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Origin of Agriculture in India: 

Introduction 

The do mestication of an imals and 
cu lti vation of certain p lants we re 
great steps foJward taken by mankind 
as these mark the beginn ing of man 's 
intervention in nature. So long as man 
was a hunter and food gatherer, he 
was a part of nature, like animals and 
b irds. But once he invented 
agriculture a nd the art o f 
domesticating animals, he was no 
longer a part of nature. With the 
beginning o f cu ltivation of cereals, 
man increased hi s control over 
environment , a process which is 
be lieved to have begun by 8000 b.c. 
(Moore , 1982 : 232; Hillma n et.al. 
"1989: 240). 

Scholars have tried to differentiate 
between the te rm 'cultivation ' and 
·domesticatio n '. Cultivation deno tes 

'the whole of man 's e fforts to look 
after p lants and in this sense it is quite 
poss ible to cu ltivate w ild p lants . 
Domestication involves genetic and 
accompan yi ng morphologica l 
changes by which the plants become 
more suited to conditions of a man­
m;~de enviro nment and less w those 
r >I a nalural env ironment (Glover, 
J <J'I..J: 10). 

r 'hclll,E!,ill~ Paradigms 

J llv donwsl icalion o f plants a nd 
. lrllllltlh ha.-. been a topic o f global 
lllll"rv-;1 dnd natu ra l sc iemists and 
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archaeologists in d ifferent parts of the 
world have been trying w understand 
this process. In this conte~t, mention 
may be mad e o f the p !On eenng 
stud ies of Hans Helback, Jack Harlan, 
Daniel Zoha1y ,Joseph Hutchinson, L. 
Costantini T.T. Chang, Gordon C. 
Hillman, M.E. Kislev, W. Van Ziest, 
Maria Hoff and many others. So far as 
theoretical d iscussions on this topic 
are concerned, mention may be made 
o f v. Gordon Ch ilde, Mark Nathan 
Cohen, Barbara Bendere, Sonia! Cole, 
Philip E. L. Smith , Peter Ucl~o, W. B. 
Dimbley, David R. Harris, J ac k 
Golson , Kent v. Flannery, L.R. Binford 
and many others. 

Presently, a vigo ro us debate is 
raging as to the origins of agriculture 
a nd crop domest icat ion. Not o n ly 
does the question arise of when and 
w he re a particul ar c rop was fi rs t 
do mesticaced but also of how and 
why. The root ca uses of th e 
develo pment o f a n agric u ltura l 
economy has now become one of the 
arc ha eologis ts' ma in concern­
though u nt il q u ite recently s uch 
questions were largely ignored . In th is 
connection mention may be made of 
three re lated hypotheses proposed to 
explain the shi ft from foraging to 
farming . The first is through cl imatic 
c ha nges, changes in sea- leve l, 
inc reased compe tit ion from othe r 
species, o r s imi lar causes, t he 
diminishi ng of naturally ava ilable 
food reso urces t h is beco m ing 

necessa ry to supple ment them by 
g rowing food p la nts a nd 
do mesticating animals. V. Gordon 
Childe was the foremost p roponent 
of the view that the development of 
food production in the Near East was 
the result of 'desiccation ', following 
the retreat o f the ice sheets of the last 
glacia l. He envisaged the focused 
concentration of human, an imal and 
p lant populations in the river valleys 
and around oases as lead ing to 
domestication and the adoptio n o f 
food-producing econo my, but he d id 
not suggest what p recise processes o f 
adoption might have been involved 
in the establishment of this new mode 
of subsistence. Childe's hypothesis 
has been cha llenged o n the gro und 
that no clear archaeological evidence 
exists for major post-glacia l cl imatic 
changes in the Near East. 

Another factor frequently seen as 
a determin ing condition in the 
ado ption of agricu ltu re is tha t of 
demographic growth. The propone nt 
of this theory Mark Nathan Cohe n 
bel ieves that modern ma n , w ho 
o riginated in Africa, gradually spread 
th rough Afr ica and the a dj acen t 
con tinents, d ispersing in order to 
mai ntain population densiti es a t 
wh ic h s u rviva l was easy . As 
popu lation d e nsi ti es inexorab ly 
increased, man was gradually forced 
to occupy less favo u rable 
e nvironments and to sw itch to less 
palatable diets. Eventually, as h is diet 
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came to include less and less game 
and more and more plant foods, man 
became a farmer. 

