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11.0	 OBJECTIVES 
In this Unit, we will discuss the agrarian economy under the Delhi Sultans and 
the Mughals. We will also try to gauge in what ways the establishment of the 
Delhi Sultanate affected the agricultural production and agrarian relations. After 
going through this Unit, you should be able to learn about: 
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Prof. Sunita Zaidi, Department of History and Culture, Jamia Milia Islamia, New Delhi; and Prof. 
A.R. Khan, School of Social Sciences, Indira Gandhi National Open University, New Delhi. This 
Unit is taken from our earlier Course EHI-03: India: From 8th to 15th Century, Block 6, Units 19 
and 20; and EHI-04: India from 16th to Mid-18th Century, Block 5, Unit 17 and Block 6, Unit 21.
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Economy and Society •	 the extent of cultivation, the crops grown by the peasant, canal irrigation and  
	 its impact under the Delhi Sultans, 

•	 the agrarian relations, the changes in the position of the previous rural  
	 structure and the subordinate rural aristocracy during the Sultanate period, 

•	 the extent of cultivation under the Mughals,

•	 know about the means and methods of cultivation and irrigation under the  
	 Mughals,

•	 to list the main crops grown under the Mughals,

•	 have some idea about the status of livestock and cattle breeding under the  
	 Mughals, 

•	 the various classes who appropriated a share in the produce of the land,

•	 the zamindars and their rights,

•	 various categories of peasants and the village community,

•	 other intermediaries who enjoyed a share in the surplus produce, and

•	 the relations between various agrarian classes. 

11.1  INTRODUCTION    
It will of course be unreasonable to expect that the establishment of the Delhi 
Sultanate would have effected any radical changes in the system of agricultural 
production, though the coming of certain new technologies seem to have helped 
irrigation and there was spread of some market crops such as indigo and grapes. 
However, it was the agrarian relations that underwent a significant change. 
According to D.D. Kosambi, these changes did no more than intensify the 
elements already present in Indian “feudalism”, while Mohammad Habib regards 
these to be not only radical but so progressive in nature that to him these deserved 
the designation of “rural revolution”. 

India has a very large land area with diverse climatic zones. Throughout its 
history, agriculture has been its predominant productive activity. During the 
Mughal period, large tracts of land were under the plough. Contemporary Indian 
and foreign writers praise the fertility of Indian soil. 

In this Unit, we will discuss many aspects including the extent of cultivation, that 
is the land under plough. A wide range of food crops, fruits, vegetables and cash 
crops were grown in India. However, we would take a stock only of the main 
crops grown during this period. We will also discuss the methods of cultivation as 
also the implements used for cultivation and irrigation technology. While focusing 
on the area under Mughal control, we will also include the areas lying outside it. 

In this Unit we will discuss the rights of various classes to land and its produce. 
We will also discuss the interrelationship between these classes. 

11.2	 AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION DURING THE 
DELHI SULTANATE 

During the 13th-14th centuries, the land-man ratio was very favourable. The 
population of India around CE 1200 was obviously much less than what it was 
around 1800; though how much less we do not know. There is no statistical 
information but the accounts of the contemporaries clearly suggest that inhabited 
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Rural Societyarea in the 13th-14th centuries was much smaller than at the close of the l6th century. 
Large tracts even in such fertile regions as the Ganga-Yamuna Doab were covered 
by forests and grass lands.  The sufi Nizamuddin Auliya in the 13th century found 
wayfarers travelling between Delhi and Badaun harassed by tigers. In the I4th 
century, the forest in the region, according to Barani, was thick enough to provide 
refuge to vast number of peasants against the Sultan’s armies. Even in Babur’s 
time (1526-30), crossing from Central Indian forest, elephants used to roam in 
Kalpi and Yamuna ravines south of Kanpur. But before the close of Akbar’s reign 
(1605) the middle Doab was reported to be fully cultivated. This clearly suggests 
that, during the Delhi Sultanate, there was abundance of cultivable land that was 
yet to be brought under plough.

The control over bits of land was, therefore, not as important as on persons 
cultivating them. We will discuss the implications of this for agrarian relations 
at the proper place. However, the land-man ratio is also crucial for understanding 
the nature of agriculture. A favourable ratio of land to man naturally implies 
agriculture to be extensive. In simple terms, extensive agriculture is that where the 
increase in production is attempted by bringing more area under crop. On the other 
hand, agriculture is called intensive if the production is sought to be increased 
on the same tract by using higher agricultural inputs: for example, more labour, 
better ploughing and irrigation. Owing to abundance of cultivable land in the 
Delhi Sultanate, agriculture was extensive in nature. The large area of cultivable 
waste and fallows naturally provided good pasturage facility for cattle. The author 
of the Masalik al-Absar records that in India cattle were innumerable and their 
prices were low. Afif reports that no village in Doab was without a cattle-pen 
which were called kharaks. Bullocks were so plentiful that the pack-animals and 
not the bullock-carts were the main means of carrying grains and other goods.

11.2.1	 Crops and other Agricultural Produce   
One of the most remarkable feature of the agriculture of the time was the large 
number of crops grown by the peasants of the Delhi Sultanate. This has perhaps 
no parallel in other parts of the world except perhaps in South China. Ibn Battuta 
was struck by the multiplicity of crops grown and described in sufficient detail 
the various crops grown in the two cropping seasons. He also suggests that in the 
region around Delhi double cropping was also practised, that is, on the same soil 
both the kharif and the rabi crops were raised. Thakkur Pheru, the mint-master 
at Delhi under Alauddin Khalji, writing in c. 1290 lists some twenty-five crops 
grown under two harvests and gives also their yields. While the yields cannot be 
comprehended owing to the uncertainty of the units used, one gets a fairly good 
idea of the crops raised. Among food crops, he mentions, wheat, barley, paddy, 
millets  –  juar, moth, etc. and pulses (mash, mung lentils, etc.). For cash crops, 
sugarcane, cotton, oil-seeds, sesamum, linseed, etc. are referred to.

One may perhaps legitimately assume that improved facilities of irrigation would 
have helped extend the area under rabi (winter) crops such as wheat, sugarcane, 
etc. With the ‘Islamic raiders’ making of wine from sugarcane became widespread 
and a new rural industry emerged at least around Delhi and in the Doab by the 
14th century as is evident from Barani’s account. Thakkur Pheru surprisingly 
omits the dye-crop (indigo) though its production is testified to by the fact that 
indigo was already an important item of export to Persia. It is recorded that the 
Il Khanids tried to encourage indigo plantation in Persia to avoid dependence 
upon India for its supply. The probable use of lime-mortar in the indigo-vats by 
providing an improved surface should have helped the manufacture of dye.
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Economy and Society From Ibn Battuta’s account, we get information on fruit growing in the Delhi 
Sultanate. It appears that technique of ‘grafting’ was not known to peasants. 
Earlier grapes were grown only in the few places besides Delhi but Muhammad 
Tughlaq’s urging to peasants to improve cropping by shifting from wheat to 
sugarcane to grapes and Firuz Tughlaq’s laying down of 1200 orchards in the 
vicinity of Delhi to grow seven varieties of grapes seems to have made them so 
abundant that, according to Afif, the prices of grapes fell.

However, the Indian peasants did not practise sericulture (rearing of silk-worm) at 
that time and no true silk was produced. Only wild and semi-wild silks, namely, 
tasar, eri and muga were known. Ma Huan, the Chinese navigator in 1432, makes 
the first reference to sericulture in Bengal. 

11.2.2	 Canal Irrigation and Its Impact
Agriculture was generally dependent upon natural irrigation, that is, rains and 
floods. Since cultivation was largely based on natural irrigation, the tendency was 
to grow mostly single, rain-watered kharif (autumn) crop and coarse grains more.

