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ABSTRACT

This research work presents a comprehensive study of the agrarian structure and relations in the
region of Jammu and Kashmir from the late 19th century to the early 20th century. Through an
analysis of historical documents, governmental records, and scholarly research, the paper
examines the transformation of land ownership, tenancy patterns, and socio-economic dynamics
within the agrarian sector during this pivotal period. By delving into the colonial policies, socio-
economic conditions, and local power structures, this research sheds light on the intricate
interplay of factors that shaped the agrarian landscape of Jammu and Kashmir. Furthermore, it
discusses the implications of these historical developments for contemporary environmental and
agricultural policies aimed at fostering sustainable practices and equitable land distribution in the
region.

Keywords: Agrarian structure, Land relations, Jammu and Kashmir, Colonial policies, Socio-
economic dynamics, Sustainable agriculture.

INTRODUCTION

The agrarian landscape of Jammu and Kashmir, nestled amidst the towering peaks of the
Himalayas, has been a crucible of agricultural traditions, socio-economic relations, and political
dynamics for centuries. From the lush valleys of Kashmir to the arid plains of Jammu and the
rugged terrains of Ladakh, this region has harbored diverse agricultural practices shaped by its
unique geography, climate, and cultural heritage. The late 19th century and the early 20th century
witnessed a transformative period in the agrarian history of Jammu and Kashmir, marked by a
confluence of colonial influences, socio-political changes, and environmental challenges. This
period not only reshaped the agrarian structure and relations but also laid the groundwork for the
contemporary agricultural landscape of the region. The evolution of agrarian structure and relations
in Jammu and Kashmir during this period was profoundly influenced by multiple intersecting
factors. Colonial interventions, initiated under the Dogra rule in the mid-19th century and later
intensified during the British colonial period, brought about significant changes in land ownership,
taxation systems, and agricultural practices.

The imposition of colonial land revenue policies, such as the Zamindari system and the
Raiyatwari system, altered traditional land tenure arrangements and transformed the socio-
economic fabric of agrarian communities. Additionally, the introduction of cash crops and
commercial agriculture under colonial rule reshaped the agricultural landscape, leading to shifts in
cropping patterns and labor relations. Socio-political transformations also played a crucial role in
shaping the agrarian dynamics of Jammu and Kashmir during this period. The decline of feudal
structures, the emergence of new socio-economic classes, and the rise of political movements for
land reform and social justice exerted significant pressures on the existing agrarian order.
Moreover, the princely state's accession to India in 1947 and the subsequent political upheavals
further reshaped the agrarian landscape, with far-reaching implications for land ownership, tenancy
arrangements, and rural livelihoods. Environmental factors, including changing climatic patterns,
land degradation, and water scarcity, added another layer of complexity to the evolving agrarian
structure of Jammu and Kashmir. The region's fragile ecology, characterized by its mountainous
terrain and fragile ecosystems, posed formidable challenges to agricultural sustainability and
resource management.
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The traditional agro-ecological practices of terrace farming, water harvesting, and crop
diversification, which had sustained agrarian communities for generations, came under pressure
due to rapid urbanization, deforestation, and the introduction of modern agricultural techniques.
Against this backdrop, this research seeks to explore the evolution of agrarian structure and
relations in Jammu and Kashmir from the late 19th century to the early 20th century. By examining
archival documents, historical records, and scholarly literature, this study aims to unravel the
intricate interplay of colonial policies, socio-political changes, and environmental challenges that
shaped the agrarian landscape of the region during this transformative period. Through a nuanced
analysis of land ownership patterns, tenancy arrangements, labor relations, and environmental
pressures, this research aims to offer insights into the historical roots of contemporary agricultural
practices and land management issues in Jammu and Kashmir. Moreover, by contextualizing
historical developments within broader discourses of sustainable agriculture, social equity, and
environmental conservation, this study seeks to inform policy discussions and interventions aimed
at fostering sustainable development and equitable land management practices in the region.

