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Observations on the agrarian crisis in India
We are here to deliberate on the agrarian crisis that India is facing today. In the latter half

of the1990s India woke up to the looming crisis in the form of farmer suicides. We were
witnessing falling growth rates in agriculture. India had in place a neo-liberal economic regime
by that time which discouraged public investment, cut subsidies and raised prices of agricultural
inputs. At the same time global economic forces were let loose. Agrarian crises are known to
extend over decades sometimes and the inevitable result is the ruination of the toiling
peasantry. Low prices and overproduction are the other signs of agrarian crisis. Add to it an
unmitigated ecological imbalance and you get a bleak picture of distress and ruin. We will take
up these aspects in this paper.

Background to the distress
Any discussion on the agrarian crisis draws our attention to the type of capitalist

development in agriculture that India has witnessed. This took place through the path of slow,
gradual development of capitalism in agriculture which ushered in capitalist production relations
while bringing prolonged misery to the peasant masses. It also meant remodelling of many
feudal relations along bourgeois lines. This was what Lenin had characterised as the Prussian
Path in agriculture or the bourgeois landlord path to capitalism in agriculture. What did this
entail? It meant a skewed land distribution and the encouragement of a small rich peasant class
with access to resources. The land reforms were basically patterned in a manner that favoured
this. It was quite different from general redistribution of land as coined in the slogan 'land to the
tiller'. What this did was in effect to skew class power in favour of the landlords and the
upcoming rich peasant class giving them the stranglehold over various institutions like
cooperatives, local bodies etc. When the green revolution came it deepened the class divisions.
Though claimed to be scale-neutral the green revolution technology could be used optimally only
by resource rich peasants. All this pushed differentiation and the peasantry lost all its
homogeneity. This added to the problem of skewed distribution of land and the question of
viability of peasant farming came to the fore which today shows up in the ruination of the middle
and poor peasants.

The green revolution techniques were widely adopted. Farming no longer remained a
mechanical, self-perpetuating process and modern inputs had to be bought from the market. This
brought the mass of the peasantry into the ambit of the market forces. Living up to the demands
of the market meant spoliation of the soil to make it yield more. Use of chemical fertilisers,
pesticides and ground water resources brought an irrationality to agriculture which ultimately
took a heavy toll on the environment with new type of pest diseases, exhaustion of soil fertility,
depletion of ground water resources and soil salinity and ever greater use of resources on the
same plot of land. If for instance we take note of the fact that with the passage of time one needs
to bore deeper for ground water we can surmise the increasing costs that this entails. Market
demand dictated the type of crops to be grown instead of local soil and climate conditions
leading to further irrationality. Even the minimum support price while contributing a lot in
increasing production and food security led to monocropping and consequent loss of diversity.
The production of coarse grains which were used to dry weather conditions and had a high
survival rate was given up in many regions. All these changes need to be factored in when we
talk of the present agrarian crisis.

Production for the market with its emphasis on private gain deepened private property
relationships. The village commons began to be encroached upon leaving little room for
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traditional water harvesting systems which fell into disrepair. Grazing lands were lost leading to
loss of fodder crops for cattle. All this made the conditions of existence more onerous for the
village poor who depended upon the village commons for survival. In years of drought the loss
of traditional water harvesting structures make things difficult. With private property
relationships getting strengthened joint families broke up and with them land holdings. With that
begun fragmentation of land and again questions of viability came up which today characterises
our agrarian crisis.

For the toiling peasant it was a Hobson's choice, one had to get along with the market but
did not have the means to do so. It was very different from the cultivation of cash crops during
colonial rule which Amiya Bagchi has rightly characterised as 'coerced commercialisation'. Here
the market was itself coercion enough. Today price incentive has started playing a big part with
its consequent results. Price volatility has played a large part in the sufferings of farmers who
committed suicide in large numbers. Costly inputs and the vicious circle associated with it have
ensnared large sections of the peasantry into indebtedness. This indebtedness is not of the old
type where it resulted in bondage and servitude. It is very different from the type that Pradhan
Harishankar Prasad used in his model of semi-feudalism characterising an earlier period. Loss of
assets and ruination is the direct result and peasants have thought it better to commit suicide
rather than suffer loss of livelihood.