Canal irrigation is described in our sources. The Delhi Sultans themselves got 
the canals cut for irrigation. Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq (1320-25) is reported to be 
the first Sultan to dig canals. But the cutting of canals in a much bigger way was 
undertaken by Firuz Tughlaq (1351-88). Firuz Tughlaq cut two canals, Rajabwah 
and Ulughkhani, from the river Yamuna carrying them to Hissar, one from the 
Kali river in the Doab joining the Yamuna near Delhi; one each from the Sutlej 
and the Ghaggar. Certainly, it was the biggest canal network in India till the 19th 
century.

Canal irrigation helped greatly in the extension of cultivation in the eastern Punjab. 
Now there was an emphasis on the cultivation of cash crops like sugarcane, etc. 
that required more water than other crops. Afif says that a long stretch of land 
of about 80 krohs/kurhos (200 miles) vast irrigated by the canal Rajabwah and 
Ulughkhani. According to Afif, as a result of abundance water available, peasants 
in the eastern Punjab raised two harvests (kharif and rabi) where only one was 
possible earlier. This led to new agricultural settlements along the banks of 
the canals. In the areas irrigated by the canals 52 such colonies sprang up. Afif 
comments enthusiastically, “neither one village remained desolate nor one cubit 
of land uncultivated”. 

Check Your Progress-1 

1)	 What were the implications of the prevailing favourable land to man ratio  
	 during the Delhi Sultanate?

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

2)	 Write a note on canal irrigation.

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................
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Rural Society3)	 Which of the following statements are correct or wrong? (Mark  or ×)

	 i)	 Muhammad Tughlaq built a number of canals for irrigation. (      )

	 ii)	 Double cropping was practised during the Sultanate period in the Doab.  
	 (      )

	 iii)	 Sericulture was practised by Indian peasants during the 13th-14th  
	 centuries. (      )

11.3  	AGRARIAN RELATIONS IN THE 13th-14th 	
CENTURIES    

Crucial to any discussion of agrarian economy is, indeed, the nature and extent 
of change that resulted in the agrarian relations since the establishment of the 
Delhi Sultanate. This involves, first of all, an assessment of the pre-1200 agrarian 
structure. Without entering into the debate whether the prevailing socio-economic 
order deserves the appellation ‘feudal’ or not, we can perhaps say with some 
certainty, that on the eve of the Ghorid conquest, the ruling class was heavily 
ruralized like contemporary feudal aristocracy of Western Europe.

Minhaj Siraj designates the chiefs opposing the Ghorians and the early Delhi 
Sultans as rai and rana and their cavalry commanders as rawat. From the 
epigraphic evidence from different parts of Northern India, the earlier feudal 
hierarchy of raja (rai), ranaka (rana) and rauta (rawat) is fairly well established.

In the early phase, the Sultans tended to enter into settlement with this defeated 
and subjugated rural aristocracy. As discussed earlier, kharaj was largely the 
tribute imposed upon them. It seems that even after the replacement of this tribute 
by vigorously assessed tax imposed on the peasants under Alauddin Khalji, the 
older rural aristocracy had some role to play in revenue collection. This can be 
inferred from an incident of Alauddin Khalji’s reign. Ghazi Malik, the governor 
of Dipalpur when wanted to pressurise Rana Mal Bhatti, according to Afif, 
one of the rais (rajas) of the region went to his territory and demanded the full 
year’s revenue in cash at once; when the Rana failed to comply, Ghazi tortured 
the muqaddams (village headmen) and chaudhuris. The incident suggests that 
though the members of subjugated aristocracy, wherever present, were at least 
till the early years of the 14th century, held responsible for collecting and paying 
the land revenue. The administration, too, exercised the right to collect it directly 
through village headmen and chaudhuris.

11.3.1	P easants      

Cultivation was based on individual peasant farming. But this peasant economy 
was not at all egalitarian. The size of land cultivated by them greatly varied in 
size. From Barani’s account it appears that at one extreme were the khots and 
muqaddams having large holdings and enjoying superior rights on ordinary 
peasants; and at the other was the balahar, the village menial holding a petty plot 
of land. Below the peasant, there must have been a mass of landless labourers 
but their presence could only be discerned from the later sources, since we did 
not find any mention in contemporary accounts.

In spite of the abundance of cultivable land, ‘there was little question of the 
peasants claiming property right’ over the land he tilled. On the contrary, even 
on his produce there were claims of the superior classes. The peasant though 
recognised a ‘free born’ at times was deprived of the freedom to leave the land 
at will or to change the domicile.
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Economy and Society According to Afif a village had 200 to 300 male members and Barani says that 
each village had a patwari to keep accounts. His bahi (account register) was 
scrutinized to discover every payment, legal or illegal, made by the peasants to 
the revenue officials. The patwari was not a government official but a village 
official. He was certainly not a creation of the Delhi Sultanate. The presence 
of a village clerk for maintaining accounts may suggest that the village was an 
administrative unit outside the administrative system of the Sultanate. 

It seems that the village was collectively a tax paying unit otherwise why a clerk 
to keep village accounts was needed. The presence of patwari and the nature of 
his duties thus indicate existence of village community. It seems that in spite of 
Alauddin Khalji’s efforts to assess the tax on individual peasant, in practice the 
village continued to remain the unit of land revenue payment. Barani’s complaints 
about the ‘burden of the rich falling on the poor’ further indicates that the village 
community was not an ideal institution but itself a machinery of exploitation.

11.3.2	R ural Intermediaries 

Khots, muqaddams and chaudhuris together formed the rural aristocracy. They 
belonged to the highest stratum of the peasantry. From Barani’s account it appears 
that before Alauddin Khalji’s agrarian measures they held revenue free lands. As 
a class, the village headmen were prosperous. Barani with malacious pleasure 
records that Alauddin Khalji imposed full land revenue upon them and withdrew 
the exemption from house and grazing tax. He prohibited them from levying any 
cesses of their own and thus he levelled them to the ordinary peasants.

However, since these rural intermediaries were necessary for the system of land 
revenue realization, these stern measures against them were not to last longer. 
Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq introduced moderation. The exemption from grazing as well 
as tax on their own cultivation was granted again. But they were not allowed to 
impose any cess upon the peasantry. They received further concessions under Firuz 
Tughlaq and interestingly enough, these concessions and a resulting affluence 
are very approvingly described by Barani.	

Among these rural intermediaries, the chaudhuri seems to have emerged during 
the 14th century. He is not mentioned by Minhaj or any other source of the 13th 
century. It is during the middle of the 14th century that he makes his appearance in 
Barani’s account. Ibn Battuta defines him as the ‘chief of a group of 100 villages’; 
he calls him sadi. However, the usual term from the middle of the 14th century 
for a group of villages is pargana. Irfan Habib suggests that the chaudhuri was 
in fact a successor, though much reduced in authority, of the head of the chaurasi 
(group of eighty four villages) of Gujara-Pratiharas and Chalukyas.

From the time of Firuz Tughlaq all these intermediaries were given a blanket 
designation – zamindar – a term coming much in vogue during the Mughal period.

11.3.3	R evenue Grantees  
As you know already, the religious persons and institutions such as dargahs, 
mosques, madrasas and other dependents of the ruling class were maintained by 
making grants of revenue income. These revenue grants were called milk, idrar, 
and inam. These grants were not generally resumed or transferred. But the Sultan 
had the right to cancel them. Alauddin Khalji is reputed to have cancelled almost 
all grants. Ghiyasuddin Tughlaq too cancelled large number of grants. However, 
Firuz Tughlaq made a departure and not only returned all the previously resumed 
grants but also made new grants as well. In spite of this generosity of the Sultan, 
according to the figures recorded by Afif, the total grants by the Sultan accounted 



231

Rural Societyonly for about one-twentieth of the total jama (estimated revenue income). 
Nobles, too, made revenue grants out of their own iqtas. Noticeably, the Sultans 
made grants not only in the khalisa but also in the iqtas. These grants covered 
cultivated as well as cultivable areas not yet brought under plough.

Check Your Progress-2 

1)	 Write briefly on each of the following: 

	 a)	 Village Community ...............................................................................