BACKGROUND

Jammu and Kashmir, with its diverse topography ranging from fertile valleys to high-
altitude plateaus, has supported a mosaic of agricultural activities, ranging from rice cultivation in
the plains to pastoralism in the mountainous regions. Throughout history, agriculture has been not
only a means of sustenance but also a cornerstone of identity and community cohesion for the
inhabitants of this region. However, the dynamics of land ownership, tenancy arrangements, and
power relations have undergone significant shifts over time, influenced by external forces and
internal dynamics.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE
This research endeavors to delve into the historical trajectory of agrarian structure and
relations in Jammu and Kashmir from the late 19th century to the early 20th century. By examining
archival documents, historical records, and scholarly literature, the study aims to achieve the
following objectives:

e Trace the evolution of land tenure systems and ownership patterns during the specified
period.

e Analyze the socio-economic relations within agrarian communities, including class
dynamics, labor arrangements, and access to resources.

e Investigate the impact of colonial policies, socio-political transformations, and
environmental factors on the agrarian landscape of Jammu and Kashmir.

Methodology
To fulfill these objectives, a comprehensive methodology will be employed, incorporating
historical analysis, archival research, and socio-economic inquiry. The methodology will involve:

e Collection and critical analysis of primary sources, including historical documents,
governmental records, and contemporary accounts, to reconstruct the agrarian history of
Jammu and Kashmir.

o Comparative examination of case studies and regional variations within the region to
understand the diversity of agrarian structures and experiences.

o Integration of qualitative and quantitative data to provide a nuanced understanding of the
socio-economic dynamics within agrarian communities.

Historical Context: Late 19th Century Jammu and Kashmir

Colonial Influence and Land Policies. The late 19th century in Jammu and Kashmir was
characterized by the increasing influence of colonial powers, primarily the British Raj, which
sought to consolidate control over the region's strategic location and valuable resources. Under the
Dogra rulers, who ascended to power in the mid-19th century, the princely state of Jammu and
Kashmir entered into a complex web of treaties and agreements with the British, effectively
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becoming a buffer state between British India and the expanding Russian Empire. Colonial
influence in Jammu and Kashmir was particularly pronounced in the realm of land policies. The
Dogra rulers, with the support of the British colonial administration, implemented various land
revenue systems aimed at increasing state revenue and consolidating their authority over the
agrarian landscape. These included the Zamindari system, which vested ownership of land in
intermediary landlords (Zamindars) who were responsible for collecting revenue on behalf of the
state, and the Raiyatwari system, which directly taxed individual peasant cultivators (Raiyats). The
imposition of these colonial land revenue systems had far-reaching implications for landownership,
tenancy relations, and rural livelihoods in Jammu and Kashmir. The Zamindari system, in
particular, led to the concentration of land in the hands of a privileged few, often at the expense of
small-scale cultivators and tenant farmers. Meanwhile, the Raiyatwari system, while ostensibly
more equitable, subjected peasant cultivators to heavy taxation burdens and exploitative practices
by state officials and intermediary agents.

Agrarian Structure and Tenure Systems

The colonial land revenue policies introduced during the late 19th century fundamentally
altered the agrarian structure and tenure systems in Jammu and Kashmir. Traditional forms of land
tenure, based on communal ownership, customary rights, and collective cultivation, were gradually
supplanted by the new regime of private property rights and individual landholding. The emergence
of Zamindars as intermediaries between the state and the peasantry disrupted age-old communal
landholding arrangements, leading to disputes over landownership and access to resources.
Furthermore, the introduction of cash crops and commercial agriculture under colonial rule
transformed the cropping patterns and production relations in Jammu and Kashmir. Cash crops
such as saffron, walnuts, and silk became lucrative commodities for export, leading to the
expansion of commercial agriculture and the commodification of land. Large landholders, often
allied with the colonial administration, capitalized on these opportunities, further consolidating
their control over agricultural resources and labor. Tenancy relations in Jammu and Kashmir also
underwent significant changes during this period. With the decline of traditional forms of
sharecropping and collective cultivation, tenant farmers found themselves increasingly vulnerable
to exploitation and dispossession by landlords and state officials. The lack of legal protections for
tenants exacerbated their precarious position, leading to widespread indebtedness, landlessness, and
social marginalization.