/ heories of Agricultural Origins 

As regards the problem of where and 
when agricul ture began, severa l 
models have been proposed. The 
19th century botanist Alpho nse de 
Canc!olle was the first to attempt to 
locate the region of o rigin of the 
various cu ltivated plants. In his book 
/'be Orig in of Cultivated Plants 
published in 1883 he wrote: 

Agriculture came originally, at least so 
f:tr as the prin cipa l species are 
concerned. from three great regions, in 
whi ch cenain plants grew, regions 
which had no communication with 
each other. These are-China, the 
southwest of Asia (with Egypt) and 
inter-tropical America . 

Taking up Candolle's notion of 
agricultu rat centres of origin , Va vilov, 
in h is book , Origins, Variation , 
Immunity and Breeding of Cultivated 
Plants, published in 1926 concluded 
that ir was possible to de fi ne at least 
e ight independent centres o f o rigin of 
the wo rlds· most cul tivated p lants , 
inc lud ing Chinese , Indian , Ce mral 
Asian , Near Easte rn , Medite rranean, 
Abyssinian and South Mexican and 
Cent ral America n , and South 
Ame rican centres . 

So me archaeologis ts s tro ng ly 
he I ievecl that th e domestication of 
plants was s uch a re volutio na ry 
conce pt tha t it cou ld on ly have 
occurred once in human history. V. 
Gordon Childe was th e stro ngest 
proponent o f this theory . He believed 

1 hat rhe ea rliest farming settlements 
known were those of the Near East, 
;tnd it \\·: ts hen.: that \vheat and harley 
\\'cr<.: first domestica ted and pottery 
~tnd weav ing in vented . From this 
unique centre o f o rig in , the ne\v 
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technology and the sedentary way of 
li fe associated with it g radua ll y 
diffused to other parts of the world 
(Childe, 1941, 1954). 

This notion was outright rejected 
by the geographers Carl. 0. Sauer in 
1952. He proposed that the first 
domesticators were no t agriculturists 
but horticulturists probably fisher-folk 
living in a mild climate in afforested 
zone. Sauer postulated three hearths 
of plant domestication: one in 
mainland Southeast Asia and two in 
America, from which the idea of plant 
cultivation gradually diffused (Sauer, 
1952). Sauer's provocative hypothesis 
fo und support from a number of 
excavations carr'ied out in Southeast 
Asia . The vegetable remains 
discovered at Spirit Cave in North 
Thailand have been tentatively dated 
to 8000 Before Present. The results of 
excavations at Non Nok Tha and Ban 
Chia ng s how a cont inuous 
progression from an early economy 
based on foraging and plant-tending 
to the domesticatio n of palustrian 
species (taro and rice) and eventua lly 
to a behaviour re liance on rice­
fanning. 

On the bas is of widesp read 
evidence for early plant domestication 
in tropica l zones, Ha rlan h as 
pro posed three mutua lly independent 
syste ms of d o mestication, each with 
a centre and a no n-centre. 

i. A Near East centre and an African 
no n-centre. 

ii. A North Ch inese centre and a 
Southeast Asian and South Pacific 
no n-centre. 

111. A Meso Ame rican centre and a 
, South American non-centre. 

lie \' isua lizes some stim ulatio n and 
feedback in terms of ideas, techniques 
o n materia ls be tween centre and non­
centre in each system. 

A survey of the above hypotheses 
demonstrates that from Childe 's 
unique Near Eastern cradle to the 
number of centres proposed by 
Vavilov, the question of d iffusion 
versus independent discovery 
assumes importance. If as Childe and 
Hawkes believed, agriculture was 
only 'invented ' once, then clearly 
some mechanism of diffusion rhust 
have been responsible for the 
appearance of agriculture in other 
parts of the world. On the contrary, 
several scholars have a rgued that 
plant domestication, the manufacture 
of pottery and so on , are such natural 
adapta tions to widely-rep licated 
needs that they must have developed 
quite independently, if more or less 
contemporaneously in different parts 
of the world. 

In the lioht of the above, we may 
l:> 

now consider how different 
theore tical pos itions have affected 
interpreta tions of the orig ins and 
spread of agriculture in India . 

