
Vivek Research Journal (online)    Vol. VI No I ISSN: 2581-8848 June, 2022 
 

 

Vivek Research Journal- A National Multi-disciplinary Peer Reviewed Bi-annual Journal   Page 6 

 

Impact of Neo-liberalization on Indian Agriculture 

1. Dr. Amol G Sonwale 

Assistant Professor  & HOD 

Department of Commerce, 

P.D.V.P.College, Tasgaon, 

Tal- Tasgaon, Dist- Sangli 

Dr. Bandu J. Kadam 

Assistant Professor, 

Department of Economics, 

P.D.V.P.College, Tasgaon, 

Tal- Tasgaon, Dist- Sangli 

Abstract: 

Food security has been one of India’s core policy objectives for several decades. 

India’s strategy was initially based on a productivity approach, following the 1960 Green 

Revolution. This meant that food insecurity was understood as a problem of food 

insufficiency, and consequently, food security could only be achieved by increasing food 

production. The productivity approach was critiqued by Sen and Dreze in seminal works, 

such as Sen’s ‘Poverty and Famines’ and Sen’s and Dreze’s ‘Hunger and Public Action’. 

These proved that food sufficiency and hunger could coexist, and food insecurity was a 

problem of lack of access to food, rather than one of inadequate production. This lack of 

access to food, rather than its inadequacy, was the chief cause of food insecurity. India’s 

adoption of a rights-based approach to combat food insecurity is based on such access-

oriented logic, wherein an entitlement to food, or in other words, a legal right to access food, 

is recognized as justiciable against the state. 
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Introduction: 

In India, the efforts of the Right to Food Campaign, a network of organizations and 

individuals, led to the Supreme Court’s recognition of the ‘right to food’ in 2003. This later 

culminated in the enactment of the National Food Security Act, 2013 (‘the NFSA’), also 

known as the Right to Food Act. The extent of entitlement to food within this framework is 

limited. An entitlement to food can be satisfied by either direct access to food, wherein one 

grows or collects foods, or economic access to buy food from markets. The NFSA only 

covers the latter, by guaranteeing subsidized foods through India’s Public Distribution 

System (‘the PDS’). It does not engage with the question of direct access, that is, food 

security through farming itself. The present research paper focus impact of neo-liberal on 

Indian Agricultural 

Objectives of study: 

 To study of concept of Neo-liberal  

 To study of impact of neo-liberal on Indian Agriculture. 

 Research Methodology: 

https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/0198284632.001.0001/acprof-9780198284635
https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/0198283652.001.0001/acprof-9780198283652
http://www.righttofoodcampaign.in/legal-action/supreme-court-orders
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The study is mainly based on secondary data. Secondary data have collected from the 

official records of concerned reference books, journals internet and newspapers. 

Concept of Neo-liberal: 

Neoliberalism is contemporarily used to refer to market-oriented reform policies such 

as "eliminating price controls, deregulating capital markets, lowering trade barriers" and 

reducing, especially through privatization and austerity, state influence in the economy. 

Neoliberalism is the economic policy approach currently embraced by the EU. 

Neoliberalism is the new economic policy approach in liberal systems of modern capitalist 

societies, which has replaced the previous approach of embedded liberalism (Harvey, 2005). 

Neoliberalism as “An approach to economic and social studies in which control of 

economic factors is shifted from the public sector to the private sector. Drawing upon 

principles of neoclassical economics, neoliberalism suggests that governments reduce deficit 

spending, limit subsidies, reform tax law to broaden the tax base, remove fixed exchange 

rates, open up markets to trade by limiting protectionism, privatize state-run businesses, 

allow private property and back deregulation.” 

Neoliberal Shift in Indian Agriculture 

         India’s agrarian communities have been under myriad threats, such as mining, 

development projects, and industries. However, a renewed neoliberal drive within the 

agricultural sector has been underway for the past 5 years. This has accelerated the already 

ensuing process of corporatization and depeasantization. Many have welcomed some of these 

reforms, calling it the ‘1991 liberalization moment for agriculture’. This goes to show that 

agriculture is undoubtedly going through many changes that are intended to encourage 

corporate and private enterprises to operate within the agricultural space. 

FCI Restructuring: 

Shortly after the BJP government assumed power in 2014, the government created a 

High-Level Committee for restructuring the Food Corporation of India (‘the FCI’), which is 

responsible for the procurement, storage, and distribution of food grains in India. It is this 

body that administers the NFSA. The recommendations of the High-Level Committee 

included the outsourcing of procurement and storage of food grains to private companies 

such that the creation of a market could reduce state expenditure This is not unsurprising, 

firstly, because the FCI had been under a lot of criticism even prior to 2014. Secondly, the 

passing of the NFSA itself raised many questions about whether the FCI could effectively 

administer such a massive food security programme. Thirdly, the government has accepted 

most of the Committee’s recommendations, including the suggestion to allow for more 

private party involvement.  