Socio-economic Relations in Agrarian Communities

The transformation of agrarian structure and tenure systems in late 19th century Jammu
and Kashmir had profound implications for the socio-economic relations within agrarian
communities. The emergence of a landlord class, comprising Zamindars, large landholders, and
state officials, widened the gap between the landed elite and the rural peasantry. Landlords
exercised considerable influence over local governance structures, often monopolizing political
power and economic resources to further their interests. Meanwhile, peasant cultivators and tenant
farmers, comprising the majority of the rural population, faced increasing economic hardships and
social inequalities. The heavy taxation burden imposed by the colonial state, coupled with
exploitative practices by landlords and moneylenders, pushed many peasants into debt bondage and
poverty. Moreover, the lack of access to education, healthcare, and other basic services perpetuated
cycles of deprivation and marginalization among rural communities. In this context, agrarian
communities in late 19th century Jammu and Kashmir were characterized by complex power
dynamics, social hierarchies, and class conflicts. While the landed elite wielded considerable
economic and political power, the rural masses struggled to assert their rights and livelihoods in the
face of colonial oppression and socio-economic exploitation. These tensions would continue to
simmer beneath the surface, eventually erupting into social movements and political upheavals in
the early 20th century.
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Transition Period: Early 20th Century
Impact of Socio-political Changes

The early 20th century marked a period of profound socio-political changes in Jammu and
Kashmir, with far-reaching implications for the agrarian landscape of the region. The princely
state's accession to India in 1947, amidst the partition of British India and the ensuing conflict over
Kashmir's status, brought about a seismic shift in the political dynamics of the region. The partition
led to the displacement of populations, communal violence, and the militarization of the border
regions, disrupting traditional agrarian practices and livelihoods. Moreover, the accession to India
precipitated a series of political reforms and administrative changes in Jammu and Kashmir, aimed
at modernizing governance structures and fostering socio-economic development. The
establishment of elected legislative bodies, such as the Jammu and Kashmir Constituent Assembly,
and the implementation of land reforms, including the abolition of intermediary tenures and the
introduction of land redistribution schemes, sought to address long-standing grievances and
inequalities within the agrarian sector. However, these socio-political changes also engendered new
challenges and tensions within agrarian communities. The redistribution of land, while ostensibly
aimed at empowering landless peasants and marginalized groups, often encountered resistance
from entrenched vested interests, including landlords and political elites. Moreover, the
politicization of land reforms and the polarization of communities along religious and ethnic lines
exacerbated social divisions and conflicts, further complicating the transition to a more equitable
agrarian order.

Emergence of New Agrarian Classes

The early 20th century witnessed the emergence of new agrarian classes and social
formations in Jammu and Kashmir, reshaping the power dynamics and economic relations within
rural society. The abolition of intermediary tenures and the redistribution of land under post-
accession reforms led to the empowerment of landless peasants, small-scale cultivators, and
marginalized communities, who had historically been marginalized by feudal landholding
arrangements. Concurrently, the consolidation of state control over agricultural resources and
production, through initiatives such as the establishment of agricultural cooperatives and state-
sponsored development projects, fostered the emergence of a bureaucratic agrarian elite aligned
with the ruling establishment. These bureaucratic elites, comprising government officials,
technocrats, and party cadres, wielded significant influence over agricultural policies, resource
allocation, and rural development initiatives, often at the expense of grassroots participation and
community autonomy. Furthermore, the early 20th century saw the advent of new economic actors
and market forces in the agrarian sector, as the integration of Jammu and Kashmir into the broader
Indian economy facilitated the penetration of capitalist relations of production and exchange. The
expansion of commercial agriculture, agribusiness enterprises, and corporate interests in sectors
such as horticulture, tourism, and hydropower development reshaped the economic landscape of
rural areas, leading to the concentration of wealth and resources in the hands of a privileged few.

