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A COMPREHENSIVE ANALYSIS OF THE RYOTWARI LAND  

REVENUE SYSTEM OF MADRAS PRESIDENCY 

 

ABSTRACT: 

This paper aims to look back into the Ryotwari land revenue system that was kept in place by the 

British in the Madras Presidency. This system to some extent replicates the present land revenue 

systems that are followed in India and acts as a solid precedent for systems that are to come. This 

paper throws light on various intricacies within the system where its history, application, rights, 

duties, positives, and negatives are analyzed to understand the factors that led to its formation. 

The paper also touches on why the system did not continue successfully and the limitation that 

kept pulling it back. The paper aims to differentiate the different revenue collection systems used 

by the British and the importance of the Ryotwari system among them. The objective is to 

understand how this and other revenue collection systems acted in a trial-and-error method in 
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determining and inventing a concrete system that would ensure proper collection of revenue 

without hindering the rights and enjoyment of land ownership of private parties.  The paper 

concludes by detailing the end of this system and its drawbacks.  
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INTRODUCTION: 

The Ryotwari or Kulwar system, was first introduced by Colonel Alexander Read and Sir 

Thomas Munro in 1792. This system sought to establish a direct relationship between the British 

administration and the cultivators, or ryots, without the involvement of intermediaries such as 

landlords. A key feature of this system was the detailed survey of individual landholdings in a 

district to assess the productivity of each plot. Based on this assessment, the government fixed a 

specific sum of money as the maximum revenue payable for each field. While earlier revenue 

systems often required payment in kind, Colonel Read’s system converted these payments into a 

cash form, which simplified revenue collection for the British government.1 

 

This system was introduced after the third Mysore war in 1792 when cultivators were under the 

mercy of landlords. These landlords and middlemen took advantage and acted oppressively 

against these cultivators. Col. Read is said to have introduced this system to put an end to such 

oppression and make way for a feasible revenue collection set that does not rely upon 

middlemen. While introducing this policy, it was emphasized that the British administration's 

goals of securing revenue, providing fair advantages to industries, accommodating the needs of 

all inhabitants, and ensuring that both higher and lower classes benefit from their labor, all while 

maintaining good governance and policy.2 

 

THE CONCEPT OF MELVARAM & KUDIVARAM: 

Before diving into analyzing different aspects of the Ryotwari system, it is pertinent to 

understand the concepts of Melvaram and Kudivaram. It is the partnership between these two 

2 From Read to the Board of Revenue, Baramahal Records, Section VI, at 1-20. 
1 Chandrasekaran A., Land Laws of Tamil Nadu 14 (C. Sitaram & Co. Pvt. Ltd.). 



that holds the system in place. Both these are rights conferred upon two different parties–the 

government and the ryot. Ryot means a subject in Arabic. In a much more Indian sense and 

relevance to this system, Ryot means a peasant or farmer. As stated, both terms mean a right that 

is conferred upon both parties. Melvaram is the right of the Government to which it is entitled to 

receive revenue out of the land of the Ryot. It is not a rent per se but a tax that it collects to let 

Ryot own the land. Melvaram however, does not give the Government a right to interfere with 

the rights of the Ryot to enjoy the land. This is called Kudivaram, a right enjoyed by the 

owner/Ryot where he gets to use the land however he deems fit.3 This is how the ryotwari system 

is meant to work and this is how most countries generate land revenue. 

 

INTRICACIES OF THE RYOTWARI SYSTEM AND ITS DIFFERENCE FROM 

OTHER REVENUE COLLECTION MECHANISMS: 

Though the rights of Melvaram and Kudivaram are distinguished, the system was not effectively 

implemented in its lines. the ryots were not recognized as proprietors of the land they worked on. 

Instead, they were treated as cultivating tenants who were required to pay a fixed amount of 

revenue on the land they cultivated. Additionally, although the settlement was made directly with 

each ryot for the land he held, the system introduced an element of collective liability by making 

the ryots in a village responsible for the entire revenue demand.  

 

In this system, land is divided into blocks, and occupants are allowed to occupy their lands. The 

tax for the same is assessed for a fixed period of 30-40 years. This establishes a direct 

relationship between both the government and the landowner without requiring a middleman. 

When a ryot is certified to have occupied land by the government, he is given a ‘Patta’, a 

government instrument that certifies that the concerned Ryot is the owner of the said land. It is 

pertinent to note that this patta is no proof of ownership and it is the government’s prerogative to 

issue one without any compulsion or obligation.4 

 

The point of difference between this system and the other revenue collection systems such as the 

Zamindari or Mahalwari systems is “middlemen”. In the Zamindari system introduced by Lord 

4 Samarao v. Sec’y of State, 1914 Madras Weekly Notes 388. 
3 A.S.N. Naina Pillai Marakayar v. T.A.R.A.R.M. Ramanathan Chettiar, A.I.R. 1918 Mad. 932. 