With such changes India's agrarian economy was to witness an intensification of all the
tendencies described above with the unleashing of the regime of liberalisation, privatisation and
globalisation. These tendencies of capitalism were to work like elemental laws now.

Into neo-liberal times and the present agrarian crisis
With the free market mantra India was to witness further changes in its agrarian scene.

(Let us remember this so called free market is under the domination of the monopolies).
Deregulation of pricing regimes, subsidy cuts, cuts in rural public expenditure, upward revision
of fuel and electricity rates all raised the costs of cultivation. Further with the WTO regime in
place non-tariff barriers like quantitative restrictions on many agricultural products lines were
removed, import tariffs lowered across the board leading to cheap imports, globalisation of
pricing regimes took place and consequently the import of global price volatility. Introduction of
commodity futures in many agricultural products further added to this volatility. This the state
claimed was being done for the sake of the farmers who could hedge against price fluctuations!
But this was only an invitation to speculation by big market players. Let us remember that with
the foodgrain prices getting out of control the state had to ban future trading in wheat, rice and
lentils in 2007.

The cut in subsidies and public expenditure showed up in falling agricultural growth rates
as we noted above. This reflected the sad state of agriculture. We find widespread distress in
cotton farming resulting from loss of crop and drop in prices and consequent inability to pay
debts leading to suicides. While once cotton farming was encouraged by the state to provide raw
material to cotton mills now with the neo-liberal regime in place this policy is no longer working
properly. Maharashtra had since long a state policy of cotton procurement called Maharashtra
Raw Cotton  (Procurement, Processing and Marketing) Act, 1971 which had a monopoly cotton
procurement scheme. But with quantitative restrictions on imports being removed and import
duties being reduced this scheme started offering lower prices. In 2002-03 the government
reduced import duties from 35 percent to 5 percent. With low global prices this policy could not
but be affected and so we find lower procurement prices as a result. In Vidarbha region of
Maharashtra crop failures and consequent failure to repay debts led to acute distress prompting
victim farmers to commit suicides. Crop failures should be seen in the background of changes in
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the type of farming that the farmers were encouraged to undertake. They had switched from
coarse cereals to cotton and given the high prices of cotton the area under cotton had increased
from 26 lakh hectares in 1990-93 to 32 lakh hectares in 1997-98 in Vidarbha which started
decreasing thereafter. Drought conditions along with increase in the cost of fertilisers, overuse of
pesticides, high cost of seeds and low productivity all hit the farmers who could hardly sustain
cotton farming any longer. Those who had taken bank loans had to pay insurance premium but
insurance claims were not entertained as the area was not declared drought affected. This has to
be done by the government but it did not do so. In Andhra Pradesh we see that the area under
cotton farming increased phenomenally in the late nineties because of high prices and good
margins to be made. Farmers went into debt for that. Once adverse conditions struck it became
difficult for farmers to cope with the stress and suicides became common. Conditions of
capitalist agriculture with its irrational use of inputs like pesticides, fertilisers etc., price signals
and irrational responses to them, price volatility all lead to widespread distress. The
government's response has been to play down the incidence of farm distress related suicides in
the name of family strife, depression etc. When the government did respond with debt relief it
did so to maintain the viability of the banks involved and this interest waiver hardly made for
much alleviation. Of course borrowers from non-institutional sources were left in the lurch even
then. Another crop which shows deep agrarian distress today is sugarcane. Sugarcane farmers
have committed suicide in Karnataka, Maharashtra sugarcane growers voted to see the then
Congress government out of power in the hope of relief, U.P. sugarcane growers are fighting
distress. Sugar mills are sitting on unsold stocks of sugar while world sugar prices go down.
There is a worldwide sugar glut with good sugarcane production in countries like Brazil and
Thailand. On top of it the depreciation of the Brazilian currency Real has put downward pressure
on sugar prices. So we have here a classic case of good production becoming a curse for the
producers. We have periods of overproduction of various agricultural commodities. This is
capitalist agricultural production one of whose characteristics is periodic overproduction
bringing distress to the direct producers.

