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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the economic dynamics of pre-independence Orissa (now Odisha), 

examining the region's economic structure, key sectors, and socio-economic challenges. 

Through an analysis of historical records, economic reports, and scholarly articles, the paper 

aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of Orissa's economic landscape prior to 1947. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Orissa, presently known as Odisha, is a state with a rich tapestry of history, culture, and 

economic development that dates back to ancient times. The period preceding India's 

independence in 1947 is particularly significant for understanding the economic foundations 

and challenges that have shaped contemporary Odisha. This era witnessed profound 

transformations under British colonial rule, which deeply influenced the region's economic 

landscape. 

The pre-independence economy of Orissa was predominantly agrarian, with the majority of its 

population engaged in agriculture. The fertile plains of the Mahanadi River and its tributaries 

provided a conducive environment for farming, making agriculture the backbone of the region's 

economy. However, the agricultural sector was characterized by low productivity, traditional 

farming methods, and vulnerability to natural disasters such as floods, droughts, and cyclones. 

These factors, combined with exploitative land tenure systems like the Zamindari and Ryotwari 

systems, resulted in widespread poverty and indebtedness among the peasantry. 

The colonial administration's policies further exacerbated these challenges. The British, 

primarily concerned with revenue extraction and resource exploitation, introduced land 

revenue systems that often burdened the local population. The Zamindari system, for instance, 

empowered landlords (zamindars) who acted as intermediaries between the colonial state and 

the peasant cultivators. These zamindars collected taxes on behalf of the British government, 

frequently imposing exorbitant rents and leading to the marginalization of tenant farmers. This 

system entrenched economic disparities and hindered agricultural development. 

In addition to agriculture, Orissa had a vibrant tradition of cottage industries and handicrafts, 

including weaving, pottery, and metalwork. These industries played a crucial role in the rural 
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economy, providing employment and sustaining local communities. However, the influx of 

cheap, mass-produced goods from Britain undermined these traditional industries, leading to 

their decline. The focus of the British administration on exporting raw materials and importing 

finished goods disrupted local production and trade networks, further impoverishing the local 

artisans and craftsmen. 

Despite the decline of traditional industries, the colonial period also saw the emergence of 

modern industries, particularly in the mining sector. Orissa is rich in mineral resources such as 

coal, iron ore, and bauxite, which attracted British investment. The establishment of mining 

operations brought about some degree of industrialization, but the benefits were unevenly 

distributed. The profits largely flowed to British companies and the colonial administration, 

with minimal positive impact on the local population's socio-economic conditions. 

The economic dynamics of pre-independence Orissa were also shaped by its trade networks. 

Orissa's strategic location along the Bay of Bengal facilitated external trade, with ports like 

Cuttack and Puri serving as important commercial hubs. However, inadequate infrastructure 

and colonial policies that prioritized the extraction of resources over local development limited 

the potential of trade to stimulate economic growth. 

In the economic landscape of pre-independence Orissa was a complex interplay of traditional 

practices, colonial exploitation, and natural challenges. The legacy of this period is evident in 

the persistent socio-economic issues that the region faces today. Understanding this historical 

context is essential for addressing contemporary developmental challenges and formulating 

effective policies for sustainable growth in Odisha. 

II. AGRICULTURAL SECTOR 

Land Tenure Systems 

1. Zamindari System: Introduced by the British, the Zamindari system vested land 

ownership in landlords (zamindars) who collected rent from tenant farmers. The system 

led to widespread exploitation, with high rents and taxes imposed on the peasantry, 

leaving them in perpetual debt and poverty. 

2. Ryotwari System: The Ryotwari system, less prevalent in Orissa, recognized 

individual cultivators as landholders responsible for paying land revenue directly to the 

government. This system provided some relief compared to the Zamindari system, but 

its limited implementation meant most farmers remained under exploitative landlords. 

