformation from  ‘subsistence agriculture’ to commercialisation of agriculture.
✗ Increasing inequalities in rural society. 
✗ It led to the displacement of tenant-cultivators. Landowners began to take back land from

their tenants and cultivate it directly because cultivation was becoming more profitable.
✗ The introduction of machinery such as tillers, tractors led to the displacement of the service

caste groups.
✗ This process of displacement also increased the pace of rural-urban migration.



✗ Increased inequality between rich and poor.
✗ Rising prices and a shift in the mode of payment of agricultural workers from payment in

kind (grain) to cash, actually worsened the economic condition of most rural workers.
✗ Increasing  commercialisation  and  dependence  on  the  market  has  increased  livelihood

insecurity, 
✗ Increased regional inequalities. 
✗ knowledge of ‘scientific’ farming methods ruined the traditional knowledge of farming.
✗ many traditional varieties of seeds are being lost 
✗ create healthy and environmental problems.

TRANSFORMATIONS IN RURAL SOCIETY AFTER INDEPENDENCE

 An increase in the use of agricultural labour;
 A shift from payment in kind (grain) to payment in cash;
 A  loosening  of  traditional  bonds  or  hereditary  relationships  between  farmers  and

landowners; Sociologist, Jan Breman described this change as a shift from ‘patronage to
exploitation’

 The rise of a class of ‘free’ wage labourers’.
 As  cultivation  became  more  commercialised,  rural  areas  were  integrated  to  the  wider

economy. 
 Increased the flow of money into villages and expanding opportunities for business and

employment. 
 Rise of new entrepreneurial groups who were economically as well as politically dominant
 Rise of new educated elite.

   An  external  economy  (primarily  the  Gulf  countries)  have  brought  about  a  substantial
transformation in rural Kerala. 

CIRCULATION OF LABOUR

➔ Growth of migrant agricultural labour. As ‘traditional’ bonds between labourers or tenants
and landlords broke down, and as the seasonal demand for agricultural labour increased, a
pattern of seasonal migration emerged.  

➔ These migrant workers have been termed ‘footloose labour’ by Jan Breman, but this does
not imply freedom. These workers do not have many rights, for instance, they are usually
not paid the minimum wage. 

➔ Migrants are more easily exploited and can be paid lower wages.
➔ local landless labourers moved out of the home villages in search of work. 
➔ ‘feminisation of agricultural labour force.’  when male family members migrated to outside

of their villages, cultivation has become primarily a female task. Women are also emerging
as the main source of agricultural labour, leading to the ‘feminisation of agricultural labour
force.’ 

GLOBALISATION, LIBERALISATION, AND RURAL SOCIETY

➢ In  the  absence  of  state  support  and  protection  in  markets,  Indian  farmers  faced  tight
competition from the global market. 

➢ ‘contract farming’ systems. In some regions such as Punjab and Karnataka, farmers enter
into contracts  with multinational companies to grow certain crops, which the companies
then  buy  from  them  for  processing.  In  such  ‘contract  farming’ systems,  the  company
identifies the crop to be grown, provides the seeds and other inputs, as well as the know-how



and often also the working capital. In return, the farmer is assured of a market because the
company guarantees that it will purchase the produce at a predetermined fixed price.

*Farmers become dependent on these companies for their livelihoods.
*Agricultural land is diverted away from food grain production. 
*Farmers knowledge of agriculture become irrelevant. 
*High doses of fertilisers and pesticides, made healthy problems.

➢ Entry  of  multinationals  into  this  sector  as  sellers  of  agricultural  inputs  such  as  seeds,
pesticides, and fertilisers. 

➢ Increased dependence of farmers on expensive fertilisers and pesticides, which has reduced
their profits, put many farmers into debt, and also created an ecological crisis in rural areas.

➢ Many farmers, who have committed suicide were marginal farmers, who were attempting to
increase their productivity, primarily by practising Green Revolution methods. 

Farmers’ suicides

         Farmers’ suicides has been occurring in different parts of the country since 1997–98, which
linked to the ‘agrarian distress’ caused by structural changes in agriculture and changes in economic
and agricultural policies. According to official statistics, there have been 8,900 suicides by farmers
between 2001 and 2006 in Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala and Maharashtra.

Causes:
a) The changed pattern of landholdings; 
b) Changing cropping patterns, especially due to shift to cash crops; 
c) Liberalisation policies that have exposed Indian agriculture to the forces of globalisation;
d) Heavy dependence on high-cost inputs; 
e) Withdrawal  of  the  State  from  agricultural  extension  activities  to  be  replaced  by

multinational seed and fertiliser companies; 
f) decline in state support for agriculture; 
g) individualisation of agricultural operations. 
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