In India the history of agric ulture 
has attract~d the attention of scholars 
from t ime to time. While lite rary 
sources on this top ic have been 
tapped by R. Gangopadhyaya, G.P. 
Maj umdar, S.P. Raychaudhuri, K.L. 
Mehra, P .K. Gode and others, the 
stud y of a rchaeo-botan ical data 
obtained from archaeological 
excava tions is still in its infancy, 
mainly du e to lack of expertise . A 
beginning in this direction was made 
by K.A. Chaudhmy and Vish nu Mittre 
which was followed by G.M. Buth, 
K.S. Saraswat, M.D. Kajale, Gail G. 
Wagner and S.A. Weber. Taking into 
account the two sets of evidences 
(litera1y as well as archaeo-botanicaD. 
M.S. Randhawa made a bri lliant e ffort 
to reconstruct rhc llistoly (?l Indian 
Agricua/ture in four volumes. 
Ho,vever. as the t'rst volume of his 
hook dealing with ancient India 
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appeared more than two decades ago, 
an evaluatio n of the data ob tained 
d uring the last two decades is a 
deside ratum. 

A llt iqu ily of Ag 1'icultw ·e in India 

In the present state o f research it is 
d ifficult to pin point the o rig in and 
antiq uity of agriculture in India . We 
have been to ld that cerealia type o f 
po llen, cons id e re d to be the 
progenitor of cultigens were obtained 
from Salt lake of Rajasthan (Buth et.al. 
1986) as also from Haigam lake in rhe 
Kashmir valley . 

The ea rliest ev idence rega rd ino 
cultivated cereal p lan ts comes fro1~ 
Mehrgarh where the a n tiq ui ty o f 
1.. . :civated ce reals goes back to the 
sevenrh millennium b .c. This site is 
located in the north Kachi pla in where 
th re e environme nta l zon es ( h ill , 
p la ins and pere nnial ri vers) come 
togethe r and rhus the reg io n is well­
·~u ited to the early development o f 
fa rming economv. The No rth Kachi 
plain is a semi-arid reg io n w here the 
natural xe rophytic vegetation is frag ile 
and with the coming o f farmers and 
herders, the natu ra l bala nce can be 
upset and a process o f enviro nmental 
change migh t beg in. It has been 
postu la te d th a t du r in g th e late 
Ple istocene, hun ter-gathe re rs fe d 
the mselves by collecting w ild g rasses 
and fruit:, in footh ills and bv huntino 

. . 0 

anuna!s o n the o pen s lo pes and o n 
t he p la ins nea r w ate ring po in ts 
!.Jarrige, 1985: 28) but by the ea rly 
seven th m ill e nnium b .c .. ce re a l 
cultivauo n in flooded fie lds played an 
JJnporta nl ro le in the s ubs is te n ce 
e-conomy in this a rea (Cos tantin i. 
19H<J· :$ 1 J. 
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Antiqu ity of Rice Cultivation et.al. 2002). Domestica ted rice is 

Rice is annual grass be longing to the present in the lowest leve ls of Imlidih 
same family as wheat, barley, oats, rye Kh urd . Na rh a n , Se nuw a r and 
andrs the only major grain crop which Chi rancl . Oth e r e a rl y fin ds of 
is grown almost exclusively as human cult ivated rice beyo nd the Midd le 
food . Hence, it was one of earliest Ganga pla in comprise Atranj ikhe ra 
pla nts to be c ul t iva ted o r (2000-1500 b.c .) and La! Qila (1880 
domesticated in both tropical and b.c.), but far more important are the 
warm temperate region . T.T. Chang ev-idences of rice cultivation as early 
Cl976a, 1976b, 1989) has shown that as 2700-2800 b .c. in the region o f 
the original habitat of Oryza was the Haryana. These ea rly and mature 
Gon dwana sub-contine nt. Whe n I-Iarappans in the northw est India 
Gondwana bro ke up and became were p ri marily growers o f wheat and 
Africa , Antarctica, Australia, Malagasy, barley and rice moved to this region 
South America and Southeast Asia in competition to those cro ps at such 
0 1yza species drifted into distinc~ an early stage. Commenting on the 
geographical habitats (Swaminathan d iffusion of rice from the mid-Ganga 
1984). It is interesting to note that wilci pla ins to the northweste rn part of 
r ice is ga th ered by the triba l subcontinent, K. S. Saraswat (in press) 
po pulatio ns of the Jeypore tract of writes. "The d isseminatio n of rice 
Orissa state, India and the Batt icaloa cultivatio n would have been a slow 
d is tr ict o f Sri Lanka even today moving process fro m the p rimary 
(Chang, 1989: 409). homestead o r clan in the Gangetic 