			  ................................................................................................................

	 b)	 Chaudhuri .............................................................................................. 

			  ...............................................................................................................

		 c)	  Patwari .................................................................................................

			  ...............................................................................................................

2)	 Put () against correct and (×) against incorrect statement given below:

	 (a)	 During the Delhi Sultanate on peasant’s produce there were no  
	 claims of the superior classes. (       )

	 (b)	 The patwari was a village official who maintained an accounts book.  
	 (       )

	 (c)	 The balahar was the village menial holding a petty plot of land. (       ) 

11.4	 AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION: MUGHAL 
INDIA

Under the Mughals you would notice to maximise the revenue resources of the 
empire there was phenomenal rise in the extent of cultivation; state dug up huge 
network of canals and a number of new crops of the New World (Americas) got 
introduced with the arrival of the Portuguese in India.

11.4.1  	Extent of Cultivation  
In the absence of relevant data, it is difficult to find out the exact area under 
the plough. Nevertheless, the available data helps us to have an idea about the 
cultivable land during Mughal period.

Abul Fazl in his Ain-i Akbari provides area figures for all the Mughal provinces 
in North India except Bengal, Thatta and Kashmir. In the case of most of the 
provinces, like Delhi, Agra, Awadh, Lahore, Multan, Allahabad and Ajmer, 
separate figures are provided for each pargana (with a few exceptions).

The figures of the Ain-i Akbari belong to the year c. 1595. The area figures for 
the 17th century for various regions are available in an accountancy manual of 
CE 1686. The same figures have been reproduced in a historical work Chahar 
Gulshan (1739-40). This manual provides measured area figures for each 
province; total number of villages in each province and a break-up of measured 
and unmeasured villages.

As stated earlier, the Ain provides area figures in most cases for each pargana 
but it is difficult to say to what extent the pargana was actually measured. The 
set of figures available from Aurangzeb’s reign provide a better picture. These 
show that almost fifty per cent of the villages were not measured till CE 1686.
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Economy and Society The figures for Aurangzeb’s reign show that the measured area increased compared 
to the Ain (1595). But it is difficult to say that the total increase in the measured 
area was due to extension of cultivation. This may as well have been due to the 
inclusion of some of the earlier unmeasured area under measurement.

There is a debate among historians as to what these measurement figures actually 
represent. The questions raised are: whether these figures are for the area actually 
under crop, or cultivable land or the total measured area? W.H. Moreland was of 
the view that these figures represent the total cropped area.

Irfan Habib holds that it would have included cultivable area which was not sown 
and also area under habitation, lakes, tanks, parts of forests, etc. Shireen Moosvi 
agrees with Irfan Habib and has calculated this cultivable waste as ten per cent 
of the measured area. But she feels that even after deducting this ten per cent, 
the remaining area cannot be taken as net cropped area because large tracts of 
cultivated areas were not measured. She also thinks that many a times the land 
under kharif and rabi crops was measured separately and, after adding the two, 
it was recorded as measured area. 

In such a situation, measurement figures of Mughal period alone are not of much 
help to ascertain the extent of cultivation. Irfan Habib and Shireen Moosvi have 
taken the help of other available data such as detailed figures of some areas 
available in some revenue papers, jama figures and dastur rates. These have 
been compared with the figures of actually cultivated area in the beginning of 
20th century.

According to their estimates the cultivated area between the end of the 16th century 
and the beginning of the 20th century almost doubled. The increase in Bihar, 
Awadh, and parts of Bengal is ascribed to the clearance of forest. In Punjab and 
Sind the spread of canal network also contributed to the extension in cultivation.

11.4.2  	Means of Cultivation and Irrigation 

The Indian peasant used a variety of implements and techniques for cultivation, 
depending on the nature of soil and need of the crops. Similarly, irrigation was 
done through various means in different regions.

Means and Methods of Cultivation 

Tillage was performed by harnessing a pair of oxen to the plough. The latter 
was made of wood with an iron ploughshare. Unlike in Europe neither horse 
nor bullock-drawn wheeled plough nor mould board were ever used in India. 
Regional variations, in a sprawling country like India, in the size and weight of 
ploughs must be expected  –  from a light plough that could be carried by the 
tiller upon his shoulders, to the heavy one meant for harder soil. Again, for soft 
soil, the iron ploughshare or coulter could have been dispensed with, more so as 
the price of iron was high. Many contemporary European travellers noted with 
surprise that Indian plough just turned the soil and that deep digging was not 
done, it seems that this suited to Indian conditions because deep digging would 
result in the loss of moisture in the soil. Moreover, it was only the upper layer 
which was more fertile.

A separate devise was used for breaking the clods or lumps of earth. This was done 
with the help of wooden boards called patella in parts of north India. Like plough 
this flat board was also harnessed to a pair of oxen. Generally a man would stand 
on the board to provide weight. The patella was dragged on the field by oxen.
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Rural SocietyThe sowing of seeds was generally done through scattering by hand. In 16th 
century Barbosa also refers to the use of a sort of seed drill in the coastal region 
for sowing.
Efforts were made to increase the fertility of the soil through artificial means. 
In South India flocks of goat and sheep were widely used. Generally flocks of 
these cattle were made to spend a few nights in the agricultural field for their 
droppings were considered good manure. It was assumed that if a flock of 1000 
spend five or six nights in one kani of land (1.32 acres) it was enough to keep 
land fertile for 6 to 7 years. (Cambridge Economic History of India, I: 231.) The 
same practice was commonly used in Northern India also. Fish manure also seems 
to have been used in coastal areas.
Rotation of crops was used for the optimum utilisation of land throughout the 
year. It was also considered good to maintain the productivity of the soil. Peasants 
through the experience of generations had acquired some knowledge of using 
rotation of crops for the good of the soil. They would decide which crop to be 
replaced by another in a particular field for a better yield.
A semi circular sickle was used for cutting the crop.
The harvested crop was spread on the ground for threshing. Our sources refer to 
two methods: in the first method the crop was beaten with sticks; in the second 
method animals were made to move on the spread out crop. The weight and 
movement of the animals treaded the grain.
The threshed out matter was put in open baskets and the contents were thrown 
outside the basket at a controlled speed. The chaff got scattered by the wind and 
the grain fell on the ground.
Means of Irrigation 
Indian agriculture was heavily dependent on rains for irrigation needs. The 
major criterion for selecting the crops for sowing was availability of rain water 
in a particular region. Apart from rain water, a number of devices were used for 
artificial irrigation.
Well-irrigation was the most common method employed throughout the length 
and breadth of the country. A number of methods were used to lift water from 
wells depending on the water table and technology available.
Various methods used for lifting water have been discussed in Unit 14. Here we 
will give only a brief description of water lifting devices.
In the Northern plains both masonry and non-masonry wells were dug. The 
non-masonry wells were not durable and some digging was required every year.
The masonry wells were durable and were suitable for fixing better water lifting 
devices. The masonry wells had raised walls and enclosures or platforms. Both 
bricks and stones were used to construct wells. These wells were usually set 
inside with terracotta rings. These are also known as ring wells.
A number of devices were used for lifting water from the wells.
i)    The most simple method was to draw water with rope and bucket by hand  

without any mechanical aid. Due to its limited capacity this device could 
not have been used for irrigating large fields.

ii)  	 The second method was the employment of pulleys over the wells. The same 
rope and bucket was used over the pulley to lift the water. With the help 
of pulley larger amounts of water could be drawn with less effort than our 
first method. Both the above devices were used for the supply of water in 
domestic use or for irrigating small plots.
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employment of a pair of oxen. The use of animal power in this method 
helped in irrigating larger areas.

iv)	 The fourth device (dhenkli) worked on a lever principle. In this method a 
long rope is lashed to the fork of an upright beam or trunk of a tree to put it 
in a swinging position. The bucket was fastened to rope tied on one end of 
the pole. The pole’s other end carried a weight heavier than the filled bucket. 
One person is required to operate it.

v)	 The fifth method required the use of a wheel. In its earlier form the pots 
were attached to the rims of the wheels which were to rotate with the help 
of animal power. It was used to lift water from shallow surface and was of 
no use for wells.