Agricultural Marketing Changes: 

Beyond the FCI, the 2019 Seed Bill for greater regulation of seeds was met with 

opposition by farmers on the ground that the Bill would allow more corporates to make 

inroads into the seed market, thereby diminishing the seed commons and peasant seeds. 

Another example is the Agricultural Produce Market Committee (‘APMC') that controls 

agricultural marketing in India. It has undergone many changes since 2014, courtesy the 

digitisation drive through e-National Agricultural Market (‘the e-NAM’). The e-NAM, as a 

replacement for government purchases of food grains at the APMC yards or mandis 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0976343020170102
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/men-and-ideas/dont-kill-2nd-green-revolution-rolling-back-farm-reforms-would-privilege-a-small-but-vociferous-group-over-the-silent-majority/
http://fci.gov.in/app2/webroot/upload/News/Report%20of%20the%20High%20Level%20Committee%20on%20Reorienting%20the%20Role%20and%20Restructuring%20of%20FCI_English.pdf
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/comment-a-flawed-approach-to-food-security/article6902377.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/a-potential-seedbed-for-private-profits/article30195634.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/a-potential-seedbed-for-private-profits/article30195634.ece
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(markets), ushers in private participation in a system that has historically been strictly 

controlled to protect small farmers against private buyers. The APMC Acts started 

undergoing a process of dismantling since 2015, culminating most recently in the Farm Acts 

of September 2020.  

The Farm Acts of 2020 have brought about major reforms in agricultural marketing 

and storage, and have received widespread opposition from Indian farmers. These Acts were 

first passed in the form of ordinances in June 2020, while the country was coping with the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The Farmers’ Produce Trade and Commerce (Promotion and 

Facilitation) Act, 2020 and The Farmers (Empowerment and Protection) Agreement on Price 

Assurance and Farm Services Act, 2020, allow farmers to sell their produce privately (outside 

APMC mandis), and across states directly without paying a state tax or fee, and facilitate 

contract farming. The Essential Commodities (Amendment) Bill, 2020 deregulates the 

production, storage, and sale of several commodities including food grains, pulses, and some 

oils. The government believes this will boost private investment in agriculture and rural 

infrastructure. The benefits will thereby be more competitive pricing and increased choices 

among farmers. 

Farmers, on the other hand, are opposing these Acts as they suspect that they will 

increase corporate control, thereby rendering small farmers at the mercy of large businesses. 

Much of the debate around these Acts has revolved around the Minimum Support Price (‘the 

MSP’), which is guaranteed by the government for listed farm produce. After these Acts 

come into force, there is no legislative guarantee that the MSP will still be provided by the 

government. Much like the FCI, the functioning of the APMC mandis and the provision of 

MSP to farmers are far from perfect. They are riddled with problems, yet these recent reforms 

are quintessential of this government’s leaning towards greater privatization and 

financialization of agriculture.  

The passing of the Farm Acts has been met by historic farmers’ protests across the 

country, especially at the Sindhu border of New Delhi. Notwithstanding the technicalities of 

the Acts themselves, the protests have captured the attention of the nation and have brought 

to the fore farmers’ issues and voices like never before. While arguing against the Acts, 

farmers have raised their concerns against corporate agriculture, the moving out of the state 

from agricultural marketing and regulation, and the diminution of farmers’ control over food 

systems. 

Neo-liberalization Reducing Farmers’ Direct Access to Food: 

The effect of neo-liberalization on farmers’ right to food can only be analyzed if one 

takes a step back to understand the broader agricultural context within which this right is 

embedded. As stated above, India’s most food insecure people are those who work on farms. 

This is because of a prevailing environment of severe rural and agrarian distress across most 

parts of India. Deep-rooted issues of farmer indebtedness and low profitability plague the 

agricultural sector, and the rural economy at large. In November 2018, thousands of farmers 

marched to New Delhi to protest. This was preceded by many protests in other cities, such as 

the ‘Long March’ of 12 March 2018 in Mumbai, the 2017 dharna (non-violent sit-in protest) 

of Tamil farmers in Delhi, and the protests met with police violence leading to the death of 5 

https://www.epw.in/journal/2020/41/commentary/bjps-farming-policies.html
https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/kolkata/protests-against-farm-laws-continue/article32763231.ece
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/12/18/india-farmers-wont-stop-protesting/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40003-016-0240-8
https://www.routledge.com/Agrarian-Distress-and-Farmer-Suicides-in-North-India/Singh-Bhangoo-Sharma/p/book/9780367220785
https://www.epw.in/journal/2017/21/special-articles/lives-debt.html
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farmers in Mandasur, Madhya Pradesh. These protests, which sought government 

intervention in the ongoing distress, demonstrate the seriousness of agrarian and rural issues. 