'-,( lrllL' knorty J)roblemS relating tO 
'IIL' rJI'I.l(I f1 " o f agricu lture in Ind ia 
relate to the c.u ltivatio n of rice and 
millet-; In the fo llowing pages we 
h~I\ t· ~ttt<:mptt:d to throw so me light 
1111 till' t·<~rh cu lti\·ation o f rice . 

As rega rds the o n g 1n o f ri ce plain to the no rthwest. The cultivatio n 
c ultivat io n , Midd le Ga nga pla ins and early domestication could have 
provides important evidence. That ta ke n p lace concurrent ly a n d 
this cereal was harvested (thouoh not indepencler.tly in many localities and 
culti va ted as ye t) in the ;roto- moved in no rthweste rn di rectio n 
Neolithic phase at Chopani Manda , through zigzag ro utes, combined 
has been documented. The tentative forces of natural and human selectio n, 
time-span of seventeenth-seventh diverse climates and so ils and varied 
mil lennium b.c . s uggested by the cultu ral practices must have led to the 
excavators for this s ite, has also been great ecological d ivers ity in this crop." 
s uppo rte d b y o th e r scho la rs It is in te res ting to note that the 
(Chakraban i, 1988: 91). The p resence o rigin and antiqu ity o f rice cultivatio n 
of cultivated rice at Koldihwa dating in China has undergo ne substantial 
from 9,000 to 7,000 yea rs 'Be fo re change d uring the last three decades. 
Present provides the earliest record of By the late seventies and early e ighties 
:ice cultivation in this subcontinent. of the last century, many rice-remains 
fherefore , Wenming (2002: 152) is dated fro m 6,000-5,500 yea rs Before 
ng~H in co ncl ud ing that rice Present we re fo und in 1-Ie rnudu , 
agncultu re originated in India no later Zhejiang Province, and some rice­
than 9000 years Before Present. The remains from the early pe riod were 
p resence o f cu lt ivat ed ri ce a t a lso fou nd at Maj iabang and Oaxi 
Lahura.deva (district Sant Kabir Nagar, sites . The refore , it was be lieved tha t 
U. P. ) tn the Neolith ic context and the lower reaches o f the Yangtze 
elated by C-14 method to 5300 b.c . valley might be one o f the centres of 
p rov ides confir mato ry da ta to the origi.n. Soon after, rice- remains elated 
chro no logica l framewo rk given to from even ea rlie r ti me, 9,000-7,000 
Ko ld ih wa and Ma hagara (Tewari years Befo re Present, were fou nd at 

. Pe ngto us han and Che ngbe ix i s ites 
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located in the middle Yangtze Valley. 
Since these represented the earliest 
remains of rice-agriculture known at 
that time, the theoty that it originated 
in th e Ya ng t ze Va lley g rad u ally 
became ax iomatic. Recent discoveries 
from Yuch ::m yan, Hunan Province 
and Xianrendong and D iaotonghuan, 
jiangxi Province, indicate that the 
origin o f rice-agriculture goes back 
to mo re than 10,000 yea rs ago. 
Using C-14 dating, the charcoal and 
' "'-pieces of pottery co llected fro m 

Y u ch an ya n ca n be dated to 
12,060+ 120 a n d 12,320+ 120 ye::u-s 
Before Presen t resp ec ti ve l y. and 
:;amples collccred from the 1:\YO sites 
in J iangxi Pro\' i n;:e we re near l y 
contemporary , dating ro much earlier 
tha n the o r ig ins of domesticated 
" ·hea t and b:uley in \Vest As ia 
( \\'enmi ng. 2002: 151-52). As 
comp:m:d to the above evidence. the 
:t tH iquity of rice c u ltiv ation in lnd ia is 

:tdmittcdly late b y :nlcast 3000 years 
~mel more f ield itwestigatio n in the 
\ ' in dh ya- 1\.aim ur-O r issa he i r is 
tK 'cc.led bdore th<.: issue is fi nally 
J'L'SOlVcc.l. 
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