Environmental Implications

The transition period of the early 20th century also had significant environmental
implications for Jammu and Kashmir, as rapid socio-economic changes and industrial development
exerted increasing pressure on the region's fragile ecosystems and natural resources. The expansion
of agricultural land, deforestation, and urbanization led to habitat loss, soil erosion, and
biodiversity depletion, threatening the ecological balance and sustainability of traditional agro-
ecological systems. Moreover, the intensification of resource extraction activities, such as mining,
logging, and hydropower development, further exacerbated environmental degradation and
ecosystem disruption in Jammu and Kashmir. Large-scale infrastructure projects, including dams,
reservoirs, and highways, often undertaken without adequate environmental safeguards or
community consultation, led to the displacement of indigenous communities, loss of agricultural
land, and disruption of local livelihoods. The effects of climate change, including unpredictable
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weather patterns, glacial melt, and water scarcity, posed additional challenges to agricultural
productivity and rural livelihoods in Jammu and Kashmir. The vulnerability of agrarian
communities to climate-related risks and natural disasters highlighted the urgent need for adaptive
strategies, resilient infrastructure, and sustainable land management practices to mitigate the
impacts of environmental change and safeguard food security and livelihoods. In conclusion, the
transition period of the early 20th century witnessed a complex interplay of socio-political changes,
emergence of new agrarian classes, and environmental challenges in Jammu and Kashmir.
Understanding these dynamics is essential for addressing the legacy of historical inequalities,
promoting inclusive development, and fostering sustainable agricultural practices in the region.

Case Studies and Analysis
Land Ownership Patterns in Different Regions

The land ownership patterns in different regions of Jammu and Kashmir during the late
19th and early 20th centuries varied significantly, reflecting the diverse topography, agricultural
practices, and historical trajectories of each area. Case studies focusing on specific regions can
provide valuable insights into the complexities of land tenure systems and their impact on agrarian
relations. In the fertile valleys of Kashmir, characterized by its temperate climate and abundant
water resources, land ownership was historically dominated by the Kashmiri Pandit elite, who held
vast estates and controlled agricultural production. The Zamindari system, introduced under Dogra
rule, further consolidated the power of Kashmiri Pandit landlords, who acted as intermediaries
between the state and the peasantry. Tenant farmers, primarily Muslim peasants, often faced
exploitative practices and discriminatory treatment by Hindu landlords, exacerbating social
tensions and economic inequalities in the region. In contrast, the arid plains of Jammu, with its
predominantly Hindu population and agrarian economy, exhibited different patterns of land
ownership and tenancy relations. Here, the Zamindari system coexisted with traditional forms of
collective landholding, where village communities (Panchayats) collectively managed agricultural
land and resources. However, the imposition of colonial land revenue policies led to the erosion of
communal land tenure systems and the concentration of land in the hands of wealthy Zamindars
and state officials, marginalizing small-scale cultivators and tenant farmers.

Similarly, in the mountainous region of Ladakh, characterized by its harsh terrain and
pastoral economy, land ownership was traditionally communal, with village communities
(Gompas) collectively managing grazing lands and agricultural terraces. However, the intrusion of
colonial powers and the imposition of modern land tenure systems disrupted these communal
arrangements, leading to conflicts over land rights and resource allocation. Moreover, the
emergence of new economic actors, such as traders, contractors, and government officials, further
complicated the agrarian landscape of Ladakh, exacerbating socio-economic disparities and
environmental degradation. By analyzing these case studies, we can gain a huanced understanding
of the diverse land ownership patterns, tenancy relations, and power dynamics within agrarian
communities in different regions of Jammu and Kashmir. Moreover, such analyses can inform
policy interventions and land reform initiatives aimed at promoting equitable land distribution,
social justice, and sustainable development in the region.