While agricultural growth is the buzzword promoted by official quarters what we have
here is the contradiction between good production and the welfare of the producers. Even the
final report of the National Commission on Farmers (4Oct, 2006)  headed by the agricultural
scientist and father of the green revolution, M.S. Swaminathan had to note that good production
and agricultural progress do not per se make for the welfare of the farmers though the report
harps on agricultural growth as a remedy for the misery of the farmers.

"Several policies for agriculture have been developed by the Government of India from
time to time, the last one being in the year 2002.  The decline in the growth of agriculture has
now led to a climate of despair among farmer families, policy makers and the general public.
Some areas in the States of Maharashtra, Andhra, Karnataka and Kerala have been affected by a
serious agrarian crisis, leading occasionally to farmers’ suicides. The time has therefore come
when we should focus more on the economic well-being of the women and men feeding the
nation than just on production. It is clear that the human dimension must be the principal
determinant of agricultural policies and not just production in physical terms. The aim of this
Policy is to stimulate attitudes and action which will result in assessing agricultural progress in
terms of the net income of farm families rather than just in million tonnes of farm commodities
produced, and which will help to place faces before figures."

While discussing agrarian distress we should take note of the fact that given
capitalist relationships good production and productivity increases do not lead to the well being
of the all the farmers. While we find acute distress in cases of glut and consequent fall in prices,
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agricultural development also results in the systemic distress of the toiling peasantry as marked
by their indebtedness, worsening of conditions on their farms etc. Agriculture becomes
demanding of money (capital) and the toiling peasants have to keep up with the demands of the
market. They become commodity producers without the resources by which they can sustain
their production leading to indebtedness and distress. The worsening of environmental conditions
that capitalist agriculture brings about adds to this as we noted above. This is capitalism in
agriculture. Only a small class of landlords and rich peasants can keep up to its demands and tide
over difficult years while making profits in the good years. They have political clout, control the
institutions like cooperatives and have access to relatively low-cost institutional credit sources.

The uprooting of lakhs of people from land because of distress is overlooked as it
appears to be a natural phenomenon. Acute distress is taken note of because it comes as a shock
but we need to pay serious attention to this expropriation that is going on. If we are to look at this
feature of expropriation we would get a proper picture of the agrarian crisis and consequent class
changes. It would be of great importance in the mobilisation of forces in our class struggles. We
would like to present data from the recent survey of the NSSO (70th round. Key indicators of
Situation of Agricultural Households in India. The survey was conducted beween January
2013 to December 2013. The report was made public in December, 2014) —
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We can see from the above table that in rural India the number of agricultural households
has fallen drastically. The all-India figures show that agricultural households account for 57.8
percent of the total rural households. If we look at disaggregated figures it is a high 78.4 percent
for Rajasthan and a low of 27.3 percent for Kerala. For Bihar it is 50.5 percent. We have this
with a very broad definition of agricultural household used by the NSSO in this round. The
survey says –

"An agricultural household for this survey was defined as a household receiving some value of
produce more than Rs. 3000/- from agricultural activities (e.g. cultivation of field crops,
horticultural crops, fodder crops, plantation, animal husbandry, poultry, fishery, piggery, bee-
keeping, vermiculture, sericulture etc.) and having at least one member self-employed in
agriculture either in the principal status or in subsidiary status during last 365 days."

Further unlike in the last survey (59th round) the requirement of land possession was done away
with. So we can see that even those who engaged in little agricultural activity came within its
ambit. (However entirely agricultural labour households were kept outside the purview of the
survey). A very large section of the rural population stays in the villages but does not engage in
agricultural work. This shows the extent of unemployment in the rural sector and the
displacement of the rural population. This uprooting of the population from the land should be
seen as expropriation and as the reserve army of labour which provides cheap labour for Indian
industry and such initiatives like 'Make in India'. The Indian bourgeoisie sees cheap labour as its
main comparative advantage. Of the agricultural households 22 percent earn their living from
wage labour and another 4.7 from non-agricultural enterprises as the table below shows. So
farming no longer supports a vast section of the rural population.  If we look at the rural section
of report of the Socio-Economic and Caste Census, 2011 we find that it puts the number of
rural households at 17.91 crores. Of these agriculture is the main source of income for 5.39
crores while manual casual labour is the principal source of income of 9.16 crore households.
That means only 30.14  percent household depend on agriculture for their living while 51.4
percent are manual wage workers