Crop Patterns and Productivity 

1. Primary Crops: Rice was the principal crop of Orissa, forming the staple diet and the 

mainstay of its agrarian economy. Other important crops included pulses, oilseeds, 

millets, and vegetables. The region’s agriculture was predominantly subsistence-based, 

with farmers primarily growing crops for their own consumption rather than for 

commercial purposes. 
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2. Low Productivity: Agricultural productivity in pre-independence Orissa was low due 

to several factors. Traditional farming methods, lack of modern agricultural techniques, 

and limited use of fertilizers and high-yielding variety seeds contributed to poor yields. 

Additionally, the fragmented landholding system and small plot sizes further hampered 

productivity. 

3. Irrigation Challenges: The agricultural sector was heavily dependent on monsoon 

rains, making it vulnerable to fluctuations in weather patterns. Irrigation infrastructure 

was underdeveloped, with only a small percentage of cultivated land being irrigated. 

This dependency on rainfall resulted in frequent crop failures and low agricultural 

output during drought years. 

Impact of Natural Calamities 

1. Floods and Droughts: Orissa was prone to frequent natural calamities such as floods 

and droughts, which had devastating effects on agriculture. Floods, particularly in the 

coastal regions, destroyed crops and displaced farming communities. Droughts, on the 

other hand, led to severe water shortages and reduced crop yields, exacerbating food 

insecurity and poverty. 

2. Cyclones: The state’s coastal location made it vulnerable to cyclones, which caused 

widespread damage to crops, livestock, and infrastructure. The recurrent nature of these 

calamities created a cycle of agricultural instability and economic hardship for the 

farming population. 

Socio-Economic Conditions 

1. Poverty and Indebtedness: The combination of exploitative land tenure systems, low 

agricultural productivity, and frequent natural calamities entrenched poverty among 

Orissa's farmers. High rents, taxes, and crop failures forced many farmers into debt, 

often leading to the loss of their land and further economic marginalization. 

2. Labor Exploitation: The agrarian economy relied heavily on manual labor, with tenant 

farmers and landless laborers constituting a significant portion of the agricultural 

workforce. These laborers faced harsh working conditions, low wages, and lack of 

social security, contributing to widespread economic distress. 

Government Policies 

1. Colonial Revenue Policies: British colonial policies prioritized revenue extraction 

over agricultural development. High land taxes and rents were imposed, often 

disregarding the economic capacity of the farmers. This revenue-centric approach 

neglected investments in agricultural infrastructure and support systems. 

2. Limited Agricultural Reforms: While some attempts were made to introduce 

agricultural reforms, they were largely inadequate and failed to address the root causes 
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of agrarian distress. Initiatives to improve irrigation, introduce modern farming 

techniques, and provide credit facilities were insufficient and poorly implemented. 

In the agricultural sector in pre-independence Orissa was characterized by exploitative land 

tenure systems, low productivity, vulnerability to natural calamities, and socio-economic 

challenges. These factors collectively contributed to widespread poverty and economic 

instability, laying the foundation for the region's ongoing struggles with agricultural 

development. Understanding these historical dynamics is crucial for addressing contemporary 

issues in Odisha's agrarian economy. 

III. INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENT 

Traditional Industries 

1. Handicrafts and Cottage Industries: Orissa had a rich tradition of handicrafts and 

cottage industries, including weaving, pottery, metalwork, and woodworking. These 

small-scale industries played a crucial role in the rural economy, providing employment 

and sustaining local communities. The intricate silver filigree work of Cuttack, the 

exquisite appliqué work of Pipili, and the delicate textiles of Sambalpuri sarees were 

renowned for their craftsmanship and contributed to the cultural and economic fabric 

of the region. 

2. Decline Due to Colonial Policies: The advent of British rule brought significant 

changes that negatively impacted traditional industries. The influx of cheap, mass-

produced goods from Britain disrupted local production. The British policies favored 

the export of raw materials from India and the import of finished goods, leading to a 

decline in demand for locally made products. This shift caused many traditional artisans 

to lose their livelihoods and contributed to the impoverishment of rural communities. 