Cornwallis, Zamindars acted as middlemen who were vested with the duty to collect taxes. They 

enjoyed more power which made way for oppressive behaviour towards peasants and farmers. 

They also enjoyed a share of the land revenue generated by the government.5 Meanwhile, the 

Mahalwari system introduced by Holt Mackenzie vested the duty to collect revenue with the 

headman of the village. This system too was riddled with oppression and corruption.6 Compared 

to these systems, the Ryotwari provides a mechanism that makes way for minimal oppression 

and maximum revenue for the government.  

 

RIGHTS AND OBLIGATIONS UNDER RYOTWARI SYSTEM: 

Under the Ryotwari system, a registered pattadar has various rights over their landholding. They 

can transfer, sublet, mortgage, sell, or otherwise dispose of their land, with all transfers registered 

by the district's Collector, though a lack of registration does not invalidate the sale. The system 

grants the landholder full freedom in cultivation, allowing them to manage their land as they see 

fit, provided the revenue is paid. They also have the right to leave their land uncultivated, though 

they must still meet their revenue obligations regardless of the land's condition. 

 

Ryotwari proprietors also have rights to the minerals beneath their land, subject to additional 

assessments, and they can work those minerals freely. However, treasure troves found on the 

land are not part of the ryot's ownership; such finds are governed by the Treasure Trove Act of 

1878, which requires notification to authorities and stipulates the distribution of the treasure 

between the finder and the landowner. Additionally, the ryot is entitled to any trees standing on 

their land, except in specific cases where tree taxes, like for Palmyra in Tirunelveli, are still 

levied. 

 

The ryot can also relinquish part or all of their land back to the government, provided they do so 

promptly and allow for its reassignment to another cultivator. Upon relinquishment, the ryot's 

obligation to pay revenue ceases. They are also entitled to water for irrigation, although the 

government can change the source of supply, and the ryot is entitled to an injunction if their 

water source is disrupted by another landholder. 

6 Devender Kumar, Hazardous Impacts of the Mahalwari System on Village Community, 6 Int’l J. Creative Res. 
Thoughts (Jan. 2018). 

5 Malika Garg, Zamindari System and Its Abolishment, 29 Pen Acclaims (Dec. 2023). 



 

The obligations of a Ryotwari landholder include paying land taxes on all land they hold, 

whether it is cultivated or not, and paying a water cess when irrigation is provided to their land. 

These duties ensure the ryot maintains their rights over the land, but also bear the responsibility 

of contributing to the state's revenue system.7 

 

DRAWBACKS AFFECTING THE SYSTEM: 

Though the system looks good on paper, it faced so significant challenges that derailed it 

purpose. With the whole revenue collection and assessment system coming under the 

government’s control, it made for operational difficulties. The activities of government revenue 

officials were not accounted for properly and they were poorly monitored. This led to corruption 

and improper assessment of lands which caused more burden to the ryots. With the system 

eliminating concealment of land, it opened the floodgates for non-agricultural capitalists to own 

huge quantum of land.8 On the other hand, the Ryots began mortgaging their lands for loans from 

Mahajans and moneylenders. This led to the eviction of Ryot from their lands if they defaulted 

on paying the loan.9 This brought things back to square one where the government was still faced 

with inadequacies in revenue generation. 

 

CONCLUSION: 

The intention behind the introduction of this system cannot be invalidated due to administrative 

lapse. It is still on this basis, that the Governments of today’s world tax their citizens and 

generate land revenue. However, a different take on these systems shows us that the British 

administrators, in introducing the Ryotwari system, aimed to prevent the rise of a wealthy middle 

class in India. They intended to create a few individual rich men while keeping the majority of 

the peasantry in poverty and subservience. This approach was designed to ensure that Indians 

remained impoverished and divided, sharing their meager resources while surrendering the fruits 

of their labor to British rulers. The British did not want Indians to prosper in agriculture, 

industry, trade, or the arts, nor to develop intellectually or economically. This again is a catch-22 

9 Land Revenue Systems in British India, DRISHTI IAS, 
https://www.drishtiias.com/to-the-points/paper1/land-revenue-systems-in-british-india (last visited Oct. 15, 2024). 

8 M. S. Fathima Begum, Ryotwari System: Implications and Effects on the South Indian Agrarian Landscape, 12 
Int’l J. Creative Res. Thoughts 660 (2024). 

7 Chandrasekaran A (n1) 

https://www.drishtiias.com/to-the-points/paper1/land-revenue-systems-in-british-india


situation where the intentions of the colonists cannot be concluded but it can be said that these 

systems made way for systematic oppression which tested the working class of this country. 
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