Percentage distribution of agricultural households by principal source of income

cultivation 63.4
livestock 3.7
other agri.activity 1.1
wage/salaried employment 22

non-agricultural enterprises 4.7
others 5.1

(From Figure 3; NSSO report 70th round)

Bihar
The above data show the extent of expropriation from land. The conditions of agriculture are
such that it can no longer sustain the population. While agriculture and allied activities accounted
for 51.73 percent of GDP in 1954-55 this share has been reduced to 13.94 (year 2013-14) while
68.8 percent of the population still live in villages (GDP figures are at 2004-05 prices. source-
Agricultural Databook). It is very much true of Bihar where migration from the villages has
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become a dominant trend. It is but being uprooted from the land. How does it come about? The
result of capitalist penetration in agriculture has been the fragmentation of land, high cost of
working the land and consequent unviability of cultivation of parcels of land. Mechanisation in
many parts of Bihar has also reduced employment. In many parts village commons which
provided fodder to the cattle have been privatised, increasing the costs of maintenance of
livestock. This has resulted in poor households having to do without cattle which were a source
of income to them. Let us remember cattle rearing had freed large sections of the bonded
labourers from their bondage in past decades. In this context we would like to mention a recent
article published in the Economic and Political Weekly of  26 December, 2014. The said article is
titled Structural Change in Bihar's Rural Economy and is based on a longitudinal study
conducted by IHD, Delhi. Here are some of its findings which reinforce what has been said
above in the context of Bihar --

From the above survey table we can see that agriculture is no longer the principal occupation for
the majority of the population in the sample Bihar villages. This is a longitudinal study of some
sample villages which had been selected for displaying some typical features of Bihar villages.
The authors of the paper comment that in 1981 80% of principal (economic) occupations in the
survey villages were in agriculture. Now only a third of male primary occupations are in
agriculture. However the study notes that the change occurs as a consequence of migration. Of
men aged 15 to 59, 40 percent migrated for some or all of the year in 2011, 23% of them for
more than eight months (as much as 57% of those aged 25 to 39, of which 29 % for more than
eight months) . The paper further observes that while agriculture is no longer the primary source
of employment for men it is also no longer the primary source of household income. Only 26
percent of income comes directly from agriculture either through own production or wage work.

We would like to point out that agricultural distress is manifold. It is a crisis affecting not
only the direct producers but also the environment. The green revolution brought in irrationality
and resulted in spoliation of the land. As Marx had noted the whole spirit of capitalist
production, which is directed toward the immediate gain of money – is in contradiction to
agriculture. As we noted above the green revolution and modern agriculuture has led to
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exhaustion of the soil, desertification, increase in soil salinity due to depletion of ground water
resources, vulnerability to diseases due to loss of genetic diversity, monoculture, poisoning of the
soil and environment due to excessive and irrational use of pesticides etc. It has resulted in crop
failures due to new diseases which are unamenable to known remedies. There has been an
increase in the intensity of droughts due to privatisation of village commons and breakdown of
community water harvesting structures. This has raised the burden of the farmer who has to put
in more and more to work the land and raise yields. The imperialist designed green revolution
has perpetuated such irrationality that farming by resource poor farmers with little land is
becoming unviable. Not for nothing has M.S. Swaminathan the father of the green revolution
observed that "the green revolution has become a greed revolution." It is in this scenario that the
neo-liberal policies stepped in leading to further distress. Global forces started affecting prices
and practices and the farmer became more vulnerable. The volatility of global prices while
attracting farmers in one season with high prices hits them hard with low prices in the other
when they have to bear the brunt of the glut. Protection of any sort, whether through high import
duties, subsidies and regulated prices has been curbed leading to greater capital burden on the
farmers. We would like to point out the green revolution period was no golden age and its limits
were being reached. So harking back to that time as many reformists of leftist persuasion do does
not amount to much.

