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Abstract: As a colonial mechanism of exploitation the British under East India Company 

invented and experimented different land revenue settlements in colonized India. 

Historically, this becomes a major issue of discussion among the scholars in the context of 

exploitation versus progressive mission in British India. Here, in this paper an attempt has 

been made to analyze and to interpret the prototype, methods, magnitudes, and far-reaching effects of the three 

major (Zamindari, Raiytwari and Mahalwari) land revenue settlements in a comparative way. And eventually 

this paper has tried to show the cause-effects relationship of different modes of revenue assessments, which in 

turn, how it facilitated Englishmen to provide huge economic vertebrae to the Imperial Home Country, and 

how it succors in altering Indian traditional society and economic set up. 
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Introduction: As agriculture has been the most important economic activity of the Indian people for many 

centuries and it is the main source of income. Naturally, land revenue management and administration needs a 

proper care to handle because it was the most important source of income for the state too. The establishment 

of East India Company worked as the tool of colonial plunder which operated through monopoly of trade and 

realization of land revenue. To annihilate the traditional Asiatic mode of production, the British Moneyocracy 

had converted India into its landed estates and hastens the process of commercial revolution in India.1 They 

unleashed far reaching changes in Indian agrarian structure in order to maximize extraction which slowed 

down the country‟s progressive development and raised the burden on the Indian peasantry.  

To consolidate political sword, the English East India Company inherited the institutional form of agrarian 

system from the Mughal. They super-imposed a system over the existing land settlement pattern in tune with 

British customs and laws relating to land. Accordingly, government sponsored cooperative movement through 

different land revenue experiments and brought several changes in land tenure, property relation, agrarian 

productivity, food supply, marketing, agriculture indebtedness and cultivated land in British-India.2 Gradually, 

all these changes transformed Indian economic history from mercantile phase to finance capitalism.  

After gaining full control over Bengal in 1765 (year of Diwani rights acquisition), Company follow traditional 

land assessment system in the starting but gradually modified the existing land settlement from time to time to 

collect maximum possible land revenue which was a need of colonial administration.3 They initiated auction 

based farming system as the first experiment in 1772, where land revenue collection rights had been allotted on 

contract basis. This farming system slowly developed into three major land settlements, viz., Zamindari in 

Bengal, Raiyatwari in Madras and Bombay, and Mahalwari in North Western Provinces which exposed the 

„colonial character of British rule‟ and became the basis of primary accumulation of capital. The basic 

characteristic of each system was the attempt to incorporate elements of the preceding agrarian structure. The 

existing systems under the colonial policy produced widely different local results and hybrid forms.4  

Indian economy had been colonized on basis of two important things, first, the mode of production specially 

the system of surplus extraction existing on the eve of the British conquests. Other was the nature of the British 

Imperialism which transferred the Indian economy under the impact of the industrial revolution. 

Basically, the comparison of all the settlement was made on the basis of its territorial boundary, its assessment 

procedures and its impact on society and social order. The immediate consequence of implementation of the 

Permanent Settlement was both sudden and very dramatic, and one which nobody had apparently foreseen. By 

ensuring that Zamindars' (Land Lord) lands were held in perpetuity and with a fixed tax burden, they became 

desirable commodities. In addition, the government tax demand was inflexible and the British East India 

Company's collectors refused to make allowances for times of drought, flood or other natural disaster. The tax 

demand was higher than that in England at the time. As a result, many Zamindars immediately fell into arrears. 

The Company's policy of auction of any Zamindari lands deemed to be in arrears created a market for land 

which previously did not exist. Many of the new purchasers of this land were Indian officials within the East 