The use of wheel for lifting water from well was also done. In this form 
(Persian wheel) a garland of pots was used with 3 wheels, a gear mechanism 
and animal power. (For details see Unit 14) With the help of this device 
regular supply of large amounts of water could be ensured for irrigating 
large fields. This was also helpful for lifting water from deep wells. The 
complex machine and animal power would have made the device expensive. 
It therefore would have been accessible only to the peasants with substantial 
means.

Lakes, tanks and reservoirs of water were also used uniformly in all parts of the 
country. In South India, this was the most prevalent method used for irrigation. 
Here the dams were made over the rivers. Construction of such reservoirs was 
beyond individual means. It was therefore the responsibility of the state, local 
chiefs and temple management to create such facilities. The massive Madag Lake 
built by Vijaynagar rulers is a marvel of civil engineering of the time. It was built 
on the Tungabhadra with three earth embankments to bridge the gaps in the hills. 
When full, this lake was 10-15 miles long. Each of the three embankments had 
sluices built of huge slabs of hewn stones.

Rajasthan is another region where large reservoirs for storing water abound. The 
Dhebar Lake in Mewar, according to the Ain-i Akbari, had a circumference of 
36 miles. The Udaisagar is said to have a circumference of 12 miles; Rajsamand 
and Jaisamand were other important lakes built in Mewar in the 17th century. 
Similar reservoirs created with the help of dams in Marwar and Amber regions 
were Balsamand and Mansagar respectively.

Almost every cluster of villages had smaller reservoirs and lakes where rain 
water was stored. Our sources inform us that in the 1650s, Mughal administration 
proposed to advance Rs. 40,000 to 50,000 to the cultivators in Khandesh and 
Berar for erecting dams for irrigation. It is interesting to note that a wide network 
of such small dams in Khandesh is still in use, and they cover the basins of the 
five major rivers in this region, viz., Mosam, Girna, Ken, Panjbra, and Shivan.

In Northern plains, canals figure prominently as a means of irrigation. We have 
read about canals constructed by Sultan Firuz Tughlaq during the 14th century in 
the Sub-Section 11.2.2. The trend seems to have continued under the Mughals. 
The Nahr-i Faiz built during Shah Jahan’s reign was around 150 miles in length. 
It carried the water from the Yamuna to a large area. Another canal, around 100 
miles long, was cut from the river Ravi near Lahore. Remains of a number of 
canals are available in the whole Indus delta. Irfan Habib is of the opinion that 
the main deficiency of Mughal canals was that they did not often run above the 
surrounding plain, and so the water that could be obtained from them for irrigation 
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kept on increasing. Canals are not reported from South India.

Check Your Progress-3

1)	 What was the extent of cultivation during Mughal India?

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 .......................................................................................................................

2)	 List three methods used for increasing fertility of soil.  

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 .......................................................................................................................

3)	 List three methods used for lifting water from the wells for irrigating fields.

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 .......................................................................................................................

4)	 Name four major lakes or dams used for irrigation.

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

11.5	 CROPS IN MUGHAL INDIA   
India with extensive land area, different types of soils and varying climatic 
conditions, could boast of a large variety of agricultural products. For the 
convenience of study, we will discuss agricultural produce under three heads  
–  food crops, cash crops and fruits, vegetables and spices. 

11.5.1	 Food Crops
The majority of seasonal crops in North India were grown in two major crop 
seasons kharif (autumn) and rabi (spring). In some areas the peasants tended 
to grow even three crops by producing some short-term crops in between. Rice 
was the main kharif crop and wheat was rabi. In South India, these distinct crop-
seasons with different crops were absent. Here, on wet lands one paddy (rice) crop 
was in the fields from June/July to December/January and another from January/
February to April/May. In North Arcot, dry crops (kumbu, red gram, horse gram, 
castor) were sown from May to September/October and harvested from August 
to December/January on the wet lands, in August/September the ragi and cholam 
and in February/March the paddy crop, were harvested (Cambridge Economic 
History of India, I: 229).
Rice and wheat were the two major food crops throughout the country. The regions 
with high rainfall (40" to 50") accounted for the bulk of rice production. The 
whole of Northeast, Eastern India (Bihar, Bengal, Orissa with parts of Eastern 
U.P.), southern coast of Gujarat and South India, were rice producing areas. As 
indicated above, in South India there were two main seasons of rice cultivation 
kuddapah-kar and samba-peshanam. They were named after the variety of rice 
cultivated during the summer and winter seasons.
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region had its own variety of coarse to ordinary to fine quality of rice. Regions 
of Bengal and Bihar produced the finest quality of rice.

Like rice, wheat also had specific regions. Punjab, Sind, Western Uttar Pradesh 
and other regions with little rainfall produced wheat. References to its production 
in Bihar, Gujarat, Deccan and even some parts of Bengal are also available.

Apart from these two major crops, barley was grown extensively in the Central 
plains. The Ain-i Akbari refers to barley production in Allahabad, Awadh, Agra, 
Ajmer, Delhi, Lahore and Multan, etc.

Millet is reported with some exceptions mainly from wheat producing zones. 
Jowar and bajra were the two main millets.

Pulses are reported from different regions. Important ones are gram, arhar, moong, 
moth, urd and khisari (the latter was grown extensively in Bihar and the regions 
of present Madhya Pradesh). However, Abul Fazl says that khisari’s consumption 
was injurious to health. The same is confirmed by modern researches.

It was believed for long that maize (makai or makka) was not known in India 
during the 17th century. Some recent works establish beyond doubt that it was 
grown definitely in Rajasthan and Maharashtra and possibly other regions also 
during the second half of the 17th century.

11.5.2	 Cash Crops
Crops grown mainly for the market are commonly termed as cash crops. These are 
referred to in Persian records as jins-i kamil or jins-i ala (superior grade crops). 
Unlike seasonal food crops, these occupied the fields almost the whole year. 
The major cash crops in the 16th-17th centuries were sugarcane, cotton, indigo 
and opium. All these crops were known in India from historical times. However, 
in the 17th century their demand increased due to enhanced manufacturing and 
commercial activities. During this period, a large foreign market also opened 
for these commodities. The Indian peasant, quick to follow the market demand, 
increased the cultivation of these crops.

Sugarcane was the most widely grown cash crop of the period. The Ain-i Akbari 
records it in most of the dastur circles of Agra, Awadh, Lahore, Multan and 
Allahabad. Sugar from Bengal was considered to be the best in quality. Multan, 
Malwa, Sind, Khandesh, Berar and regions of South India all testify to the presence 
of sugarcane in the 17th century.

Another cash crop grown throughout the country was cotton. The region with 
large scale cultivation were parts of the present day Maharashtra, Gujarat and 
Bengal. Contemporary sources refer to its cultivation in Ajmer, Allahabad, Awadh, 
Bihar, Multan, Thatta (Sind), Lahore and Delhi.

Indigo was another cash crop widely cultivated under the Mughals. The plant 
yielded a blue dye (neel) which was much in demand in India and European 
markets. Its presence is recorded in the dastur circles of Awadh, Allahabad, 
Ajmer, Delhi, Agra, Lahore, Multan and Sind. Its cultivation is referred in Gujarat, 
Bihar, Bengal, Malwa and Coromandal in South India and Deccan. The varieties 
high in demand were those of Bayana and Sarkhej. Bayana, a place near Agra, 
was considered as producing the best quality of indigo and fetched high price. 
Sarkhej, near Ahmadabad, was considered second in quality and also fetched a 
high price. Other notable places for quality indigo were regions around Khurja 
and Aligarh (in U.P.), Sehwan (in Sind) and Telingana (in Deccan).
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provinces of Bihar and Malwa seem to have produced good opium. It was also 
cultivated in Awadh, Bihar, Delhi, Agra, Multan, Lahore, Bengal, Gujarat, 
Marwar, and Mewar in Rajasthan.