It is in this context that we should formulate our response to the crisis. While suggesting
land reforms as an answer we should have in mind the class changes that have taken place in
rural India. We simply cannot tag ourselves to land reforms of the bourgeois-landlord type which
has prolonged the misery of the masses and has brought retarded agricultural development. The
unviability of small farming and the distress of the middle peasant should make us think twice in
this matter. Moreover, it is important to note that in the 59th round of the Situation Assessment
Survey of Farming held by the NSSO in 2003 40% of the farmer households said they wanted to
get out of farming. This shows that mobilisation for land in a big way is not possible. Such
measures like debt waivers and subsidies, raising of import duties etc. are short term measures
and would do nothing to alleviate long term distress as reflected in the uprooting of the rural
population from land. Let us remind our readers that the diminution of the rural population is a
law of capitalist development. It inevitably comes about as a result of expropriation of the
farmers. The government's response to the loss of viability of farming is to encourage contract
farming and diversification. It has gone ahead in this matter by getting the states to amend the
APMC acts making possible the direct relation between the corporates and the farmers. This has
largely worked to the detriment of the toiling farmers whose landownership has become a mere
phrase as studies indicate. It has encouraged diversification of type of crops which basically
means giving a fillip to price incentive based agriculture which given price fluctuations and
volatility brings misery to the peasants. This situation can only be overcome by a common, all
embracing and far-sighted control of production. While commenting on this Marx observed that
"such control is on the whole irreconcilable with the laws of capitalist production, and remains
for ever a pious wish, or is limited to exceptional co-operation in times of great stress and
confusion." This demands the supersession of the capitalist mode of production. What we have
from the government are all sorts of market solutions like encouragement of food processing,
increase of wharehousing, futures, marketing freedom and so forth which do not and cannot get
over the problem of price volatility and resultant distress.

Again it is the price form of the product that entices the farmer with greater gains and
consequent shift to new crops. We have seen how this has contributed to the ruin of the farmers.
Period overproduction in certain products like potatoes, onions etc. contribute to the misery of
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the farmers. All this requires far-sighted control of production. The supersession of the price
form of the products can only bring lasting relief.

On the other hand the great majority of the Indian people are wage workers and not
peasant sellers of produce. They are periodically hit hard by inflationary trends and any policy
has to address their concerns too. Our approach towards such demands like remunerative prices
should take this into account. That again requires far-sighted and common control of production
something only socialism can bring about.

To further check unviability of small farms we cannot but advocate the supersession of
capitalist agriculture. Forms of cooperative or collective farming only can ameliorate the
conditions of the farmers in any meaningful manner.

Relief measures generally do not do much in the long term to better the condition of the
farmers. Old policies have worked to the detriment of agriculture and agricultural producers as a
whole. Only a small section of bourgeois landlords and rich peasants have gained. Given their
political clout they have been able to corner the lion's share of whatever comes by means of
relief, subsidies and development. The bureaucracy which is entrusted with implementation of
these measures is on the whole anti-people, callous and a deadweight on the masses. It works to
nullify whatever little is done by way of relief. Only the rural bourgeoisie with its connections
and political influence can get things done in its favour. Only organisation and struggle on the
part of the masses results in any meaningful share in the relief and subsidies coming to the
village poor.

It is here that the questions of the state, class and class struggle come to the fore.The
present state machinery can hardly be expected to bring relief to the farmers in any meaningful
way. The recent experience of the sugarcane farmers and cotton farmers should again be an eye
opener. We should not lose this perspective even when we go into struggle for reforms. We
should have in mind the fact that agrarian crises have affected capitalist countries in a similar
manner expropriating and uprooting the direct producers in agriculture. When we go into
struggle we will have to account for the fact that wage workers form the majority in the rural
areas too. When this class will go into action with the dispossessed and distressed farmers it will
necessarily be against this capitalist system and the state. Socialism is the only answer. After all
the desire that the state take measures to protect the farmers from the inexorable laws of capital
also reflects the desire to bring agriculture under far-sighted planned development, one which
does away with the depredations of the market and its anarchy and fosters environment-friendly
agriculture. The imperialist dictated policies of both the green revolution and the present neo-
liberal dispensation have wrought havoc on both the sources of wealth the labourer and nature
for long and only socialisation can save agriculture.
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