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India is an agricultural country. What is agriculture? We already know the meaning of agriculture. 

Agriculture is a latin word which is formed by the combination of two words — agri + culture. Agri means 

field/soil and culture means cultivation. Hence, agriculture means cultivation of land.
1
 Agriculture includes crop 

production, Animal Husbandry, Dairy Science, Agriculture Chemistry, Soil Science, Horticulture, Agriculture 

Economics, Agriculture Engineering, Botany, Plant Pathology Extension Education and Entomology, which 

develops its separate and distinct branches of agriculture and nowadays occupies a significant place in the 

agricultural universities in the country.
2
Hence, it becomes clear that agriculture does not only include cultivation 

of land, but there are many other occupations included in it such as fishing, poultry farming, apiculture, etc. For 

the training purposes of such occupations, the government has opened various universities and institutions 

where new methods and techniques to carry out these occupations are taught. 

Now we have learnt about the meaning of agriculture. It is the backbone of Indian economy. The 

income of the country almost revolves around agriculture. The total population of India is 1.21 billion. Out of 

this, 118.7 million of the total population is engaged in agriculture. In aggregate, 70% of the total population of 

the country in engaged in agriculture. In this, most of the population is of rural areas. Due to this, India is the 

second largest producer of rice in the world. The first largest producer of rice in the world is China.  

Beginning of Agriculture in India 

It is believed that agriculture first began with the Harappa civilization in India. But the evidences 

regarding agriculture are to be found in the pre-historic times and the Neolithic period. There are many places 

related to that but one of the many places among these is Mehargarh which is situated in Balochistan in Pakistan 

at 29º 36’N 67º 37’E. The evidences which are as early as 7000 B.C. can be obtained from this place related to 

the cultivation of rice. Along with this, there is another place called Koldihawa, situated in Allahabad.
3
 From 

this place, evidences are found related to the cultivation of rice from 6000 B.C. Hence, it becomes clear that 
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agriculture began much earlier in India but some researchers believe its beginning at the banks of the river Ravi 

in the Harappa civilization. At that time, the first crop to be grown was Barley. But this crop was not used for 

edible purposes. This crop was used for performing religious rituals.
4
 In fact, the crop that was used for edible 

purposes was wheat. After that, the people of this civilization started cultivating other crops. 

Harappa civilization was the first to cultivate cotton in the world. In fact, the people of this civilization 

were the first to discover cotton. The Greeks called cotton as ‘Sindome.’ At that time, people did not have good 

quality of tools to cultivate land. Many evidences related to agriculture were found in Harappa civilization in 

places such as Kalibanga, Banawali, etc. 

Under the arena of agriculture, the subject of history gains an important place. Geographical conditions and 

economic aspect is related to farming. On the other hand, we see that history is a comprehensive subject and 

geographical conditions and economic aspect play an important role in it, or they are unbreakable part of 

history. In history, we study the economic reforms done by the rulers regarding agriculture. We learn about their 

contribution in the field of agriculture. Also, we learn about the geographical conditions of the battles fought by 

the kings. From this, we can construe that agriculture and history are interrelated disciplines. We cannot separate 

these two subjects. We also learn about the prosperity of the Magadh state that how the agrarian structure of the 

Magadh state attracted the kings of other states.
5
 along with this, we see that in order to strengthen his economic 

position, Maharaja Ranjit Singh had won over the agrarian areas of Kashmir, Multan, etc. From history, we 

learn that those kings who did not know about the geographical conditions had to face loss in the battles. For 

example, the ruler of France, Napolean, did not know much about the geographical conditions of Moscow.
6
 Due 

to this, most of his army died there. As opposite to that, if we talk about the British Raj, they were much aware 

about the sea routes sue to which they carried out trade through sea routes and earned much profit. From these 

examples, it can be ascertained that the geographical conditions or the agrarian structure of the state can have a 

major influence on it. 

We have learnt about the development of agriculture in the ancient India. Now we will examine the 

policies related to agriculture in the medieval India. In the medieval India, the former kings did not contribute 

much to the development of agriculture. But the real founder of Delhi, Iltutmish, did some reforms in 

agriculture. He adopted the Iqta system . Iqta means ‘a piece of a land.’ Under his rule, Iltutmish had appointed 

officials called Iqtadars in different places. The whole system of production of that area would come under 

Iqtadars. It was the duty of the Iqtadar to collect revenue from the entire area under his supervision. This policy 

of Iltutmish was appreciated a great deal.
7
 A famous historian P. Saran has appreciated this system in his book A 
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History of Medieval India. He says that the main characteristic of the rule of Iltutmish was his policy of Iqta 

system due to which his rule prospered. 