Cultivation of tobacco seems to have spread in India in a short time. The Ain-i 
Akbari does not mention it as a crop in any of the dastur circles or other regions. It 
seems to have been introduced in India during the 16th century by the Portuguese. 
Its cultivation was noticed in almost all parts of the country (specially in Surat 
and Bihar).

Cultivation of coffee seems to have started during the second half of the 17th 
century while tea does not figure during the period of our study as a common 
beverage.

San or sunn-hemp, a fibre yielding plant, was cultivated in all the core provinces 
of the Mughal empire (Awadh, Allahabad, Agra, Lahore, Ajmer, etc.).

Sericulture (rearing of silkworms on a mulberry plant) was carried on in Bengal, 
Assam, Kashmir and western coast. However, Bengal was the main region of 
production.

The plants whose seeds were used for extracting oil come under the category of 
food as well as cash crops. The main oil yielding crops listed are rapeseed, castor, 
linseed. Rapeseed is reported in all provinces from Allahabad to Multan as also 
in Bengal. Cultivation of other oilseed plants was relatively less widespread.

11.5.3  	Fruits, Vegetables and Spices
Horticulture seems to have reached new heights during the Mughal period. The 
Mughal Emperors and the nobles planted lavish orchards. Almost every noble of 
consequence had his gardens on the outskirts of the towns where they resided. 
Orchards and groves were laid down with careful planning. A number of fruits 
available today were introduced in India during 16th and 17th centuries. Pineapple 
(anannas) is one such fruit which was brought from Latin America and introduced 
in India by the Portuguese. In a short period of time it became popular and was 
extensively cultivated all over the country.

Papaya and cashew-nuts were also introduced through the same agency, but their 
spread was a bit slow. Leechi and guava seem to have been introduced later. 
Cherries were brought from Kabul and grown in Kashmir through grafting. The 
practice of grafting was in order to improve the quality of a number of fruits. 
Quality of oranges and other types of citrus fruits, apricots, mangoes and a host 
of other fruits was greatly improved through grafting. Coconut was grown not 
only along the coastal region but also inland.

Seeds of different variety of melons and grapes were brought from Kabul and 
successfully grown in the gardens of Emperors and nobles. Ordinary melons 
were grown everywhere on riverbeds by the peasants.

A large variety of vegetables were grown all over the country. The Ain-i Akbari 
provides a long list of vegetables in use at that time. Potato and Tomato seem to 
have been introduced in the 17th century and after.

For centuries India was known for its spices. The Southern coast of India 
witnessed large scale spice export to various regions in Asia and Europe. Pepper, 
clove, cardamom were plentiful. Ginger and Turmeric were grown extensively. 
The Dutch and English purchased large quantities for export. Saffron grown in 
Kashmir was celebrated for its colour and flavour. Pan (betel leaf) was produced 
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were famous. Betel-nut was also produced in coastal regions.

Large forest tracts supplied a number of commercially important products. Lignum 
used for medicinal purpose and lakh were exported in large quantities.

11.5.4  	Productivity and Yields	

Shireen Moosvi has worked out the productivity of crops and per bigha yields for 
Mughal India (Moosvi 1987:, Chapter 3). In this Section, we will be providing 
information based mainly on her researches. The Ain-i Akbari provides schedules 
of crop yield and revenue rates for zabti provinces (Lahore, Multan, Agra, 
Allahabad, Awadh and Delhi). For each crop, yields are provided separately for 
high, middling and low categories. An average yield can be worked out on the 
basis of these. However, Abul Fazl does not inform us what was the basis of the 
three categories? It seems that the low yields are those of non-irrigated land while 
the rest two are for irrigated fields.

Shireen Moosvi has worked out the agricultural productivity on the basis of 
various data available from the 16th century records. According to her estimates 
the yields (average of high, middling and low yields) for some major crops were 
as follows:

Average Crop Yields: 1595-96 
(man-i Akbari per bigha-i Ilahi)

Crops Yields Crops Yields Crops Yields
Wheat 13.49 Barley 12.93 Gram 9.71
Bajra 5.02 Jowar 7.57 Cotton 5.75

Sugarcanee 11.75 Mustard 5.13 Sesame 4.00

Source: Shireen Moosvi, (1987) Economy of the Mughal Empire c. 1595. A Statistical Study 
(New delhi: Oxford University Press), p. 82.

Shireen Moosvi has also compared the yields of the Ain-i Akbari with yields 
around the close of the 19th century. She finds that on the whole there is no major 
change in the productivity of food crops between the two periods. However, in 
case of cash crops a definite increase in the productivity in the 19th century can 
be noticed.

11.6	 CATTLE AND LIVESTOCK    
The cattle played a very important role in agricultural production of our period. 
They were employed in important agricultural activities like ploughing and 
irrigation, and their dung was used for manuring. Besides, dairy products 
contributed substantially to the agriculture-related production. The peasants in 
general along with some specialised castes were involved in the rearing of cattle.

Large scale involvement of cattle in agricultural operations suggests the presence 
of large cattle population. With high land-man ratio, grazing fields would have 
been available in abundance. Contemporary European travellers refer to large 
numbers of cattle in Indian fields. Irfan Habib suggests that the per capita 
cattle population in Mughal India compares favourably with modern statistics. 
Abundance of butter or ghee is said to be the diet of the common people; this 
also suggests a large cattle population. Oxen were used for transporting goods 
as pack-animals or for bullock carts. The banjaras (migrant trading community) 
are said to have maintained flocks of a few hundred to thousand animals. Flocks 
of thousands of sheep and goats were also reared.
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1)	 List six main food crops.

	 1)  ..........................................		  4)  ..........................................

	 2)  ..........................................		  5)  ..........................................

	 3)  ..........................................		  6)  ..........................................

 2)	 What are food crops, cash crops and oil yielding crops?

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

3)	 List four major cash crops. 

	 1)  ..........................................		  3)  ..........................................

	 2)  ..........................................		  4)  ..........................................	

4)	 List four fruits brought to India from outside

	 1)  ..........................................		  3)  ..........................................

	 2)  ..........................................		  4)  ..........................................	

11.7	 AGRARIAN RELATIONS: MUGHAL INDIA 
In this Section we will focus our attention on agrarian relations of Mughal India.

11.7.1  	Revenue Grantees     
While the jagirdars were given revenue assignments in lieu of cash salary (for 
details see Unit 9), there was another category of people which was given revenue 
grants for their subsistence. This was the class of religious men, scholars and 
destitutes who were patronised by the state.

These grants were known as suyurghal or madad-i maash (aid for subsistence). 
A separate department under the charge of the sadr-us sudur looked after these 
grants. If the aid was given in cash, it was known as wazifa. There were certain 
categories of people who were qualified to receive madad-i maash. These 
grants did not invest the grantee with any right over land but were entitled to 
the prescribed revenue from its produce. Akbar put the ceiling of such grants of 
land to 100 bighas per person. The policy of Akbar was to grant half cultivable 
and half waste land to improve agriculture.

The grant was for the lifetime of the grantee and the heirs could apply for 
a renewal. Generally only a part of the grant was allowed to heirs. Jahangir 
confirmed all the grants made by Akbar while Shah Jahan began to examine all 
grants given during the previous reigns. He allowed 30 bighas to be inherited, 
Aurangzeb reduced it to 20 bighas. In the 30th year of his reign, he allowed the 
grant to be entirely hereditary, by calling such grants as loan (‘ariyat’) and not 
property. In the latter part of his reign as well as after his death, the grantees 
started enjoying the right to sell or transfer the land, which, then, acquired the 
characteristics of a zamindari.
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over 5.84% of the total jama. The mapping of these grants shows that most of 
these were concentrated in the upper Gangetic provinces (highest in Delhi and 
Allahabad). It appears that no change had taken place in the proportion of the 
revenue alienated through the grants till the early years of Muhammad Shah. The 
mapping also show that these grants were mainly in the urban areas. We find that 
over 70% of the suyurghal lay in the parganas which were under the control of 
the non-Muslim zamindars.