Tenant-Landlord Relations and Tenancy Laws

Tenant-landlord relations and tenancy laws played a crucial role in shaping the agrarian
dynamics of Jammu and Kashmir during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The interactions
between landlords and tenants, mediated by complex socio-economic factors and legal frameworks,
often determined the distribution of land, access to resources, and power relations within rural
communities. Under colonial rule, tenant farmers in Jammu and Kashmir faced numerous
challenges and vulnerabilities, including insecure land tenure, exploitative rent extraction, and
arbitrary evictions by landlords. The absence of robust legal protections for tenants and the lack of
effective enforcement mechanisms allowed landlords to wield considerable power and control over
agricultural resources, often at the expense of tenant rights and livelihoods. Moreover, the
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imposition of colonial land revenue policies, such as the Zamindari system and the Raiyatwari
system, further entrenched the unequal power dynamics between landlords and tenants in Jammu
and Kashmir. While the Zamindari system conferred significant privileges and authority upon
intermediary landlords, the Raiyatwari system subjected peasant cultivators to heavy taxation
burdens and bureaucratic interference, exacerbating their economic hardships and social
marginalization. In response to these injustices, tenant farmers in Jammu and Kashmir organized
collective protests, strikes, and movements to demand land reforms, tenancy protections, and social
justice. The All Jammu and Kashmir Kisan Sabha, founded in the early 20th century, emerged as a
powerful voice for peasant rights and agrarian reform, advocating for the abolition of landlordism,
redistribution of land, and empowerment of rural communities.

The struggle for tenants' rights and land reform culminated in the enactment of progressive
legislation, such as the Big Landed Estates Abolition Act of 1950 and the Agrarian Reforms Act of
1976, which aimed to dismantle feudal landholding structures, redistribute land to landless
peasants, and empower marginalized communities. However, the implementation of these reforms
faced numerous challenges, including resistance from vested interests, bureaucratic inefficiencies,
and political instability, limiting their effectiveness and impact on the ground. By analyzing the
historical evolution of tenant-landlord relations and tenancy laws in Jammu and Kashmir, we can
gain insights into the dynamics of agrarian change, social mobilization, and state intervention in the
region. Moreover, such analyses can inform contemporary efforts to address land inequality,
promote tenant rights, and foster inclusive development in rural areas.

Challenges and Responses
Environmental Degradation and Resource Management

Environmental degradation and unsustainable resource management have emerged as
pressing challenges in the agrarian landscape of Jammu and Kashmir, with far-reaching
implications for ecological sustainability, agricultural productivity, and rural livelihoods. The
region's fragile ecosystems, characterized by its mountainous terrain, sensitive biodiversity, and
erratic climatic patterns, are increasingly vulnerable to anthropogenic pressures, including
deforestation, soil erosion, water scarcity, and pollution. The expansion of agricultural land, driven
by population growth, urbanization, and commercialization, has led to the clearance of forests,
wetlands, and grasslands, resulting in habitat loss, biodiversity depletion, and soil degradation.
Traditional agro-ecological practices, such as terrace farming, crop rotation, and water harvesting,
have been undermined by the adoption of modern agricultural techniques, monoculture cropping,
and chemical inputs, exacerbating environmental stress and ecosystem fragility.

In response to these challenges, various stakeholders in Jammu and Kashmir have initiated
efforts to promote sustainable resource management, conservation-oriented agriculture, and
climate-resilient practices. Community-based initiatives, such as watershed management projects,
afforestation campaigns, and organic farming cooperatives, have sought to restore degraded
ecosystems, enhance soil fertility, and diversify agricultural production, while empowering local
communities and strengthening their resilience to environmental shocks. Government agencies,
research institutions, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have also played a crucial role
in advocating for policy reforms, implementing conservation measures, and raising awareness
about the importance of environmental stewardship in the agrarian sector. The formulation of
sustainable development plans, environmental impact assessments, and regulatory frameworks for
natural resource management has provided a framework for integrating environmental
considerations into agricultural policies and practices in Jammu and Kashmir. However, significant
challenges remain in bridging the gap between policy rhetoric and on-the-ground realities,
addressing structural barriers to sustainable agriculture, and fostering meaningful community
participation in decision-making processes.
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Limited access to land, water, and credit, inadequate infrastructure and institutional
constraints continue to hinder the adoption of sustainable farming practices and environmental
conservation efforts in rural areas. Furthermore, the impacts of climate change, including
unpredictable weather patterns, glacial melt, and natural disasters, pose additional challenges to
agricultural productivity and food security in Jammu and Kashmir. Adaptive strategies, resilient
infrastructure, and disaster preparedness measures are urgently needed to mitigate the impacts of
climate-related risks and safeguard the livelihoods of vulnerable communities in the region.
Environmental degradation and promoting sustainable resource management in the agrarian sector
of Jammu and Kashmir requires a multi-faceted approach, involving policy reforms, community-
based initiatives, and scientific innovation. By fostering synergies between ecological conservation,
agricultural development, and social equity, stakeholders can work together to build a resilient and
sustainable agrarian future for the region.