Low profitability in agriculture has meant that farmers cannot purchase sufficient 

quantities of nutritious food. The NFSA has therefore stepped in to provide food to those who 

lack economic access to it. However, India’s current neoliberal shift in agriculture will, on 

the one hand, ‘crowd out’ many small and marginal farmers, and on the other hand will 

diminish the choices available to the remaining farmers to grow a wide variety of crops. 

Reddy and Mishra further point out that the penetration and growth of capitalist relations in 

agriculture will reduce small farmers’ bargaining power. Walker argues that neoliberalism 

will usher in predatory growth and shape markets to only respond to the demands of urban 

India. Singh and others have shown how past neoliberal policies, in sectors allied to 

agriculture have, in fact, precipitated the prevailing agrarian crisis. 

Respecting Farmers’ Food Sovereignty: 

The background context of agrarian distress, coupled with the current wave of 

reforms, has dire consequences on the right to food of farmers. Farmers, who are 

beneficiaries under the NFSA, may qualify as ‘food secure’, as they are recipients of free or 

subsidized food. Yet, reforms that will slowly force them out of farming, or end up 

rearranging rural power dynamics against the interests of the agricultural peasantry, will 

disempower farmers such that they can never be ‘food sovereign’. Food sovereignty is a 

concept developed by La Via Campesina (a grassroots movement comprising farmers’ 

organizations from all over the world) as an alternative to neoliberal agricultural policies. The 

concept was discussed internationally during the World Food Summit in 1996 and has 

become a major issue of the international agricultural debate since then. At its core, food 

sovereignty is the right of peoples to define their own agricultural and food policy. It 

includes, among many different aspects- prioritizing local agricultural production in order to 

feed the people; access of peasants and landless people to land, water, seeds, and credit; the 

right of farmers and peasants to produce their own food; and, the right of people to take part 

in agricultural policy choices such as the right of countries to reject genetically modified 

organisms (‘GMO’s) and guard against low-priced agricultural imports. 

Food sovereignty’s critique of a rights-based framing of food security provides useful 

insights into the Indian scenario. A right to food framing ignores power asymmetries that are 

inherent among those who produce, distribute, and consume food. As mentioned above, one’s 

right to food can be satisfied either through direct access to food or through economic access. 

Agarwal likewise argues that the right to food entails “an inherent conflict” between 

consumers’ right to “decide what they want to eat, and how and by whom it is produced” and 

rights of smallholder producers to decide what they want to grow. Consumers may as well 

prefer the low cost of imported foods, or GMOs, which would constitute an exercise of their 

right to food. Therefore, the normative construction of this right betrays smallholder farmer 

or agricultural peasants, by failing to integrate their special positions within the rights 

narrative. 

The conflation of farmers with all other holders of the right to food, firstly, reduces 

the conception of agriculture to a mere occupation, rather than the source of food; and 

secondly, that farmers, much like many other consumers, need only have economic agency 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0021909620916908?journalCode=jasa#:~:text=to%20agricultural%20products.-,Food%20insecurity%20under%20the%20open%20economic%20regime,has%20recorded%20a%20steady%20decline.&text=It%20was%20recorded%20at%2076.7,per%20cent%20in%201980%E2%80%9381
http://www.igidr.ac.in/pdf/publication/IDR-2008.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03066150802681963?journalCode=fjps20
https://www.routledge.com/Agrarian-Distress-and-Farmer-Suicides-in-North-India/Singh-Bhangoo-Sharma/p/book/9780367220785
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40277628?seq=1
https://www.epw.in/journal/1986/18/special-articles/agrarian-question-and-development-capitalism-india.html#:~:text=%EF%BB%BFThe%20Agrarian%20Question%20and,agrarian%20structure%20and%20growth%20problems
https://www.routledge.com/Rural-Labour-Relations-in-India/Byres-Kapadia-Lerche/p/book/9780714680460
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3138/j.ctt6wrg7m
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3138/j.ctt6wrg7m
https://viacampesina.org/en/food-sovereignty/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03066150.2013.876996
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(which could be satisfied by farming or any alternative income sources) to realize their right 

to food. In India, a slew of agricultural policies that disproportionately benefit large farmers 

and encourage agribusinesses over subsistence farming have hastened farmers’ exit from 

farming into waged labour. Farmers have hence not been able to preserve farm households 

and farming in a way they would wish to. The consistent mention of small farm sizes and 

fragmented landholdings as the ‘major cause of inefficiency’ is to say, in other words, that by 

reducing the number of farmers, India could solve the development problem in agriculture. 