Another type of grant (waqf) was given to institutions, etc. Revenues of certain 
lands were permanently assigned for the maintenance of religious tombs, shrines, 
madrasas, etc. Such grants could be given by the jagirdars also, and lasted till 
the term of the jagirdar in that area.

The madad-i maash grants were intended to create pockets of influence and to 
develop waste lands. Generally, these were given to Shaikhs and Sayyids and 
other men of learning. In emergency they joined the government forces to curb 
local disturbances. The total revenue alienated in such grants was not large. 
There was a tendency on the part of the grantees to acquire zamindari rights 
in their area and elsewhere. Thus, some of them transformed themselves into 
small zamindars. By the first half of the 18th century, these grants were treated 
as zamindari land in all transactions

11.7.2	T he Zamindars  

The zamindars were present in practically every part of the Mughal Empire 
and held the most significant position in the agrarian structure of Mughal India. 
The word zamindar is derived from two Persian words  –  zamin (land) and dar 
(holder). During the pre-Mughal period, the word zamindar has been used in 
the sense of the chief of a territory. The fact that a chief had acknowledged the 
supremacy of a superior sovereign power made no difference to his position 
within his own domain, so long as he was allowed to retain it. From Akbar’s time 
onwards, this term was officially used for any person with any hereditary claim 
to a direct share in the peasant’s produce. The early local terms such as khot and 
muqaddam in the Doab, satarahi and biswi in Awadh, bhomi in Rajasthan and 
banth or vanth in Gujarat were replaced by the term zamindar. However, many of 
these terms continued to be used interchangeably with zamindars in contemporary 
accounts. The areas without zamindars were termed raiyati (peasant held).

Nurul Hasan divides the zamindars into three categories.

a)	 Primary zamindars who had some proprietary rights over the land;

b)	 Secondary zamindars who held the intermediary rights and helped the state  
	 in collecting land revenue; and

c)	 Autonomous chiefs  –  had autonomous rights in their territories and paid a  
	 fixed amount to the Mughal State.

Zamindari Rights 

Zamindars did not signify a proprietary right in land. It was a claim on the 
produce of the soil, co-existing in a subordinate capacity, with the land revenue 
demand of the state. Yet, like any article of private property, it could, and was, 
freely bought and sold. It was also inheritable and divisible, that is, the heirs 
of a zamindar could divide the fiscal claims and perquisites of their inherited 
zamindari, in accordance with the law of the land.
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he and his kinsmen exercised over the inhabitants of particular villages. At times, 
the zamindars had settled villages and distributed its land among the peasantry. 
In eastern Rajasthan, wasidar (a category of peasants) were settled by the bhomia 
(zamindar as known there) in the village to undertake sometimes the cultivation 
of his personal lands. The zamindari rights, therefore, were not created by the 
ruling classes, but preceded them. The king, however, could create zamindari in 
villages where none existed. He could also dislodge a zamindar, but this was a 
right he exercised only in case of sedition or non-payment of revenue.

The medieval rulers recognised the rights of the zamindars, but were equally 
insistent on treating them as agents of the government for revenue collection. 
When the zamindari took this form, that is, it came to assist the government in 
the collection of revenue, for the service (khidmat) so rendered, the zamindar 
was entitled to a percentage of the total revenue collected. This percentage in 
official documents is stated to be 10% and is described as nankar (“allowance”). 
When the administration decided to collect the revenue through its own agents, 
by-passing the zamindar, the latter was entitled to a share in the collection of 
revenues called malikana (proprietary right), and like nankar, was fixed at 10% 
of the total revenue collected.

In Gujarat, this claim of the zamindar was described as banth or vanth, but unlike 
malikana in Northern India, it was considerably higher. Like malikana, it was paid 
in the form of cash. In the Deccan, it was called chauth (lit. “one fourth”), and as 
the name suggests, stood at one-fourth of the revenues collected. Sardeshmukhi, 
another fiscal claim of the zamindar in the Deccan, was equivalent to 10% of 
the revenues. Under the Marathas, the cesses of chauth and sardeshmukhi came 
to be realised not through a legal claim based on actual zamindari right, but by 
the sheer use of force. Under Shivaji, while the claim of the king comprised one-
fourth of the chauth and the whole of surdeshmukhi, the other three-fourths of 
the chauth was to be retained by the Maratha feudatory barons.

Besides their principal fiscal claim, the zamindars also exacted a number of petty 
perquisites from the peasantry. Some of the well-known cesses so realised were 
dastar shumari (turban tax), house tax (khana shumari), cesses on marriage 
and birth, etc. The zamindars used to collect taxes from weekly markets also in 
their areas. At times, they are found collecting toll tax on merchandise passing 
through their territories. The amount that the zamindars realised through these 
petty perquisites is quite difficult to estimate; in all probability, in relation to their 
principal fiscal claim, it was not quite considerable.

We have so far been discussing about the primary and intermediary zamindars, 
that is, those who resided in the directly administered territories, and of whom 
the administration was anxious that they be reduced to the status of mere ‘rent-
gatherers’. Apart from them, there were chiefs or chieftains – the rajas, raos, ranas 
and rawatas – who were more or less autonomous in their estates, governning 
them without any interference from the imperial administration (see Unit 6.6). 
Their obligation to the king did not go beyond paying him a fixed amount as 
tribute (peshkash). Their share in the surplus produce of the peasant, therefore, 
amounted to the difference between what they collected from the peasants and 
what they paid to the king as peshkash. The Imperial administration recognised 
their semi-autonomous status, and exercised no control over their internal 
administration once they had paid the usual peshkash. According to Irfan Habib, 
the difference between the zamindars and autonomous chiefs “lay most clearly in 
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but made ordinary zamindar mere propertied subjects of the Emperor”.

Military Strength of Zamindars 

The zamindars employed their footmen and cavalry. These troops helped them in 
the realisation of land revenue and subjugation of peasantry. Almost all zamindars 
had their own small or big qilachas/garhi or forts. According to the Ain-i Akbari, 
the troops of the zamindars in the whole Mughal Empire exceeded forty four 
lakhs. In Bengal they possessed thousands of boats.

Chaudhuris 

As mentioned earlier, the zamindar played a prominent role in the collection of 
land revenue. Some of these zamindars were designated as chaudhuri for the 
purpose of collection of revenue. One of the prominent zamindars of a pargana 
was appointed chaudhuri, generally one in each pargana.

The chaudhuri was supposed to collect the revenue from other zamindars of the 
pargana. Apart from their customary nankar, these chaudhuris were entitled to 
another share in the land revenue collected by them. This was termed chaudhurai 
which amounted to two and a half per cent of the revenue collected. Unlike the 
zamindar, the chaudhuri was appointed by the state and could be removed for 
improper functioning.

11.7.3  	Other Intermediaries 
Each village had a number of hereditary officials. The most important of them 
was the village headman (muqaddam in Northern India and patel in the Deccan). 
He was the person responsible for the collection of land revenue and maintenance 
of law and order in the villages. For the services so rendered, he was granted 
a part of the village land revenue-free, though, in some cases, he was also 
remunerated in cash at a percentage of total land revenue realised. In addition, 
he was also entitled to receive some amount of produce from peasants. In the 
task of the collection of land revenue the muqaddam was assisted by the village 
accountant (patwari in Northern India and kulkarni in the Deccan). The patwari’s 
task was to maintain a record (bahi) of the revenue collected from the individual 
peasants and its payment to the state authorities. His records, therefore, were of 
immense help to the administration in assessing the revenue-paying capacity of 
the peasants and in fixing the total land revenue claim on the village. Like the 
muqaddam he was also remunerated by the grant of revenue-free land or by a 
fixed commission in the total revenue collected. However, being an employee of 
the village organisation, his allowance was much smaller than that of the village 
headman. The office and the accompanying privileges of both the muqaddam 
and patwari were hereditary.