After this, we learn about the reforms done by the Khilji dynasty in the field of agriculture. According 

to the historians, Alauddin Khilji was the first Muslim ruler of India who brought about reforms in agriculture 

and developed a new policy for agriculture. Alauddin made Malik Haseenuddin the chief official who regulated 

the agricultural system. Khilji was the first ruler of medieval India who led the measurement of land. He had 

done land measurement through Bishwah on the basis of which land revenue was fixed. A Bishwah had 29 

Bighas of land in it. 
8
 Other than this, Khilji had taken all lands under Khalisa land. Only the ruler had a control 

over the Khalisa land. In order to bring reforms in the field of agriculture, Alauddin Khilji had increased the 

salaries of those officials involved in agricultural department. It was done to ascertain that they do not engage in 

any kind of corruption.
9
Alauddin Khilji was the first ruler of Delhi who levied taxes not only on land but also on 

stray animals. 

After Khilji dynasty, some rulers of Tughlaq dynasty also contributed in bringing about reforms in 

agriculture. Gyassuddin Tughlaq (1320-1325) had done reforms in agriculture. He had made efforts to turn 

fallow land to fertile land. He had removed the parameters set by Khilji for land measurement. He re-initiated 

land division system and tried to give a new face to the agrarian structure. The next ruler of this dynasty was 

Muhammad-bin-Tughlaq. He established a different department for agriculture which was named Diwan-e-

Kohi. Under this, the whole system of agriculture was run. Along with this, he also cleared up the jungles within 

75 kilometers of his area and turned them into cultivable land. He was the first ruler who ordered the farmers to 

change the already cultivated crops to the cultivation of other new crops.
10

Tughlaq motivated the farmers to 

grow wheat instead of Barley and then sugarcane instead of wheat. He also gave the farmers new lands 

particularly for cultivation purposes. 

We see that the policy of Iqta started by Iltutmish was very effective. Under this, the whole agricultural 

system was under Iqtadars. The Emperor had no direct contact with the farmers. The Iqtadars often collected 

land revenue according to their will.
11

 Although the historian P. Saran had called this system appreciable 

because this was the only achievement of the rule of Iltutmish. But the land reform policy adopted by Iltutmish 

was not much effective. Firstly, the rate of land revenue that was fixed by him was very high. Khilji used to 

collect 50% as the land revenue which was a half of the total produce. The lands given to the rich and the 

religious institutions were taken back. Though the historian Burni writes that the parameters adopted by Khilji 

for land measurement were the same at all places, but there is no doubt that the land measurement parameters 

differed at different places. Khilji would collect land revenue very strictly. In the times of natural calamity when 
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the crop production was almost negligible, Khilji would still obtain land revenue from the farmers. Khilji had 

made a different department for the collection of land revenue which was named Diwan-e-Musatkhraj
12

 which 

would collect land revenue at any cost and also maintained records for the same. 

The agricultural reforms led by the Emperor Gyasuddin of the Tughlaq dynasty were right to some 

extent. He gave the work of land cultivation to the lambardars of the villages. He also provided the farmers with 

the sources of irrigation. He led the construction of canals on a large scale for irrigational purposes so that no 

farmer is left behind in attaining the sources of irrigation for land cultivation. Muhammad-bin-Tughlaq of this 

dynasty also led some land reforms on a large scale. Firstly, he made the fallow land to be used for cultivation 

purposes. After that, he made a new policy wherein farmers were provided with loans in order to buy new tools 

for land cultivation. Along with that, he also motivated the farmers to adopt experimental farming where they 

could change the crops to be grown. They were also provided new quality seeds. Due to this, the historian Afif 

writes that the total value of the produce from agriculture reached 70 lakh takkas. But the historian Burni writes 

the opposite. He says that the policies adopted by him were not always successful.
13 

Conclusion 

In the end, we can say that in all the three periods — ancient, medieval and modern — we get the 

evidences of agriculture. In these three periods, many changes were brought in the way agriculture was 

practised. Many reforms took place in agriculture during these three periods. In the ancient agrarian structure, 

the main crops that were cultivated included Barley and Wheat. The area under cultivation in the ancient India 

was not that large as was in the medieval India. We see that agricultural tools in the ancient era were not much 

developed. Although agriculture was practised on a great scale by people in the ancient India, but the tools were 

not so good and satisfactory. No reforms took place in agriculture during that time. Instead, reforms were 

brought about in the medieval India. In the medieval era, many rulers modified the agrarian structure. Many 

efforts were made to improve the condition of the farmers of the medieval era. Their economic position got 

strengthened due to agriculture. 
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