Collier has argued that small farmers are idealized and romanticized unnecessarily. He states 

that peasant farmers would happily trade their position for a low-wage factory job, as the 

latter is economically more attractive.  

Such an argument shows precisely why there is a need to place the rights of farmers at 

a higher pedestal than a general right to food. The connection farmers have with food security 

has been obscured by the right to food being understood only as an economic entitlement. 

There is a need to push the narrative to secure a direct production entitlement for small and 

marginal farmers. Food sovereignty advocates, while citing the inadequacies of the food 

security discourse, have shown how local small-scale food systems are sustainable, 

nourishing, and empowering for farmers. India’s neoliberal reforms encourage large-scale 

industrial farming controlled by corporations. Such a trend will undermine numerous local 

food systems and may exacerbate, or even create, problems such as high food prices, farmer 

impoverishment, biodiversity loss, and reduced climate change resilience. The 

corporatization of agriculture will see corporations racing to control other components of the 

food systems such as water, seeds, land and markets. India’s rights-based food security 

regime does not reflect food sovereignty principles. A neoliberal shift will render a vast 

majority of farmers unable to develop localized food systems or exercise control over such 

systems by growing food that is healthy, culturally appropriate, and environmentally 

sustainable.  

Farmers’ A Priori Right to Food:  

There is a need to imagine a special status for farmers in food security and right to 

food discourses. Thompson, while evaluating the a priori standing of farmers over the right 

to food, says that the attractions towards being part of the wage labour workforce are higher 

in cultures where farming is viewed with little or no social prestige, compared to cultures 

where small farmers are venerated as resourceful and self-reliant. The negative image 

associated with farming and rural life generally constructs city life as a step up in the social 

ladder. In a country, where the switch from farming to waged labour (either in the city or 

elsewhere) is not a free choice, food security through farming, fishing, food collection, and 

other types of food production needs to be envisioned beyond mere economic agency.  

In India, there is a history of venerating farmers as food providers, as well as a rich 

history of peasantries and subaltern conflict. Several farmers’ movements, mobilizations, and 

recent protests resonate many of these ideas. It is social movements that shape and reshape 

human rights. The right to food needs to be reinterpreted in favour of the special position 

farmers hold in food systems. Neo-liberalization within food and agriculture diminishes the 

choices available to farmers, thereby undermining their direct food entitlements. Resultantly, 

farmers are relegated to a dependency on either economic entitlements or on the state. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17449626.2015.1100651
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20699372
https://ideas.repec.org/a/spr/agrhuv/v33y2016i1p203-213.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284432797_Food_Sovereignty_and_Agroecology_in_the_Convergence_of_Rural_Social_Movements/link/579a056208aedca4efb91ae7/download
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284432797_Food_Sovereignty_and_Agroecology_in_the_Convergence_of_Rural_Social_Movements/link/579a056208aedca4efb91ae7/download
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10460-011-9331-0
https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/geoforum/vol/35/issue/3
http://afsafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/AFSA-Document.pdf
http://afsafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/AFSA-Document.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00856401.2014.987338
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/international-law-from-below/3C872DE7255EDB8F4212B4B73E697CD4
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/review-of-international-studies/article/abs/human-rights-and-collective-emancipation-the-politics-of-food-sovereignty/5FDAF8F97E03143FF47C24B4D219970B
https://journals.uair.arizona.edu/index.php/JPE/article/download/22388/21884.&nbsp
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Linkages between food security and agricultural policymaking need to be strengthened, such 

that more instances of farmer-led actions towards hunger eradication and malnutrition can 

emerge. This can lead to the realization of the right to food for all. 

Conclusion 

This article has argued that India’s right-to-food-based food security framework does 

not sufficiently address the special status of farmers. On the one hand, farmers and those 

associated with agriculture are the most vulnerable sections from a food security perspective. 

On the other hand, the only way India’s food security architecture devises a solution for this 

depravity is by distributing free/subsidized food. While food distribution is a vital piece of 

state support in combating hunger, the deeper issue of why farmers are unable to directly feed 

themselves remains unanswered. The recent neoliberal shift in agriculture will only aggravate 

the ongoing malaise by pushing more farmers away from farming, and reshaping India’s food 

systems away from localized, small-scale, and sustainable systems. Such a change will 

undermine the right to food of farmers, who ought to enjoy an a priori right to food that is not 

merely reduced to an economic entitlement to food. The current conception of the right to 

food does not incorporate principles of food sovereignty and as such, farmers’ legally 

recognized rights never quite become rights. 
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