Check Your Process-5

1)	 What do you understand by revenue free assignments?

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

2)	 Describe briefly the nature of zamindari rights?

	 .......................................................................................................................
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	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

3)	 Write three lines on each of the following:

	 i)	 Chaudhuris ............................................................................................  

			  ...............................................................................................................

	 ii)	 Muqaddam .............................................................................................

			  ...............................................................................................................

11.7.4   	Peasantry 

In the earlier Sections, we studied about the classes who enjoyed superior rights 
over the produce of the land. In this Section we will discuss the main producing 
classes.

The main agrarian class, directly involved with the agricultural production, was the 
peasantry. Though the class had a number of strata within it, for the convenience 
of study we are including all of them under one nomenclature.

The peasants constituted the primary class in rural society and the revenue 
collected from them sustained the whole state apparatus. We have noticed in Unit 
10 that the peasant had to pay a large part of their produce as land revenue. It 
appears that the bulk of the peasantry lived on the subsistence level of existence.

Land Rights of Peasantry

There has been a long debate among historians regarding the rights of the 
peasantry over land. Peasant’s claim to land was not disregarded by the state, 
yet he was never allowed the right to free alienation. It appears that peasants had 
all the rights over land as long as he cultivated it. The zamindars or state had no 
right to evict the peasant as long as he cultivated the land and paid the revenue. It 
seems that proprietary rights in land were not quite developed during the Mughal 
period. However, the most important aspect of the period is the varying claims 
over the produce of the land.

In contemporary accounts we come across a number of references to the flight of 
the peasantry from villages because of oppression or other problems. A number of 
instances are available about peasants settling individually or in groups in various 
regions. The mobility of the peasant was an established practice in Mughal India. 
This mobility was more pronounced in cases of their oppression in one region or 
natural calamities like floods and famines.

Stratification of Peasantry  	

The peasantry was not a homogenous class. The stratification was due to 
inequalities in wealth and social status. Peasants with large resources cultivated 
bigger plots of land, and even employed labourers on his fields. They could 
acquire head-ship of a village (muqaddam or patel) and enjoy a superior share 
in the produce of other peasants. The divisions were so well-established that they 
are differently designated even in official accounts and records. Richer peasants 
are referred to as khudkasht (self-cultivated) in Northern India, gharuhalas in 
Rajasthan and mirasdars in Maharashtra. The poor peasants are referred to as 
reza ria’ya (small peasant) in Northern India, paltis in Rajasthan and kunbis in 
Maharashtra.
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Since land revenue in the larger part of India had to be paid in cash, peasants 
and cultivators were forced to carry their produce to the markets or sell it to 
merchants or moneylenders on the eve of harvest. In such a situation, those 
peasant who could cultivate cash crops would be placed in a better position, 
because of the higher prices they fetched in the market than those who, owing to 
their scarce resources, could only cultivate food crops for which the prices were 
comparatively low. Not all peasants could shift to cash crop cultivation since it 
involved much expenses (good seeds, better fertilisers, irrigation facilities, and 
also more productive soil). The requirement of the payment of land revenue in 
cash would thus cause a widening gulf between the relatively better-off peasants 
whose resources allowed them to shift to cash crop cultivation and the poor 
peasants who found even the cultivation of food crops an arduous and expensive 
business. The regressive nature of land revenue demand was another major factor 
that caused and intensified divisions within the peasantry. The incidence of land 
revenue demand being uniform for both the rich and the poor peasants, in actual 
fact it fell more heavily on the latter than on the former. The village organisation, 
or what has often loosely been described as the “village community”, further 
perpetuated these divisions by levying lower revenue rates on the khudkasht 
peasants, and calling upon the reza ri’aya to meet the deficit thus arising in the 
total revenue claim.

Economic inequalities were not the only basis of divisions within the peasantry. 
They were also divided between the permanent residents of the village (khudkasht 
in Northern India, mirasdar in Maharashtra and thalvaik or thalkar in the 
Deccan) and the temporary residents (pai/pahi kasht in Northern India; upari 
in Maharashtra). Caste associations and kinship ties (bhaichara), even as they 
served as linkages that afforded supra-local affinities were also at the same time 
sources of divisiveness.

Below the class of peasants existed in rural India a large population of menial 
workers. Their number or their proportion to caste peasantry is almost impossible 
to estimate, yet, in all probability, they did constitute a significant portion of 
the rural population of India. They are described in the contemporary literature 
as ‘chamars’, balahars, thoris and dhanuks, etc. They were a cheap source of 
labour for the peasants and zamindars to work on their fields during the sowing 
and harvest seasons. It was, therefore, in the interest of both of them (i.e., the 
peasants and zamindars) to suppress and exploit them. The creation of a huge 
reserve of labour force for agricultural production reduced the cost of production, 
which enhanced the “surplus” produce of the peasant, and thus allowed a greater 
exploitation of land revenue by the ruling power. In the suppression of the menial 
workers, the state, the zamindars and the peasants were equal collaborators.

11.7.5	V illage Community
Generally the peasants of a village had a majority of the same caste. Such villages 
were established historically by one clan or family. Apart from the peasants of 
the dominant caste of a village, there were menial workers who came from lower 
castes. From the contemporary accounts it appears that in many activities these 
villages functioned as a community. It should not be taken to mean that there 
were any communal land holdings. The fields were definitely held by individual 
peasants. The revenue officials found it convenient to treat village as a unit for 
revenue assessment and collection. The description of the patwari as a village 
official supports this. It is reported that the patwari was supposed to keep the 
account of individual peasants production and revenue liability. The payment to 
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was put in a pool whose incharge was the patwari. From this pool, land revenue, 
fees and perquisites of certain officials and sundry common expenses of the 
village were paid. Even the loan taken from the moneylenders was paid back 
out of the village pool.
The dominant group of people in a village constituted the village panchayat. The 
latter used to decide village affairs regarding dispute over land rights, disposal 
of waste land, etc. It was also responsible to the state for arresting criminals, 
compensating for the value of goods stolen or tracing them. These panchayats 
were not above the state. The latter allowed it to discharge its traditional role in 
the village society only if its activities were not hampering the basic interests 
of the state. 
Some social groups in the village were not directly involved in the agrarian 
production, but they played some role in the agrarian activities. The mahajans 
acted as middlemen between the state and peasants and had considerable control 
over the rural society and economy. They would advance loans to individual 
peasants and village collectively for buying seeds and equipments or pay revenue 
or for social needs.
The village had artisans attached to it to provide their services and were paid at the 
harvest. The system was very well organised in Deccan and Maharashtra. These 
were called balutedars. We have discussed about them in some detail in Unit 4. 
The system of village community, panchayats or balutedars was not uniformly 
applicable to all the villages of the Mughal Empire. There were different types 
of structures in different regions. Most villages had some sort of community 
structure, though varying in degrees of control on their members.