Social Disparities and Agrarian Conflicts

Social disparities and agrarian conflicts have been persistent challenges in the agrarian
landscape of Jammu and Kashmir, fueled by historical inequalities, unequal access to land and
resources, and socio-political tensions. The legacy of colonial land revenue policies, feudal
landholding structures, and caste-based hierarchies has perpetuated economic disparities, social
exclusion, and inter-community tensions within rural society. Landownership patterns in Jammu
and Kashmir have been characterized by concentration of land in the hands of a privileged few,
often at the expense of landless peasants, tenant farmers, and marginalized communities. The
Zamindari system, introduced under colonial rule, entrenched the power of intermediary landlords,
who wielded considerable influence over agricultural production, resource allocation, and political
representation in rural areas. Moreover, tenant-landlord relations in Jammu and Kashmir have been
marked by asymmetrical power dynamics, exploitative practices, and conflicts over land rights and
tenancy laws. Tenant farmers, lacking legal protections and secure land tenure, have often been
subjected to arbitrary evictions, rent extraction, and indebtedness by landlords, exacerbating their
socio-economic vulnerabilities and marginalization.

In response to these injustices, agrarian communities in Jammu and Kashmir have organized
collective protests, strikes, and social movements to demand land reforms, tenant rights, and social
justice. The All Jammu and Kashmir Kisan Sabha, founded in the early 20th century, emerged as a
powerful voice for peasant rights and agrarian reform, advocating for the abolition of landlordism,
redistribution of land, and empowerment of rural communities. However, agrarian conflicts and
social tensions persist in Jammu and Kashmir, fueled by competing interests, political rivalries, and
identity-based divisions. Land disputes, water conflicts, and inter-community clashes over natural
resources continue to undermine social cohesion, economic development, and peacebuilding efforts
in rural areas. In response to these challenges, stakeholders in Jammu and Kashmir have initiated
efforts to address social disparities, promote inclusive development, and foster dialogue and
reconciliation among diverse communities. The implementation of land reforms, affirmative action
policies, and community-driven development initiatives has sought to empower marginalized
groups, enhance their access to land, resources, and services, and promote social inclusion and
cohesion in agrarian communities. Moreover, the recognition of land rights, customary land tenure
systems, and indigenous knowledge systems can contribute to resolving agrarian conflicts,
strengthening community resilience, and promoting sustainable development in Jammu and
Kashmir. By fostering participatory decision-making processes, equitable resource allocation, and
conflict resolution mechanisms, stakeholders can work together to build a more inclusive, peaceful,
and prosperous agrarian society in the region.
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CONCLUSION

The evolution of agrarian structure and relations in Jammu and Kashmir from the late 19th
century to the early 20th century reflects a complex interplay of colonial influences, socio-political
changes, and environmental challenges. Colonial land revenue policies, such as the Zamindari and
Raiyatwari systems, reshaped land ownership patterns, tenancy relations, and power dynamics
within agrarian communities, exacerbating social disparities and agrarian conflicts. The transition
period of the early 20th century witnessed the emergence of new agrarian classes, social
formations, and environmental challenges in Jammu and Kashmir. While post-accession reforms
aimed to address historical injustices and empower marginalized groups, significant challenges
remain in promoting sustainable resource management, addressing social disparities, and fostering
inclusive development in the agrarian sector. Lessons from historical agrarian practices highlight
the importance of biodiversity, water management, and traditional knowledge in promoting
ecological resilience, food security, and cultural heritage in Jammu and Kashmir. By learning from
the wisdom of the past, embracing innovation, and fostering collaboration between diverse
stakeholders, we can build a more sustainable and equitable agrarian future for the region, rooted in
the principles of ecological integrity, social justice, and cultural diversity.
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