Emergence of Modern Industries 

1. Mining Sector: The discovery of rich mineral deposits in Orissa attracted British 

investment and led to the establishment of modern industries, particularly in the mining 

sector. Coal, iron ore, bauxite, and manganese were the primary minerals extracted. The 

mining industry became a significant contributor to the region’s economy, providing 

employment and stimulating related sectors such as transportation and trade. Major 

mining operations were established in areas like Talcher, Joda, and Sundargarh, turning 

them into industrial hubs. 

2. Industrial Infrastructure: To support mining activities, the British administration 

developed infrastructure such as railways, roads, and ports. The construction of the East 

Coast Railway and the establishment of major ports in Paradip and Gopalpur facilitated 

the transportation of minerals to other parts of India and abroad. However, this 

infrastructure development primarily served colonial interests and did not significantly 

benefit the local population. 
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Challenges and Limitations 

1. Exploitation and Marginalization: Despite the establishment of modern industries, 

the benefits were unevenly distributed. The profits from mining and related activities 

were largely reaped by British companies and the colonial administration, with minimal 

positive impact on the local economy. The exploitation of labor in mines, characterized 

by harsh working conditions, low wages, and lack of social security, further 

marginalized the local workforce. 

2. Environmental Impact: The extraction of minerals had adverse environmental effects, 

including deforestation, soil erosion, and water pollution. These environmental changes 

disrupted local ecosystems and negatively impacted agricultural productivity, 

exacerbating the socio-economic challenges faced by the rural population. 

3. Lack of Diversification: Industrial development in pre-independence Orissa was 

limited to the mining sector, with little diversification into manufacturing or other 

industrial activities. This lack of industrial diversification meant that the region 

remained predominantly agrarian, with a limited industrial base to support broader 

economic growth. 

Government Policies and Interventions 

1. Colonial Economic Policies: The British colonial administration’s economic policies 

were primarily focused on resource extraction and revenue generation. Investments in 

industrial infrastructure were made to facilitate the export of raw materials rather than 

to promote local industrialization. This approach hindered the development of a robust 

industrial sector that could support sustainable economic growth. 

2. Limited Local Initiatives: Local efforts to promote industrialization were often 

constrained by a lack of capital, technical expertise, and supportive policies. While 

some local entrepreneurs attempted to establish small-scale industries, their efforts 

were limited by the overarching colonial economic framework that prioritized British 

interests. 

Socio-Economic Impact 

1. Employment Opportunities: The establishment of modern industries created new 

employment opportunities, particularly in mining and transportation. However, these 

jobs were often low-paying and involved difficult working conditions, limiting their 

positive impact on the local standard of living. 

2. Urbanization: Industrial development led to the growth of urban centers around mining 

hubs. Towns like Rourkela and Angul experienced population growth as people 

migrated in search of employment. This urbanization brought about changes in the 

socio-economic fabric of these areas, including the development of new markets and 

services. 
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In the industrial development of pre-independence Orissa was marked by the decline of 

traditional industries, the emergence of a significant mining sector, and the challenges of 

exploitation and environmental degradation. The benefits of industrialization were largely 

uneven, with colonial policies prioritizing resource extraction over local development. 

Understanding these historical dynamics provides crucial insights into the region’s current 

industrial landscape and the ongoing challenges in achieving balanced and sustainable 

economic growth. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

The economic dynamics of pre-independence Orissa were shaped by a combination of 

traditional practices, colonial policies, and natural challenges. While the region had rich 

agricultural and mineral resources, the benefits of these assets were often reaped by colonial 

powers, leaving the local population in poverty. Understanding the historical economic context 

of Orissa provides valuable insights into the region's development trajectory and the socio-

economic challenges it continues to face. 
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