11.7.6  	Relations Between Agrarian Classes 
In the earlier Sections of this Unit, we studied about various agrarian classes. 
We noticed that a number of groups appropriated a share in the surplus of the 
produce, i.e., jagirdars, religious grantees, zamindars and various intermediaries 
at the village level. We have also studied about the producing class or peasantry. 
Here, in this Section, we will study the relations between these classes.
Both the zamindars and the jagirdars fed upon the surplus produce of the peasant, 
and therefore, insofar as the exploitation of the peasantry was concerned, both 
acted as each other’s collaborators. Yet, the zamindar, being permanently based 
would not allow exploitation that went beyond the alienation of surplus produce, 
for that would lead to exodus of the peasantry and desertion of agricultural 
operations which would in turn affect his own fiscal claims during the following 
year. The jagirdars’ attitude is best reflected in Bernier’s account who visited 
India in the mid-17th century. He writes that, because of the frequent transfers of 
jagirs the jagirdars, governors and revenue contractors were not bothered about 
the deplorable state of peasantry. They therefore were interested in exploiting 
the peasantry to the maximum even at the cost of their desertion and fields lying 
unattended.
Jawahar Nath Bekas, an 18th century writer observes that the hakim (jagirdar) of a 
day can in a moment remove a zamindar of five hundred years, and put in his stead 
a man who has been without a place for a life-time. Irfan Habib further elaborates 
his powers and writes that ‘as for peasants, the jagirdars claimed powers to detain 
them on the land, like serfs, and bring them back, if they ran away’. In the second 
half of the 17th century due to the uncertainty of holding a jagir for a stipulated 
period, the jagirdars oppressed peasants. They had no regard for their welfare. 
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to take measures to regulate and moderate the jagirdars’ exactions, it is not certain 
that these could reduce the pressure for short-term maximization of revenue by 
individual jagirdars. Such pressure not only inhibited extension of cultivation, 
but also involved the Mughal ruling class in a deepening conflict with the two 
major agrarian classes, the zamindars and the peasantry’.

The divisions within the peasantry, as also the deep contractions that existed 
between the peasants and agricultural workers, acted as severe constraints and 
weakened the capabilities of this class. Disjointed and truncated, this class was 
quite incapable of confronting the medieval despotic states. It did, however, 
revolt for two reasons: one, when the revenue demand appropriated more than 
the surplus produce of the peasants, thereby threatening their very subsistence. 
Peasant revolts in these circumstances never went beyond asking for a reduction 
in revenue demand. Peasants also revolted as followers of a zamindar who was 
leading a revolt against the state or jagirdar (mostly on the question of his claim 
to the produce of the soil), either in the hope that the end of revolt would lead 
to better conditions of living for them or simply as rendering a serivce to their 
overlord. Peasant revolts, particularly those of the Satnamis and the Jats, in the 
reign of Aurangzeb were of this nature were actually zamindari revolts: the 
zamindars led them and the peasants served the purposes of the zamindars alone. 

Check Your Process-6

1)	 Give a brief account of various categories of peasants.

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

2)	 How did the village community function?

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

3)	 Discuss the clash of interests between the jagirdar and zamindar?

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

11.8	  SUMMARY  
To sum up, in the present Unit we have focussed on the agrarian structure  –  
agricultural production, means of irrigation, peasants and the rural intermediaries  
–  of the Delhi Sultanate and the Mughals. During this period large scale cultivable 
land was yet to be brought under cultivation. Double cropping was prevalent in 
the Doab. Canals were the major source of artificial irrigation. At village level 
differentiation (hierarchy) existed between the superior right holders (khots, 
muqaddams and chaudhuris) and the ordinary peasants (raiyat). 
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of agricultural implements, but they were well suited to the needs of Indian 
agriculture. Agriculture was dependent mainly on rain water, but means and 
methods of artificial irrigation were also employed. Wells fitted with various 
devices like, dhenkli, charas and saqiya (Persian Wheel) to lift water, and tanks, 
reservoirs and to, a limited extent, canals were the main source for irrigation. 

The Indian peasants raised a number of food and cash crops. Some land was used 
for two or more crops. Rotation of crops and cultivation of cash crops according 
to market needs was a special feature of the period. Production of fruits both in 
quality and quantity reached new heights. 

The productivity and yield of crops compares well with the late 19th century 
modern yields and productions. Cattle and livestock seem to have higher per 
capita population in the Mughal period. 

In this Unit, we have also studied that 
•	 on behalf of the state, the jagirdar appropriated a major share in the  
	 agricultural surplus;
•	 the revenue grantees enjoyed revenue-free lands granted to them by the state;
•	 the zamindar was not the owner of the land but had hereditary rights in the  
	 produce of soil. These rights were salable;
•	 when the zamindar collected revenue for the state, he was entitled to nankar.  
	 When the state directly collected the revenue, the zamindar was paid a  
	 share called malikana. The zamindars were entitled to a number of other  
	 petty perquisites;
•	 the zamindars maintained troops;
•	 caste and kinship ties divided the zamindars and prevented its growth as the  
	 governing class of India;
•	 village headman and other officials also appropriated a part of agrarian  
	 surplus;
•	 the peasants had to pay larger part of his produce to the state, zamindar and  
	 other intermediaries;
•	 the peasantry was not a homogenous group but was divided on the basis of  
	 their income and holdings. Kinship and caste ties also divided them;
•	 landless peasants or village menial workers were the most oppressed class  
	 in the agrarian society; and
•	 there was a serious clash of interests between the jagirdar and the zamindar.  
	 In case of conflicts between the two, the peasants were generally on the side  
	 of the zamindars and suffered most in these clashes. 

11.9	 KEYWORDS 
Bigha-i Ilahi	 The area of 60 square gaz-i Ilahi (yards of Akbar); the  
		  length of gaz-i ilahi was around 32 inches. One bigha-i  
		  ilahi was around .60 of an acre 
Cash-crops	 Crops produced for markets 
Dastur Circles	 The territory whithin which same cash revenue rates  
		  were applied for different crops, the whole province  
		  was divided into number of dastur circles with separate  
		  revenue rates 
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Economy and Society Dartur Rates	 Cash revenue rates for different crops per unit of area 
Distillation	 Lit. substance was turned to vapour by heating, then  
		  the condensed vapour was collected 
Jama	 The estimated income 
Kroh/Kuroh	 Used for measuring distance; 1 Kuroh = 2.5 miles 
Kharif	 Autumn crop 
Kharaks	 Cattle-pens 
Man-i Akbari  	 The measure of weight which was around 55 pounds. 
Ploughshare/coulter	 The pointed tip of the plough which was used for  
		  digging the ground. It was made up of iron or  
		  hardwood 
Rabi	 	 Winter crop 
Raiyat   	 Ordinary peasants

11.10	  ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS  
   EXERCISES 

Check Your Progress-1

1)  See Section 11.2

2)  See Sub-section 11.2.2

3) 	 i)  × 		 ii) 	 iii) ×

Check Your Progress-2

1)  See Sub-sections 11.3.1 and 11.3.2

2)  i)  × 	  	 ii) 	 iii) 

Check Your Progress-3 

1)  	 See Sub-section 11.4.1 

2)  	 You can write use of various types of manure and rotation of crops etc. See  
	 Sub-section 11.4.2

3)  	 You can leave out methods which were employed to draw smaller quantities  
	 of water. See Sub-section 11.4.2

4)  	 See Sub-section 11.4.2

Check Your Progress-4  

1) 	 See Sub-section 11.5.1 

2) 	 Cash crops were those crops which were grown mainly to be sold in market;  
	 while food crops were for personal consumption and market; the oil yielding  
	 crops were grown to extract edible oils. See Sub-sections 11.5.1, 11.5.2

3) 	 See Sub-section 11.5.2 

4) 	 See Sub-section 11.5.3

Check Your Progress-5  

1) 	 See Sub-section 11.7.1 

2) 	 Discuss zamindar’s rights were over the produce of the land. See Sub-sections  
	 11.7.2
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Check Your Progress-6  

1) 	 Peasants can be divided into a number of categories on the basis of their land  
	 holdings, resources and nature of rights. See Sub-section 11.7.4

2) 	 The common body of residents in a village worked as village community.  
	 See Sub-sections 11.7.5

3) 	 The zamindars had permanent interests in their areas while jagirdars were  
	 transferable. The latter were interested in the maximum exploitation of  
	 peasantry while zamindars were scared of the desertion of land by peasantry  
	 and loosing their share of the revenue. See Sub-section 11.7.6
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11.12	   instructional video  recommendations 
Agricultural Production in Mughal India - I  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TzJbp2uRhoc

Agricultural Production in Mughal India – II  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TO_2hyR7nmo

Agrarian Structure in Mughal India - I  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OEf15hoqwqw

Agrarian Structure in Mughal India - I  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e1oL3k9-hn8

Zamindari System  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hp7NPo0T90Q


